



Leveraging on sustainable tourism for Economic Development in the COMESA Region:  Lessons from Low and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs)
Abstract 

Tourism has emerged as one of the fastest-growing and most influential economic sectors globally, playing a pivotal role in driving gross domestic product (GDP), generating employment, attracting investment, and facilitating cross-cultural exchange. Globally, the sector contributes an estimated 10.3% to GDP and supports one in every ten jobs. This study explores how sustainable tourism can be harnessed as a catalyst for regional economic integration, resilience, and inclusive development within the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA). Despite tourism’s significant contribution to GDP and employment across many member states, its role in promoting cross-border cooperation remains underexploited, constrained by policy fragmentation, restrictive visa regimes, underdeveloped infrastructure, and limited coordination. Drawing on a systematic literature review (SLR) and comparative analysis of experiences from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) such as Rwanda, Costa Rica, and Vietnam, the study critically synthesises evidence on tourism-led integration and sustainable development. The findings reveal persistent structural barriers to regional tourism integration but also highlight pathways for reform, including visa liberalisation, diversification of tourism products, investment in cross-border infrastructure, and embedding sustainability principles in policy frameworks. A conceptual framework is proposed to guide COMESA’s regional tourism integration strategy, aligned with the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and Agenda 2063. Practical recommendations are offered for harmonising tourism policies, facilitating mobility, promoting sustainable tourism practices, and enhancing regional cooperation. This research fills a critical gap by positioning sustainable tourism within the regional integration discourse, providing actionable insights for COMESA policymakers, development practitioners, and researchers. It underscores the potential of tourism not only to drive economic growth but also to foster regional solidarity, resilience, and inclusive development in line with continental aspirations.
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1
INTRODUCTION
Sustainable tourism is defined by the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UN Tourism, formally UNWTO), 2020, as ‘tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities.’ Conservation and sustainable development of the geological structures, flora and fauna are essential to preserve all remarkable natural heritage. Sustainable tourism encourages ethical travel that protects the environment and helps local populations (Sinha et al., 2025). Tourism has emerged as one of the fastest-growing and most influential economic sectors globally, playing a pivotal role in driving gross domestic product (GDP), generating employment, attracting investment, and facilitating cross-cultural exchange. According to the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UN Tourism, formally UNWTO), 2025
International tourist arrivals surged from 1.246 billion in 2016 to over 1.465 billion in 2024, generating US$1.245 trillion and $1.731 trillion in export earnings, respectively in 2016 and 2025. This remarkable trajectory underscores tourism’s evolving character not merely as a leisure-driven industry but as a vital pillar of economic transformation, environmental stewardship, and regional integration. Globally, the sector contributes an estimated 10.3% to GDP and supports one in every ten jobs (World Travel & Tourism Council [WTTC], 2023).
Theoretically, tourism can positively impact economic growth on two fronts – macro and micro fronts. From the macro perspective, tourism is a diversification agent, providing economic diversification as countries shift from primary industry-based economic activities, such as agriculture, to a service-oriented economy, such as export earnings.  In Africa, in general, and in Sub-Saharan Africa, where resources are scarce, tourism is a desired economic stimulant. (Nyasha et al., 2021; George et al., 2024). In Africa, the tourism sector is increasingly recognised as a strategic growth frontier. In 2022 alone, it contributed 5.9% to the continent’s GDP and supported 4.7% of employment, equivalent to over 20 million jobs (WTTC, 2023). Tourism leading economies such as Morocco, Egypt, South Africa, and Kenya have leveraged their natural and cultural endowments to become continental tourism powerhouses. For instance, Morocco attracted over 11 million tourists in 2022, contributing 7.1% to its GDP and generating more than US$8 billion in receipts (OECD, 2023). Likewise, Egypt received 13 million tourist arrivals the same year, earning US$10.7 billion and accounting for 9.3% of national output (WTTC, 2023). 
From a low- and middle-income country (LMIC) perspective, Rwanda presents a compelling success story in sustainable and inclusive tourism development. Following its post-genocide recovery, Rwanda adopted a high-end eco-tourism model, anchored in conservation and national unity. Tourism now contributes close to 10% of the country’s GDP, having generated US$445 million in revenue in 2022 (Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2023). Notably, Rwanda reinvests 10% of tourism revenue back into local communities, exemplifying how tourism can simultaneously promote biodiversity and livelihoods (UNDP, 2020).

In the Indian Ocean sub-region, Mauritius and Seychelles stand as archetypes of island economies that have integrated tourism into national development planning. Seychelles’ tourism sector contributed 58.8% to GDP and over 62% to employment in 2022, among the highest global ratios driven by luxury marine tourism and aggressive destination branding (WTTC, 2023). Mauritius, in turn, has successfully diversified its tourism portfolio to include wellness, business, and cultural segments, contributing 12.7% to GDP and over 20% to employment in 2022 (AfDB, 2022).
1.1
COMESA Regional Context

The Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA
) comprises a diverse group of 21 member states that collectively aim to advance regional integration through trade liberalisation, infrastructure development, and institutional harmonisation (COMESA, 2021). Within the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), sustainable tourism offers a viable path for fostering infrastructure investment, supporting small and medium enterprises (SMEs), enhancing community inclusion, and stimulating regional cooperation. Within the region, tourism holds substantial, yet underutilised potential. The region boasts iconic transboundary assets, including the Nile River, Victoria Falls, the Red Sea, and diverse cultural heritage sites. Despite this comparative advantage, intra-regional travel and investment in tourism remain suboptimal. In 2022, the tourism sector contributed an average of 9.1% to COMESA’s GDP and supported 8.1% of total employment (WTTC, 2023). However, these averages obscure stark intra-regional disparities: while Seychelles and Mauritius lead in tourism-driven development, countries such as the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Sudan, and Eritrea remain marginal tourism players due to fragile governance, infrastructural deficits, and restrictive mobility regimes (UNWTO, 2020).
The lack of a unified regional tourism framework further hampers the sector’s potential. In 2023, intra-COMESA tourist arrivals accounted for less than 30% of all regional flows, significantly lower than the East African Community (EAC) at 60% and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) at 50% (AfDB, 2023). This discrepancy reflects institutional and operational challenges such as policy incoherence, limited cross-border infrastructure, and the absence of a COMESA-wide visa regime.

1.2
Problem Statement

Tourism is increasingly recognised as a key driver of economic growth, employment, and foreign exchange in many parts of the world. Within the COMESA region, select countries such as Seychelles, Mauritius, and Kenya have harnessed the sector’s potential to contribute significantly to GDP, generate employment, preserve cultural assets, and attract foreign direct investment (WTTC, 2023; AfDB, 2022). However, these achievements remain largely isolated, and the broader regional integration of tourism in COMESA is weak, fragmented, and under-strategised.
Despite the adoption of the COMESA Sustainable Tourism Development Framework in 2020 and the recognition of tourism under Article 138 of the COMESA Treaty, implementation has remained aspirational rather than actionable. The Framework lacks binding mechanisms, clearly defined indicators, or institutional coordination structures to facilitate meaningful cross-border integration (COMESA, 2020). In contrast, regional economic communities (RECs) such as the East African Community (EAC) and the Southern African Development Community (SADC) have operationalised single tourist visas, integrated transboundary conservation areas, and joint marketing strategies, thereby enhancing intra-regional mobility and economic linkages (AfDB, 2023; UNWTO, 2020).
A central structural weakness lies in COMESA’s overreliance on narrow, traditional tourism products, principally wildlife and beach tourism, which limits economic diversification, heightens vulnerability to external shocks, and offers limited value chain integration (McKercher & du Cros, 2015; WTTC, 2023). Emerging tourism niches such as eco-tourism, agri-tourism, heritage tourism, and community-based models remain underdeveloped across much of the region, despite their proven benefits for inclusive development and rural livelihoods in other low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) such as Rwanda, Costa Rica, and Vietnam (OECD, 2021; UNDP, 2022).
The absence of harmonised visa regimes, interoperable digital travel systems, and coordinated infrastructure investment platforms continues to constrain COMESA’s competitiveness as a regional tourism destination. Limited mobility, fragmented policy environments, and disjointed branding efforts undermine the realisation of economies of scale, cross-border circuits, and joint investment promotion (Africadreams, 2022; WTTC, 2023). Moreover, there is a significant gap in academic and policy literature that explicitly examines how tourism can serve as a strategic lever for regional integration within COMESA. Most existing studies are either descriptive, focused on single-country performance, or drawn from global best practices in high-income settings, thereby failing to reflect the developmental realities of COMESA member states (UNDP, 2022; OECD, 2021). Crucially, there is limited synthesis of how tourism strategies can be aligned with broader continental frameworks such as the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and Agenda 2063, both of which emphasise mobility, services liberalisation, and regional economic cooperation.
This study responds to these gaps by interrogating how COMESA can leverage sustainable tourism as a strategic tool for economic integration, inclusive development, and regional resilience. Through a systematic review of transferable experiences from LMICs and an analysis of current policy and institutional barriers within COMESA, the study aims to develop a context-appropriate conceptual framework that aligns tourism with regional development imperatives. In the absence of such a framework, COMESA risks continuing a pattern of fragmented tourism development, thereby missing one of the most viable pathways toward achieving its integration and sustainability goals in the 21st century.
1.3
Research objectives

To examine how sustainable tourism can be strategically leveraged to advance regional economic integration, inclusive development, and resilience within the COMESA region, drawing from relevant low- and middle-income country experiences and aligned with continental frameworks such as the AfCFTA and Agenda 2063. The study’s specific objectives are to:
i. Assess the current tourism landscape across COMESA member states, with particular attention to structural constraints such as policy fragmentation, underdeveloped infrastructure, and uneven sectoral performance.
ii. Investigate the potential of sustainable tourism to foster regional cohesion, post-pandemic recovery, and inclusive economic growth, particularly through community-based and environmentally responsible models.

iii. Analyse the role of tourism product diversification and intra-regional mobility facilitation, including visa liberalisation and cross-border infrastructure, in strengthening COMESA’s regional integration.

iv. Identify and critically evaluate best practices from selected low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) such as Rwanda, Costa Rica, and Vietnam, with emphasis on institutional coherence, public-private partnerships, and integrated planning.

v. Develop a regionally appropriate conceptual framework for sustainable tourism integration in COMESA, incorporating performance indicators aligned with AfCFTA goals, SDGs (8.9 and 12.b), and Agenda 2063.
2
Literature Review
2.1
Theoretical literature review 
The theoretical foundation of this study is informed by several interdisciplinary frameworks that collectively elucidate the nexus between tourism, socio-economic development, and regional integration. Central to this conceptual framing are the Sustainable Development Theory, the Regional Integration Theory, and the Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis (TLGH). These frameworks provide a multidimensional lens for examining tourism not only as an economic sector but also as a strategic policy tool for fostering cohesion and inclusive development across the COMESA region.
The Sustainable Development Theory underscores the imperative of aligning economic growth with social inclusion and environmental stewardship (WCED, 1987; UNWTO, 2020). Within the tourism context, this theory stresses the importance of balancing the interests of visitors, host communities, and ecological systems, a dynamic increasingly reflected in contemporary tourism strategies. Its relevance to COMESA is underscored by the need to ensure that tourism-led growth does not exacerbate environmental degradation or socio-economic disparities but instead contributes to long-term resilience, rural empowerment, and the preservation of cultural and natural assets.
Regional Integration Theory, particularly as formulated by Balassa (1961), offers an explanatory model for how states progress through stages of integration, from trade liberalisation to the harmonisation of economic policies. Within this framework, tourism is both a beneficiary and facilitator of integration, enabling cross-border mobility, cultural exchange, and shared infrastructure development. The theory is particularly relevant in regions like COMESA, where integration remains aspirational, and tourism presents a relatively underexploited avenue for enhancing inter-state collaboration and connectivity.
The Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis (TLGH) complements these perspectives by positing a direct causal relationship between tourism development and economic performance. Empirical studies support this hypothesis, suggesting that tourism can drive job creation, stimulate foreign direct investment, and generate foreign exchange, particularly in low- and middle-income countries (Brida, Cortés-Jiménez, & Pulina, 2016; Lee & Brahmasrene, 2013). Furthermore, tourism is recognised for its multiplier effects across various sectors, including agriculture, transport, retail, and services, an essential consideration for structurally constrained economies within COMESA seeking diversification and inclusive growth.
Collectively, these theoretical perspectives reinforce the premise that sustainable tourism, when embedded within sound institutional frameworks and regional cooperation mechanisms, has the potential to serve as a transformative lever for development. Their application in this study provides a coherent analytical foundation for evaluating the role of tourism in advancing COMESA’s regional integration agenda, particularly within the broader context of Agenda 2063 and the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).
2.2
Empirical literature review 
Empirical studies provide critical insights into both the potential and the constraints of sustainable tourism as a vehicle for regional integration. Globally, several low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) have successfully leveraged tourism to drive economic diversification, environmental conservation, and cross-border collaboration, offering valuable lessons for the COMESA region.
Costa Rica stands out as a leading example of how eco-tourism can be integrated into a national development strategy. The country has consistently aligned its tourism policy with environmental sustainability, branding itself as a “green destination” through cohesive planning, stakeholder participation, and performance-based certification systems such as the Certification for Sustainable Tourism (OECD, 2020). This approach has enhanced tourism revenues while protecting biodiversity and empowering rural communities.
In Southeast Asia, Vietnam has adopted a regionally clustered tourism model, where provinces are grouped into thematic zones with coordinated infrastructure investment, marketing, and governance. Supported by the ASEAN framework, Vietnam’s approach has enabled the development of cross-border circuits, boosted domestic and regional mobility, and facilitated integrated tourism growth despite fiscal constraints (World Bank, 2021). These outcomes underline the importance of sub-national coordination and strategic alignment with regional policy instruments, which are still underdeveloped in many African regional blocs.
In the African context, Rwanda has demonstrated how institutional reform, digital innovation, and conservation-centred tourism can catalyse sectoral resilience. Post-conflict reconstruction in Rwanda prominently featured the development of high-value eco-tourism, with revenues reinvested in community infrastructure and biodiversity protection. The Rwanda Development Board (RDB) has become a model for centralised tourism governance, facilitating investment, marketing, and inter-agency coordination (RDB, 2022).
However, within the COMESA region, tourism performance remains highly uneven. Countries such as Mauritius, Seychelles, and Tunisia have successfully established competitive tourism sectors, with contributions exceeding 15% of national GDP in some years (WTTC, 2023). These economies benefit from diversified offerings, strong air connectivity, and consistent branding. In contrast, many other COMESA member states continue to rely heavily on narrow tourism products, primarily wildlife and beach-based tourism, while facing structural bottlenecks such as underdeveloped infrastructure, restrictive visa regimes, and fragmented policy implementation (UNWTO, 2020; Africadreams, 2022).

A growing body of empirical literature emphasizes that the absence of harmonized tourism policies and weak inter-governmental coordination remain major structural barriers to the development of an integrated tourism market in the COMESA region (African Development Bank [AfDB], 2020; United Nations World Tourism Organization [UNWTO], 2020; ASEAN Secretariat, 2020; McKercher & Cros, 2015; SADC Secretariat, 2022; ECOWAS Commission, 2021; EAC Secretariat, 2019; African Union Commission, 2015). 
The lack of a bloc-wide visa framework has constrained multi-country travel, discouraged private sector collaboration, and undermined destination competitiveness (AfDB, 2020). Conversely, lessons from the East African Community (EAC) underscore the transformative impact of introducing a joint visa regime, the East African Tourist Visa and regionally coordinated destination marketing. These interventions reportedly led to a measurable increase in intra-African travel and tourism-related investment across member states (EAC Secretariat, 2019).
Despite these valuable insights, most existing studies on COMESA tourism remain either descriptive or country-specific, with limited regional scope or policy-oriented synthesis (AfDB, 2020; UNWTO, 2020; SADC Secretariat, 2022). Analyses often focus narrowly on national tourism strategies or isolated development projects, without examining the broader regional dynamics essential for integration. Furthermore, few studies contextualise successful low- and middle-income country (LMIC) models for tourism-led integration within COMESA’s unique geopolitical, institutional, and developmental landscape (OECD, 2020; World Bank, 2021; Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2022). This reveals a critical gap in both academic and policy literature: the absence of a comprehensive, empirically grounded framework that draws on relevant international experiences while responding to the region’s specific constraints and opportunities (UNECA, 2021; Africadreams, 2022; African Union Commission, 2015).
Considering this gap, the present study contributes by systematically reviewing LMIC case studies and assessing their transferability to the COMESA context, with a particular focus on regional coordination, mobility facilitation, product diversification, and sustainability integration.
2.3
Conceptual framework  
Building upon the theoretical constructs and empirical evidence reviewed, this study advances a conceptual framework comprising five interlinked pillars that collectively address the strategic requirements for advancing sustainable tourism integration within the COMESA region. This framework is informed by the Sustainable Development Theory (WCED, 1987), Regional Integration Theory (Balassa, 1961), and the Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis (Brida, Cortés-Jiménez, & Pulina, 2016), while drawing practical inspiration from successful LMIC experiences across Africa, Asia, and Latin America.
i. Policy harmonisation and institutional coordination


Policy harmonisation plays a catalytic role in creating an enabling environment for tourism-driven economic development. Fragmented regulations, inconsistent standards, and bureaucratic inefficiencies across COMESA member states raise transaction costs and deter regional investment (UNWTO, 2020; AfDB, 2020). Harmonising tourism policies, including licensing, taxation, safety protocols, and investment procedures, can foster cross-border alignment, reduce business uncertainty, and stimulate private sector participation. Effective institutional coordination enhances predictability and opens the door to joint tourism ventures, infrastructure co-financing, and cross-country value chain formation, all of which are essential for economic expansion and job creation in tourism-dependent regions.
ii. Mobility and market access

Improved tourist mobility is central to transforming tourism into an engine of economic growth and regional market expansion. Restrictions on intra-COMESA travel through cumbersome visa regimes, weak transport infrastructure, and non-digitised border systems limit intra-African tourist flows and constrain the development of multi-country tourism circuits (WTTC, 2023). Lessons from the East African Tourist Visa and ASEAN’s visa protocols show that easing mobility through unified visa systems, digital platforms, and intermodal transport corridors significantly boosts tourist arrivals, increases length of stay, and diversifies spending patterns (EAC Secretariat, 2019; World Bank, 2021). These gains translate into higher foreign exchange earnings, employment, and stronger linkages across the service and logistics sectors.
iii. Product diversification and value chain linkages


Tourism product diversification is key to unlocking structural transformation and inclusive economic growth in COMESA. The current over-reliance on wildlife and beach tourism overlooks high-growth niches such as MICE, cultural heritage, health and wellness, and eco-tourism, all of which appeal to distinct market segments and reduce vulnerability to shocks (Africadreams, 2022). When tourism is embedded in regional value chains, including agriculture, transport, creative industries, and manufacturing, it generates backwards and forward linkages, supports SMEs, and expands employment opportunities for rural and marginalised communities (Lee & Brahmasrene, 2013). Diversification strengthens resilience, increases domestic value retention, and drives demand for local content and skills development.
iv. Sustainability and resilience


Economic development through tourism is only viable if it is socially inclusive, environmentally sustainable, and institutionally resilient. Integrating Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) principles into tourism planning protects vital ecosystems and heritage assets that underpin the sector’s long-term competitiveness (UNWTO, 2020). Sustainability also enhances destination branding, attracts ethical investors, and promotes community-based tourism models that retain value locally. COMESA member states aligning with global sustainability benchmarks such as SDGs 8.9 and 12.b and Agenda 2063's vision for green growth are more likely to ensure that economic gains from tourism are equitably distributed and climate-resilient (AU, 2022).
v. Monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL)

Data is essential for measuring tourism’s economic contributions, identifying emerging trends, and designing responsive policies. Currently, most COMESA countries lack standardised and disaggregated tourism statistics that capture intra-regional flows, SME participation, or social and environmental outcomes (WTTC, 2023). Establishing a COMESA Regional Tourism Dashboard with harmonised indicators would improve decision-making, enhance investment attractiveness, and support adaptive governance (UNECA, 2021). Robust MEL systems also empower policymakers to assess ROI on regional projects, align sectoral targets with national development plans, and track tourism’s contributions to GDP, employment, and trade.
Figure 1: Conceptual framework for sustainable tourism integration in the COMESA Region


This framework illustrates the five interlinked pillars necessary to advance sustainable tourism as a driver of regional integration in the COMESA region. These pillars, Policy Harmonisation and Institutional Coordination; Mobility and Market Access; Product Diversification and Value Chain Linkages; Sustainability and Resilience; and Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning, serve as strategic levers aligned with Agenda 2063 and the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). The framework is informed by Sustainable Development Theory, Regional Integration Theory, and the Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis (TLGH), and is grounded in empirical insights from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). Together, these five pillars offer a cohesive analytical lens through which to evaluate the current state of tourism integration in COMESA. They bridge normative theory and apply practice, providing a structured basis for assessing institutional architecture, regional policy gaps, and potential avenues for reform.

3
 Methodology
The study employed a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology, which allows for a transparent and methodologically sound examination of existing academic research, regional policy documents, and institutional reports. According to Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart (2003), SLRs are effective for consolidating fragmented literature and drawing evidence-based insights for both theory and practice. This approach was selected due to the limited availability of harmonised regional data and the need for comparative analysis across diverse low- and middle-income country (LMIC) contexts like those in COMESA.
3.1
Data Sources and Selection Criteria
A wide array of literature published between 2000 and 2024 was reviewed to capture both historical trends and emerging developments in sustainable tourism and regional integration. 
3.1.1 Data Sources Included
· Academic Databases: JSTOR, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar.

· Institutional Reports: UNWTO, AU Commission, African Development Bank (AfDB), UNECA, WTTC, and the COMESA Secretariat.

· National Policies: Tourism and development strategies from COMESA member states and LMICs such as Rwanda, Costa Rica, and Vietnam.

3.1.2 Inclusion Criteria:
· Literature addressing sustainable tourism development and regional integration.

· Empirical studies or case analyses relevant to mobility, visa policy, regional branding, or value chain linkages.

· Documents from LMICs with contextual similarities to COMESA member states.

3.1.3 Exclusion Criteria:
· Theoretical-only models unrelated to tourism or regional integration.

· Studies focused solely on high-income countries with limited transferability.

3.2
Review process
The SLR followed a structured three-phase process:

i. Identification: Initial keyword searches used terms such as “sustainable tourism,” “tourism integration,” “regional mobility,” “visa liberalisation,” and “tourism in Africa/LMICs.”

ii. Screening and Eligibility: Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance, followed by full-text review to confirm alignment with the inclusion criteria.

iii. Data Extraction and Synthesis: Key variables, including objectives, methodology, findings, and policy implications, were extracted using a standardised coding template. The synthesis applied thematic analysis to identify dominant trends and contextual divergences.

3.3
The Framework of Analysis

The framework of analysis developed in this study is grounded in both theoretical and empirical foundations, structured around five interrelated pillars of policy harmonisation and institutional coordination; mobility and market access; product diversification and value chain linkages; sustainability and resilience; and monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL). These pillars serve not only as thematic categories for organising literature but also as analytical lenses for interpreting the dynamics of sustainable tourism integration within the COMESA region. Each pillar reflects a critical domain of inquiry supported by the Sustainable Development Theory, Regional Integration Theory, and the Tourism-Led Growth Hypothesis (TLGH). Collectively, these pillars form a diagnostic tool to evaluate the gaps, opportunities, and strategic alignment of tourism policies across the COMESA region. They enable cross-country comparison, stakeholder mapping, and identification of institutional and infrastructural constraints.

Figure 2: Analytical framework for assessing sustainable tourism integration in COMESA

4
Findings   

The systematic literature review (SLR) carried out in this study critically synthesises existing academic and institutional research, policy frameworks, and comparative experiences from both COMESA and relevant low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). The review is organised across five interlinked research objectives (or themes) presented in sub-section 1.3. These themes provide a structured basis for identifying both the persistent constraints and untapped opportunities shaping the role of tourism in COMESA’s integration and sustainable development trajectory. Furthermore, these themes, put together, provide a coherent evidence base for shaping a forward-looking regional tourism policy in COMESA, one that is not only economically viable but also socially inclusive and environmentally sustainable.
4.1
State of tourism in COMESA and identification of structural constraints to regional integration
Tourism has emerged as a vital economic sector across many COMESA Member States (MS), contributing significantly to GDP, employment, and foreign exchange earnings. However, its potential as a driver of regional integration remains underexploited. Despite commitments outlined in Article 138 of the COMESA Treaty encouraging joint tourism promotion, the sector continues to be shaped by fragmented national strategies, uneven development performance, and institutional misalignment (COMESA Secretariat, 1994).
A growing body of evidence highlights key structural barriers that hinder tourism’s contribution to integration, including disparities in sectoral performance, limited intra-regional mobility, inadequate infrastructure, and restrictive visa regimes (AfDB, 2020; WTTC, 2023). Moreover, the absence of a unified regional tourism policy framework has led to uncoordinated development paths, limiting the potential for cross-border tourism circuits and value chain linkages (Kenya Ministry of Tourism, 2021; Zimbabwe Ministry of Tourism, 2021). 
4.1.1
Tourism sector performance in COMESA

The tourism sector’s contribution to GDP and employment in COMESA countries varies widely. According to the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC, 2023), the sector accounted for an average of 9.1% of GDP and 8.1% of employment across the region in 2022. Countries such as Seychelles (58.8%), Mauritius (12.7%), and Tunisia (10.5%) recorded the highest tourism contributions to GDP in the COMESA region, reflecting strong sectoral development and international positioning. In contrast, others like Sudan, Eritrea, and the Democratic Republic of Congo registered far lower tourism participation, largely due to political instability, conflict, or underdeveloped tourism infrastructure (World Travel & Tourism Council [WTTC], 2023).
This imbalance highlights divergent national capabilities and market positioning across the region, which in turn undermines COMESA’s ability to operate as a unified tourism bloc. While more developed tourism economies often pursue independent branding and policy paths, less developed countries struggle to participate meaningfully in cross-border tourism circuits, limiting regional cohesion and the potential for shared economic gains (Akinyemi & Ojo, 2019; AfDB, 2020).
4.1.2
Fragmentation in national tourism policies
A major barrier to tourism-led integration in COMESA is the absence of coherent and aligned policy frameworks. Although Article 138 of the COMESA Treaty obliges member states to “develop a collective and coordinated approach to the promotion of tourism,” national tourism strategies remain largely disconnected from regional objectives. A comparative review of tourism master plans in Kenya, Rwanda, and Zimbabwe illustrates this policy fragmentation:
· Kenya’s National Tourism Strategy (2021–2025) prioritises product diversification and digital innovation but lacks provisions for regional tourism integration.

· Rwanda’s National Tourism Policy (2020) aligns more closely with COMESA’s sustainable development and regional mobility goals, incorporating eco-tourism and visa openness.

· Zimbabwe’s National Tourism Recovery and Growth Strategy (2021) focuses heavily on post-pandemic domestic revival with limited reference to regional circuits or COMESA objectives.

The absence of binding regional implementation guidelines or shared monitoring frameworks further weakens policy coherence. As UNWTO (2020) and Akinyemi & Ojo (2019) note, regional tourism cannot thrive in environments where national strategies are misaligned and driven by isolated interests.
4.1.3
Infrastructure gaps and connectivity deficits
Underdeveloped infrastructure remains a critical bottleneck for tourism integration in COMESA. The African Development Bank (AfDB, 2020) highlights severe deficits in transport connectivity, especially in cross-border road and rail infrastructure that could support multi-country tourism itineraries. Inadequate intermodal transport systems, including air, road, and rail, combined with limited investment in tourist-focused infrastructure such as cross-border rest stops, heritage corridors, and regional visitor centres, continue to restrict intra-regional tourism flows within COMESA (African Development Bank [AfDB], 2020; UNECA, 2021).

Air connectivity poses a particularly severe challenge. Many COMESA countries rely on international hubs located outside the region, such as Doha, Dubai, and Istanbul, for intra-African connections, thereby increasing travel time and cost. This reliance reflects the absence of regional hub airports and insufficient coordination in air service agreements. The lack of an effective open skies policy and fragmented aviation regulations has prevented the development of regional low-cost carriers, further inflating airfares and reducing accessibility for domestic and regional travellers (International Air Transport Association [IATA], 2022; African Union Commission, 2021). Together, these infrastructure and policy gaps significantly undermine COMESA’s potential to function as a competitive and integrated tourism destination.
4.1.4
Visa regimes and mobility barriers
One of the most prominent constraints to intra-COMESA tourism is the lack of harmonised visa policies. Despite progress in select states, visa requirements between many member countries remain restrictive, costly, or bureaucratically cumbersome. The Africa Visa Openness Index (AfDB & AU, 2023) places several COMESA members, including Eritrea, Sudan, and Libya, among the most closed countries on the continent.
In contrast, countries like Rwanda and Seychelles have implemented progressive visa policies, including visa-on-arrival for African nationals, digital visa application platforms, and multi-entry travel options (Africa Visa Openness Index, 2023; Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2022). However, these efforts remain nationally bounded and lack mutual recognition or interoperability across the COMESA region. Without a regionally coordinated visa scheme such as the East African Tourist Visa adopted by Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, tourists are discouraged from visiting multiple COMESA destinations on a single itinerary, undermining multi-country tourism circuits (East African Community [EAC], 2020).
Moreover, border infrastructure and customs clearance systems remain underdeveloped and poorly digitised in many COMESA MS, resulting in long wait times, increased transaction costs, and limited facilitation for tour operators and cross-border tourism transport services (UNECA, 2021; African Development Bank [AfDB], 2020). These barriers continue to hinder regional tourism integration and competitiveness.
4.1.5
Misalignment with regional integration priorities
Tourism is identified in both the COMESA Treaty and regional development frameworks as a priority sector for integration (COMESA, 1994). However, the COMESA Sustainable Tourism Development Framework (2020) remains largely advisory and lacks enforceable targets, performance metrics, or dedicated financing mechanisms to drive implementation (COMESA Secretariat, 2020). Unlike other regional economic communities such as the East African Community (EAC) and the Southern African Development Community (SADC), COMESA has yet to operationalise a region-wide tourism strategy with binding commitments, clear performance indicators, and coordinated investment pipelines (UNECA, 2021; SADC, 2022). This institutional misalignment limits the ability of tourism to serve as a functional bridge between COMESA’s regional economic integration goals and broader continental frameworks like the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), where tourism is explicitly listed under the Protocol on Trade in Services as a key priority sector (AfCFTA Secretariat, 2022).
While tourism holds transformational potential as a pillar of COMESA’s regional integration agenda, multiple structural and policy constraints hinder its effectiveness. The region continues to face challenges, including uneven sectoral performance, fragmented policy regimes, underdeveloped infrastructure, and restrictive visa policies, all of which stifle intra-regional mobility and shared branding efforts (WTTC, 2023; African Union, 2015). In addition, weak institutional coordination and the absence of a legally binding tourism strategy have left the sector underleveraged and poorly integrated within COMESA’s broader development vision (UNECA, 2021).
4.2
Sustainable tourism as a driver of regional integration and economic resilience in COMESA

4.2.1
Conceptualising sustainable tourism in policy and practice
The COMESA Sustainable Tourism Development Framework (2020) references sustainable tourism primarily in the context of eco-tourism, cultural heritage conservation, and community participation. Yet, it offers limited guidance on critical aspects such as implementation, performance monitoring, or cross-border collaboration. Similarly, Agenda 2063, the African Union’s strategic vision, identifies sustainable tourism as an important contributor to job creation, poverty reduction, and environmental protection (African Union Commission, 2015). Nevertheless, the integration of these sustainability principles into binding regional frameworks within COMESA remains inadequate (UNECA, 2021).
National-level policy examples highlight this inconsistency. Rwanda’s National Tourism Policy emphasises eco-tourism and conservation-led development as central to its branding and tourism governance (Rwanda Development Board, 2020). In contrast, Zambia’s tourism policy prioritises economic growth and infrastructure expansion, with comparatively less emphasis on environmental and cultural sustainability (Zambia Ministry of Tourism, 2018). This policy misalignment among member states complicates the prospects for the development of regional tourism packages and multi-country circuits, undermining efforts to brand COMESA as a unified and sustainable tourism destination (UNWTO, 2020; McKercher & Cros, 2015).
4.2.2
Cross-border tourism infrastructure for sustainability
Cross-border tourism infrastructure is widely recognised as a critical enabler of regional cohesion and sustainable development. However, within the COMESA region, investments in tourism-related infrastructure have largely remained confined to national territories, with insufficient efforts toward cross-border integration. The African Development Bank (AfDB, 2020) emphasises that while COMESA has prioritised major transport corridors such as the North-South Corridor, there has been minimal initiative to extend these developments into cross-border tourism circuits or to link protected transboundary ecosystems in a cohesive manner.
Successful models from other regions illustrate the benefits of such integrated approaches. For instance, the Kavango-Zambezi (KAZA) Transfrontier Conservation Area, encompassing COMESA member states like Zambia and Zimbabwe, showcases how cross-border infrastructure can foster ecological preservation, promote community-based tourism, and enhance regional integration (Spenceley et al., 2017). However, these initiatives frequently operate outside the formal structures of COMESA, revealing significant gaps in institutional coordination and governance.
Further, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA, 2021) underscores that establishing integrated infrastructure networks connecting environmental and cultural heritage sites across borders is essential for achieving greater regional cohesion, promoting sustainability, and driving economic diversification within Africa. Without concerted regional-level strategies, COMESA risks missing out on the transformative potential of tourism-led integration.
4.2.3
Sustainable tourism and post-pandemic recovery
Tourism’s role in post-pandemic recovery across Africa has emphasised the growing urgency of embedding sustainability into development models. According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO, 2022), the COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately impacted women and youth employed in tourism-dependent sectors, exposing vulnerabilities in economies heavily reliant on international visitors. COMESA states such as Mauritius, Kenya, and Seychelles witnessed sharp declines in tourist arrivals, underlining the fragility of mono-sectoral economies dependent on external markets (World Bank, 2021).

In response, emerging recovery strategies across Africa stress the importance of strengthening domestic and regional tourism as a buffer against future global shocks (UNWTO, 2022). Sustainable tourism, characterised by its focus on local supply chains, community participation, and environmental stewardship, has become central to these efforts. Notably, Rwanda and Kenya have pioneered nature-based tourism incentives and community-led safari operations to foster more equitable sector recovery (Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2021).
However, despite these national initiatives, COMESA still lacks a collective recovery framework that systematically integrates sustainable tourism into a coordinated regional resilience strategy. This gap in shared recovery planning undermines opportunities for synergies in marketing, infrastructure development, and knowledge exchange, ultimately stalling the emergence of a sustainable and shock-resistant regional tourism economy (UNECA, 2021).
4.2.4
Environmental and community-based tourism in regional development
Community-based and environmental tourism initiatives present a viable pathway for achieving inclusive growth and fostering sustainable regional integration. The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2015) highlight that tourism activities rooted in community ownership and environmental conservation are more likely to enhance long-term resilience and promote regional solidarity.
Within COMESA, there are several noteworthy examples. The Mount Elgon cross-border eco-tourism project between Kenya and Uganda, as well as community-led conservation initiatives in Malawi’s Nyika Plateau, offer practical models of grassroots tourism that simultaneously support local livelihoods and promote cross-border environmental governance (UNWTO & UNEP, 2015). However, these initiatives are frequently donor-driven and suffer from a lack of sustained institutional support from COMESA, raising concerns about their scalability and long-term sustainability.
Moreover, McKercher and Cros (2015) caution that although community-based tourism is often celebrated in development literature, its success heavily depends on the presence of strong local institutions, equitable benefit-sharing mechanisms, and continuous capacity-building and training factors that remain underdeveloped in many COMESA MS.
4.2.5 Gaps in COMESA’s regional sustainability framework
Despite the widespread recognition of sustainable tourism’s value, COMESA still lacks a clear implementation and measurement framework. At present, there are no regionally adopted sustainability indicators for tourism, nor is there a unified reporting mechanism aligned with Agenda 2063 or Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) targets 8.9 and 12.b (African Union Commission, 2015; UNWTO, 2020). This deficiency impedes the ability to monitor progress, share best practices, and scale successful models across member states. Moreover, coordination between ministries responsible for tourism, environment, infrastructure, and regional integration remains weak, and the lack of intersectoral alignment inhibits the operationalisation of sustainable tourism beyond policy rhetoric (UNWTO, 2020; UNECA, 2021).
Extant literature and regional strategy documents consistently converge on the potential of sustainable tourism as a powerful tool for advancing regional integration and fostering economic resilience (McKercher & Cros, 2015; UNDP, 2021). However, within COMESA, sustainability remains largely a policy aspiration rather than a fully operationalised agenda. Fragmented national strategies, inadequate cross-border infrastructure investments, limited community empowerment, and the absence of a coordinated post-pandemic recovery framework all continue to hinder tourism’s integrative role (ILO, 2022; UNECA, 2021).
Thus, the development of a regionally coordinated sustainable tourism strategy underpinned by infrastructure investment, robust data systems, and policy harmonisation is critical. Such a framework would embed sustainability as a measurable and institutionalised pillar of tourism development at both the national and regional levels, thereby enhancing COMESA’s integration trajectory (African Union Commission, 2015; UNWTO, 2020).

4.3.
Diversification of tourism products and mobility facilitation as catalysts for regional tourism growth in COMESA

4.3.1
Tourism product diversification in COMESA

Product diversification has emerged as a vital strategy for enhancing competitiveness, extending tourist stays, and reducing sector vulnerability to seasonality and global shocks. In the COMESA region, however, tourism offerings remain largely concentrated around wildlife and beach tourism products, with limited differentiation across countries and low value chain depth (World Travel & Tourism Council [WTTC], 2023). Nonetheless, some member states have made notable progress in diversifying their tourism portfolios:
· Rwanda has successfully promoted eco-tourism, particularly through gorilla tracking in Volcanoes National Park, while integrating conservation tourism and community benefit schemes (Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2022).

· Kenya has developed a robust Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibitions (MICE) segment in Nairobi and Mombasa, capitalising on its transport connectivity and diplomatic presence (Kenya Ministry of Tourism, 2023).

· Egypt has blended heritage tourism with luxury desert retreats and Red Sea coastal resorts, targeting European and Gulf markets (World Bank, 2021).

Despite these efforts, most COMESA countries lack clear product differentiation strategies. The SADC Tourism Value Chain Study (SADC Secretariat, 2022) underscores that a failure to invest in niche segments such as wellness tourism, faith tourism, agri-tourism, and youth-oriented digital nomad experiences continues to limit revenue diversification and domestic market growth. Product homogeneity also reduces the feasibility of developing multi-country regional packages.
4.3.2
Intra-regional travel trends and barriers
Intra-African tourism remains significantly lower than intercontinental travel, despite growing interest in regional exploration post-COVID-19. Data from the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC, 2023) reveal that intra-COMESA tourist flows account for less than 30% of all arrivals within the bloc, compared to nearly 50% in the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and 60% in the East African Community (EAC). This disparity reflects limited transport connectivity, inconsistent travel policies, and weak regional branding (WTTC, 2023).
Countries with active regional strategies, such as Rwanda, Kenya, and Mauritius, benefited from increased arrivals from neighbouring states due to targeted bilateral agreements, simplified visa processes, and joint promotions (Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2022; Kenya Ministry of Tourism, 2023). In contrast, states like Eritrea, Sudan, and Somalia have remained relatively closed, both due to political instability and restrictive border control regimes (African Development Bank [AfDB] & African Union Commission [AUC], 2023).
The Africa Visa Openness Index by AfDB (2023) highlights a strong correlation between open visa policies and increased regional mobility. Countries offering visa-free or visa-on-arrival options for African nationals tend to outperform those with stricter policies in terms of regional visitor volumes (AfDB & AUC, 2023).
4.3.3
Visa liberalisation and harmonisation in a comparative context
COMESA has yet to adopt a bloc-wide visa regime to facilitate multi-country tourism, despite strong precedents in other regions. The East Africa Tourist Visa, a collaborative initiative by Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, allows tourists to visit all three countries on a single visa (East African Community [EAC], 2022). Similarly, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region has implemented phased visa coordination among member states, including standardised documentation, shared biometric infrastructure, and cross-border visa waivers for select passport holders (ASEAN Secretariat, 2019). Lessons from these models emphasise the value of:
· Political commitment to harmonised entry protocols.

· Digitisation of visa platforms and pre-clearance systems.

· Clear cost-sharing and revenue distribution mechanisms among participating countries (ASEAN Secretariat, 2019; EAC, 2022).

Some COMESA states have independently modernised their visa systems. For example:
· Rwanda offers e-visas and visa-on-arrival for all African nationals (Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2022).

· Kenya recently launched a unified digital visa platform with a future for East African integration (Kenya Ministry of Tourism, 2023).

However, without coordination at the COMESA level, these efforts remain fragmented and fail to unlock the full potential of regional travel circuits (African Development Bank [AfDB], 2023).
4.3.4
Regional value chain development through integrated tourism
Tourism’s integration into regional value chains (RVCs) remains weak in COMESA, primarily due to limited backwards and forward linkages, poor intermodal transport connectivity, and fragmented market systems (African Development Bank [AfDB], 2020). A functional RVC in tourism would involve coordinated inputs from multiple sectors: hospitality, crafts, transport, agriculture, and ICT across borders (SADC Secretariat, 2022).
According to the SADC Tourism Value Chain Study (SADC Secretariat, 2022), tourism in Africa often operates in isolation from local economies, with a high leakage of revenue to foreign-owned service providers and limited SME participation. For regional integration to materialise through tourism, value chains must be structured to promote:
· Joint procurement and cross-border sourcing.
· Regional packaging and branding of multi-country circuits.
· Knowledge sharing and tourism skills certification across countries.

Pilot initiatives such as the Transfrontier Conservation Areas (TFCAs) and regional cultural routes offer starting points but require stronger institutional support and shared legal frameworks to ensure sustainability and scale (Southern African Development Community [SADC], 2022; UNECA, 2021).

Tourism product diversification and mobility facilitation are fundamental enablers of regional integration and economic upgrading in the COMESA region. While some countries have taken important steps in expanding their tourism offerings and liberalising visa regimes, the lack of a coordinated regional approach undermines the potential of COMESA as a unified tourism destination (WTTC, 2023; AfDB, 2020).
Key constraints include policy incoherence, technological disparities in visa systems, infrastructure bottlenecks, and underdeveloped value chains. To address these, COMESA must prioritise a harmonised tourism product strategy, regional visa facilitation agreements, and joint investment in transnational tourism circuits. These steps are essential for building a competitive, resilient, and inclusive tourism sector that aligns with the objectives of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and Agenda 2063 (African Union Commission, 2015).
4.4
Transferable lessons and good practices from Low- and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs)
This section reviews successful models from Costa Rica, Vietnam, and Rwanda, with attention to innovation in tourism governance, fiscal discipline, and policy coherence. It also synthesises insights from OECD, World Bank, and UNDP tourism assessments to extract elements adaptable to COMESA (OECD, 2020; World Bank, 2021; UNDP, 2021).
4.4.1
Costa Rica: Eco-tourism and green branding under resource constraints
Costa Rica has long been celebrated as a pioneer of eco-tourism, leveraging its rich biodiversity and environmental commitment to build a globally recognised tourism brand (OECD, 2020). With limited extractive resources and a relatively small population, Costa Rica embraced sustainability-led tourism as a national strategy. A 2020 OECD tourism country profile highlights several transferable practices:
· Clear national vision: Costa Rica’s tourism board adopted a consistent eco-branding strategy supported by multi-year action plans (OECD, 2020).

· Public-private collaboration: Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) was developed jointly by the government and the private sector to standardise sustainability criteria (OECD, 2020).

· Territorial integration: Tourism development plans are spatially aligned with protected areas, transport corridors, and rural development zones (OECD, 2020).

These features offer key lessons for COMESA countries, particularly in how to balance conservation with community-based economic development. Despite limited financial resources, Costa Rica’s targeted branding and cross-sector alignment enabled it to position itself as a niche global destination (OECD, 2020).
4.4.3
Vietnam: Regional tourism planning and institutional coordination
Vietnam has adopted a regionally integrated tourism strategy, linking urban, coastal, and rural destinations through government-led zoning and marketing frameworks (World Bank, 2021). According to a World Bank (2021) sector report, Vietnam’s success is underpinned by:
· Integrated regional plans that group provinces into tourism clusters with shared infrastructure and thematic branding (World Bank, 2021).

· Strong provincial-level coordination units that align tourism, transport, and environmental agencies (World Bank, 2021).

· Development of transnational tourism corridors, particularly within the ASEAN framework, with shared visa protocols and cultural routes (World Bank, 2021).

Vietnam’s ability to synchronise tourism policy with broader economic planning despite limited fiscal space demonstrates the importance of institutional coordination and phased investment. These features are directly relevant to COMESA’s goals of building cross-border circuits and regional tourism value chains (World Bank, 2021).
4.4.4
Rwanda: Innovation in conservation and visa policy
Rwanda’s emergence as a model for conservation tourism, digital innovation, and efficient governance offers one of the most relevant examples within Africa. Post-genocide, Rwanda reinvented its tourism identity through high-end eco-tourism anchored in gorilla conservation and national unity messaging. The Rwanda Development Board (RDB) provides a centralised institutional model for policy formulation, investment facilitation, and tourism promotion. Key innovations that stand out include:
· Digital visa system that facilitates visa-on-arrival and e-visas for all African nationals.

· Strong alignment between conservation policy and community engagement, where a portion of tourism revenue is reinvested in local infrastructure and livelihoods.

· Development of premium tourism offerings to maximise value from low-volume, high-spend visitors, especially through partnerships with global conservation brands, for example, African Parks, Wilderness Safaris.

These practices demonstrate how small states can deploy institutional efficiency and brand clarity to overcome structural disadvantages, a lesson of high relevance to smaller COMESA states like Seychelles, Djibouti, or Eswatini.

The experiences of Costa Rica, Vietnam, and Rwanda confirm that strategic governance, even under resource constraints, can position tourism as a vehicle for both national development and regional integration (OECD, 2020; World Bank, 2021; Rwanda Development Board [RDB], 2022). COMESA countries can draw on these lessons to strengthen inter-governmental coordination, expand cross-border branding initiatives, and build diversified, sustainable tourism economies. Rather than importing models wholesale, COMESA should adapt core principles such as eco-branding, visa facilitation, corridor development, and public-private alignment to fit its institutional and cultural landscape. These practices offer a practical foundation for developing a regionally coherent tourism framework rooted in African realities but informed by globally tested strategies (UNDP, 2021).
4.5.
Toward a conceptual framework for integrating sustainable tourism into COMESA’s regional development strategy
4.5.1
Rationale for a regional tourism integration framework
Despite the importance of tourism to economic growth and cultural exchange, COMESA lacks a unified and operational regional tourism integration framework. While Article 138 of the COMESA Treaty encourages collective promotion of tourism, implementation has been piecemeal and reactive (COMESA, 1994). A conceptual framework is urgently needed to embed sustainable tourism within COMESA’s broader integration architecture, linking it to trade, mobility, environmental resilience, and shared prosperity. This section synthesises insights from the AfCFTA Protocol on Trade in Services (AfCFTA Secretariat, 2022), the African Union’s NEPAD tourism strategies (African Union Commission, 2015), and comparative regional initiatives such as those of the Southern African Development Community (SADC Secretariat, 2022), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020), and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS Commission, 2021) to identify the key components of a practical, context-sensitive regional tourism integration model.
4.5.2
Building blocks of a regional tourism integration framework
Drawing from empirical literature and successful models in other regions, five core pillars emerge as foundational for a COMESA-wide sustainable tourism framework:

i. Policy harmonisation and institutional coordination
A dedicated COMESA Regional Tourism Council could streamline strategy, regulation, and investment coordination across borders. Regional examples such as ASEAN’s Tourism Strategic Plan emphasise the importance of harmonised tourism policies and mutual recognition of licensing standards to enable service interoperability (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020). Similarly, SADC’s Regional Tourism Organisation of Southern Africa (RETOSA) previously provided a coordinated approach to branding and marketing in southern Africa (SADC Secretariat, 2022).

ii. Mobility and market access
Developing a COMESA Unified Tourist Visa modelled after the East Africa Tourist Visa, which allows seamless travel across Kenya, Rwanda, and Uganda, would facilitate multi-country tourism (African Union Commission, 2015; East African Community, 2022). Integration of digital travel platforms and biometric systems is also critical, drawing lessons from Rwanda’s successful rollout of e-visa platforms and digitised immigration processing (Rwanda Development Board, 2022).

iii. Product diversification and value chain linkages
Promoting regionally branded circuits, such as potential Great Lakes eco-routes or Red Sea cultural trails, could parallel initiatives like the ASEAN Heritage Parks or ECOWAS’s slave route tourism circuits (ECOWAS Commission, 2021; ASEAN Secretariat, 2020). Strengthening regional SME clusters through joint procurement policies and certification programs reflects Costa Rica’s Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST), which helped integrate local businesses into the tourism value chain (OECD, 2020).
iv. Sustainability and resilience
Embedding Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria into regional tourism development mirrors best practices adopted by Vietnam in its eco-tourism clusters and Costa Rica’s environmental zoning strategies (World Bank, 2021; OECD, 2020). Leveraging sustainable tourism for climate adaptation and post-pandemic recovery is aligned with Agenda 2063’s goal of doubling intra-African tourism while promoting sustainable practices (African Union Commission, 2015).

v. Monitoring, evaluation, and learning
A shared Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Framework with indicators aligned to SDG 8.9 (promoting sustainable tourism) and SDG 12.b (sustainable tourism monitoring tools) is crucial. ASEAN’s Tourism Strategic Plan Monitoring Framework and SADC’s M&E systems offer models for annual reporting and benchmarking (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020; SADC Secretariat, 2022). COMESA tourism scorecards, disaggregated by country, would enable transparent progress tracking and help identify implementation gaps.

These pillars are informed by empirical frameworks from UNWTO (2020) and adapted through practical lessons from LMICs such as Rwanda (digital visa systems and conservation tourism), Vietnam (integrated regional planning and sustainable tourism), and Costa Rica (eco-tourism branding and certification programs), all of which demonstrate that strategic governance and innovation can enable resource-constrained countries to build resilient and integrated tourism sectors.
4.5.3
Alignment with AFCFTA and Agenda 2063
The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) Protocol on Trade in Services provides a crucial legal and economic platform for integrating tourism into Africa’s broader trade ecosystem. Tourism is identified as one of the five priority service sectors under the AfCFTA liberalisation agenda (AfCFTA Secretariat, 2022). Aligning COMESA’s tourism framework with AfCFTA commitments requires several strategic actions:
· Negotiating mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) on professional services in tourism and hospitality, drawing lessons from ASEAN’s Mutual Recognition Arrangement on Tourism Professionals, which has successfully facilitated the mobility of skilled labour across borders (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020).

· Liberalising tourism-related transport services, including aviation and tour operations, through subregional commitments. The experience of the Yamoussoukro Decision on African air transport liberalisation provides a precedent for boosting intra-African air connectivity (African Union Commission, 2015).

· Incorporating tourism services into national AfCFTA schedules, with an emphasis on fair competition, SME inclusion, and gender-responsive policies, aligning with the AfCFTA’s broader objectives of economic inclusivity and structural transformation (AfCFTA Secretariat, 2022).

In parallel, the African Union’s Agenda 2063 emphasises the role of tourism in promoting job creation, cultural exchange, and sustainable development. Specifically, Target 20 of Aspiration 1 aims to double intra-African tourism by 2023 through strategies such as visa liberalisation, the development of cross-border tourism circuits, and the enhancement of regional cooperation in the sector (African Union Commission, 2015).
To achieve these objectives, a regional COMESA tourism framework must serve as a key implementation vehicle, translating continental aspirations into actionable strategies through cross-border collaboration, harmonised regulation, and coordinated investment. This would ensure that COMESA's tourism sector not only aligns with the broader African integration agenda but also enhances its own competitiveness and resilience on the continental stage.
4.5.4
Comparative Lessons from Other Regional Frameworks
Several regional bodies provide compelling models for operationalising cross-border tourism strategies, offering valuable lessons for COMESA. For instance:
· The Southern African Development Community (SADC) has developed a Tourism Programme that integrates value chain mapping, transboundary conservation corridors, and joint destination branding initiatives, aiming to create regional tourism products such as the Kavango-Zambezi (KAZA) Transfrontier Conservation Area (SADC Secretariat, 2022).

· The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has established an integrated monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system alongside a tourism investment facilitation framework. Furthermore, ASEAN has promoted seamless regional mobility through phased visa cooperation mechanisms, which include the ASEAN Framework Agreement on Visa Exemption (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020).

· The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) integrates tourism into its broader regional integration strategy, with a particular focus on visa harmonisation and the promotion of culture-based tourism circuits, encouraging regional cultural exchange and economic cooperation (ECOWAS Commission, 2021).

These comparative examples underscore the importance of institutional anchoring, the phased rollout of policies, and the inclusion of private sector and community voices in regional tourism governance. They highlight how successful regional tourism strategies depend on cohesive frameworks, joint marketing, harmonised policy environments, and sustainable investment in shared tourism assets.
4.5.5
Monitoring and evaluation indicators
Effective implementation of the proposed COMESA regional tourism integration framework necessitates the development of SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, Time-bound) indicators to monitor progress and ensure accountability. Suggested indicators, adapted from international tourism monitoring practices (UNWTO, 2020; African Union Commission, 2015), include:
· Percentage increase in intra-COMESA tourist arrivals, reflecting the success of regional mobility facilitation.

· Number of joint regional tourism circuits established, aimed at promoting multi-country tourism packages.

· Number of countries adopting visa-on-arrival or e-visa schemes for African nationals, to measure improvements in travel facilitation (AfDB & African Union Commission, 2023).

· Percentage of tourism SMEs engaged in cross-border value chains, indicating deepened regional economic integration.

· Compliance rate with harmonised regional tourism policy standards, tracking adherence to agreed protocols and guidelines.

· An annual regional tourism competitiveness index, benchmarking COMESA’s performance against other Regional Economic Communities (RECs) such as ECOWAS, SADC, and EAC.

These indicators could be consolidated into a COMESA Regional Tourism Dashboard, maintained through collaboration with key institutions like the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO), the African Union (AU), and national statistical agencies within member states. This would enable evidence-based policy adjustments and promote transparency and collective learning across the bloc (UNWTO, 2020; AU Commission, 2015).

A regional conceptual framework for sustainable tourism integration is critical for achieving COMESA’s strategic development and regional integration objectives (COMESA Treaty, 1994; UNWTO, 2020). By addressing national disparities and aligning regional tourism efforts with broader continental initiatives such as the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and Agenda 2063 of the African Union, COMESA can unlock the potential of tourism as a driver for cross-border cooperation, economic resilience, and inclusive growth (African Union Commission, 2015; AfCFTA Secretariat, 2022).

The five building blocks proposed policy harmonisation, mobility access, product diversification, sustainability, and monitoring and evaluation offer a pragmatic and context-sensitive roadmap for constructing a coherent regional tourism system. This approach, rooted in African socio-economic realities yet informed by global best practices and lessons from successful low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) like Costa Rica, Vietnam, and Rwanda, provides a strategic pathway to positioning COMESA as a competitive and resilient tourism destination (OECD, 2020; World Bank, 2021).
5. Conclusion 

A conceptual framework is proposed to guide COMESA’s regional tourism integration strategy, aligned with the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) and Agenda 2063. This research fills a critical gap by positioning sustainable tourism within the regional integration discourse, providing actionable insights for COMESA policymakers, development practitioners, and researchers. It underscores the potential of tourism not only to drive economic growth but also to foster regional solidarity, resilience, and inclusive development in line with continental aspirations.
6.
Policy recommendations  
The findings underscore several policy imperatives for COMESA member states:
i. Adopt a COMESA Regional Tourism Integration Framework: This strategy should align with AfCFTA and Agenda 2063, emphasising harmonised policies, intra-regional mobility, product diversification, sustainability, and performance tracking (UNWTO, 2020; AfCFTA Secretariat, 2022).
ii. Institutionalise a COMESA tourism council: This body would coordinate infrastructure, visa regimes, joint branding, and regional standards. Multi-stakeholder representation is critical for legitimacy and impact (ASEAN Secretariat, 2020).
iii. Implement a unified COMESA Tourist Visa: Inspired by the EAC and ASEAN models, a regional visa regime could facilitate multi-country travel and cross-border circuits (AfDB & AU, 2023; Rwanda Development Board, 2022).

iv. Mainstream sustainability and inclusivity: Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria should be embedded into regional tourism projects, with mechanisms for benefit-sharing and community empowerment (UNEP & UNWTO, 2015).

v. Develop cross-border infrastructure: Investment should focus on integrating transport, hospitality, and eco-tourism infrastructure across member states, leveraging economic corridors (UNECA, 2021).

vi. Establish a regional M&E System: A COMESA Tourism Dashboard aligned with SDGs 8.9 and 12.b and Agenda 2063 should be implemented to track flows, compliance, and performance (WTTC, 2023; SADC Secretariat, 2022).

vii. Strengthen capacity building: Human capital development through regional training programs in tourism governance, digital tools, and sustainability should be prioritised (UNDP, 2021).
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