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CAPE Town has long been 
known as South Africa’s 
“gay capital”. The 
country’s constitution is 

staunchly gay-friendly. Same-sex 
couples have been legally marrying 
here for 10 years. 

Now SA Tourism, in a 2016 
initiative, has officially committed 
itself  to welcoming lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
tourists to the country. 

Not only this. The plan is, from 
the top down, to educate and advise 
all those involved in tourism on 
how to cater for and welcome this 
niche segment. 

So will KwaZulu-Natal and 
Durban play catch-up in the pink 
tourism rand stakes? 

“The KZN Gay and Lesbian 
Tourism Association (KZNgalta) 
was established in 2004. As a 
volunteer-based organisation we 
have had few resources other than 
individual passion and a collective 
desire to bring about positive 
change in our province. 

“But in the past 18 months or so, 
we’ve started to see some traction 
for our efforts,” Jason Fiddler, 
founding chairman, said this week.

Fiddler was on the LGBT 
panel at Indaba 2016, the first in 
the annual tourism conference’s 
history. He described it, from 
the panel’s podium, as a ground-
breaking moment.

“This is my 19th Indaba and this 
is the first time we’re in a room 
talking about LGBT. We’re at a 

watershed moment in our history.” 
That the gay-friendly banner 

has been officially raised in the 
country was first clarified last 
month when Minister of  Tourism, 
Derek Hanekom, confirmed this 
when he opened the first annual 
International Gay and Lesbian 
Travel Association Convention to 
be held on the continent. 

“We are extremely proud that 
you have chosen South Africa for 
this ground-breaking event,” he 
said in his keynote.

“This convention will help 
brand South Africa as a country 
that welcomes LGBT travellers. 
The tourism trade network, and 
travellers, will appreciate all that 
we have to offer, especially our 
wildlife, cultural and gastronomic 
experiences.”

More recently in Durban, at 
Indaba 2016, Hanekom, during a 
lively panel discussion hosted by 
CNN TV anchor Richard Quest, 
called on international and local 
media to focus on, and give credit 
to, the country for its tolerance 
rather than focusing on crime and 
other negatives.

“We are proud to support gay, 
lesbian and transgender rights and 

to welcome the LGBT community 
to South Africa,” Hanekom said.  

Two days later, Justin Barnette, 
manager of  marketing and 
communications for the US office 
of  SA Tourism and moderator 
at the LGBT Indaba panel, said 
“It feels like 2016 could be South 
Africa’s coming out as a gay 
destination”.

The panellists, who expressed 
a commitment to promoting 
South Africa as a gay destination, 
included Germany-based Rika 
Jean-Francois, a member of  the 
IGLTA board of  directors; Margie 
Whitehouse, chief  marketing 
officer, SA Tourism; Mmatsatsi 
Ramawela, chief  executive officer 
of  the Tourism Business Council 
of  SA; and Fiddler. 

IGLTA is the leading member-
based global group / international 
travel network dedicated to 
educating lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender travellers and 
businesses that support them. 
Founded in 1983, it has held annual 
global conventions since 1984. 

Its mission: to create value for 
LGBT travellers and expand LGBT 
tourism globally demonstrating 
its significant social and economic 

impact. 
Jean-Francois stressed that the 

tourism industry has recognised 
the value of  the once-marginalised 
LGBT segment as one of  the most 
attractive and fastest-growing 
niche markets in the world and 
also quite resistant to economic 
turbulences.

Research has shown that gay 
and lesbian hotels visitors spent 
57 percent more per travel party 
than general market visitors. 

There were also changing travel 
trends within the LGBT market, 
she pointed out. Young gay and 
lesbian travellers were not as keen 
as the elder target group to book 
all-gay holidays, many preferring 
hetero-friendly trips. 

Travellers in general, including 
the LGBT market, were becoming 
more sophisticated and looking 
for authentic experiences and 
were open to responsible and 
sustainable travel trends. 

Barnette pointed out that 
South Africa was one of  the first 
nations in the world to legalise 
gay marriage “10 years ago and 
long before the US and many other 
countries”.

Last month, 15 same-sex couples 

tied the knot in Africa’s first mass 
same-sex marriage: in Knysna.

“And in Johannesburg they 
have started an all-gay rugby 
team, the Jozi Cats. Their slogan is 
‘rugby – it’s so gay’.

“I see our new motto for travel 
as ‘long live diversity’. This is not 
about sexual tourism or making 
people gay. LGBT is not about 
kissing and dancing in the streets. 
We’re talking about the freedom to 
travel and the freedom to be who 
you are.” 

Panellists pointed out that 
discrimination, be it related to 
gender, age, origin, colour of  skin, 
religious beliefs, disability, social 
status, medical condition or sexual 
orientation, were all human rights 
issues that needed to be addressed.

Whitehouse conceded that for 
South Africa, showing its active 
support of  the LGBT segment 
would be a learning process. 

“Tourism South Africa is 
waking up to the value of  the pink 
rand and is open for the LGBT 
experience: absolutely,” she said. 

“There is so much we can do to 
really show how welcoming we are 
as a nation. It’s not just the sign on 
the door. It’s showing in all ways 
we are welcoming and engaged.

“We need marketing material 
and collateral. By this time next 
year we’ll have better answers 
on the specifics or how and what 
we’re going to do.

“Here we are with a celebrated 
constitution and we need to show 

our commitment to it,” said 
Ramawela.

“We are just awakening. There 
is now an upsurge and we need 
to take it forward. Education and 
awareness are what we need to 
embrace and be committed to. SA 
Tourism needs to do the education. 
We want to take up the message as 
an organisation – and we will.” 

Panellists conceded that 
in the face of  on-the-ground 
discrimination in some sectors 
against the LGBT community, 
including corrective rape of  black 
lesbians, meant education needed 
to take place across the board.

Rethink 
For those in the hospitality 

industry, it was not just about 
putting up a rainbow flag or 
putting pink writing on marketing 
collateral, Fiddler said on the 
panel. 

“You’re running a business; 
you do whatever you do to adapt 
to your customer’s need. A lot of  
LGBT travellers are, for example, 
bird watchers. I am interested in 
adventure travel. They just happen 
to be customers with a strong 
preferential set and this needs to 
be understood and appreciated.” 

For example, a same-sex couple 
should not arrive at a hotel and 
find the standard slippers and 
robes as set out for a heterosexual 
couple. In this case, as with dietary 
requirements, a questionnaire 
sent in advance could avoid 

presumption and discomfort. 
Cape Town tourism had earned 

its “gay capital” tag and was doing 
it really well. 

“Cape Town has a pink guide. 
They highlight who is LGBT-
friendly. They’re consistently 
putting the message out. Cape 
Town is a destination LGBT 
travellers are therefore considering 
from across the world,” said 
Barnette.

Fiddler said this week that he 
was confident KZN was on the road 
to taking its place alongside Cape 
Town in the gay tourism stakes.

“In the past couple of  months, 
KZNgalta has achieved significant 
industry recognition and this has 
helped open up a dialogue both 
in the industry and in society at 
large. 

“People are really starting to 
talk about KwaZulu-Natal, about 
the potential our province has to 
welcome all manner of  tourists, 
not just LGBT travellers.

“I need to stress that a ‘pink-
washing’-style marketing is not 
on: companies looking to access 
the LGBT community should do 
so seriously and without guile. 
KZNgalta is certainly in a good 
position to help advise them.

“Given the recent developments 
and official government support, 
we’re looking to actively 
participate with a wide variety of  
tourism and business stakeholders 
in the coming months.”
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KZN coming out as gay tourist spot

Cape Town Pride twirls its way into town for a 13th year to celebrate cultural diversity and raise awareness for LGBTQI (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex) issues in Africa. Left: Men in tights, taking part in this year’s parade in Cape Town. Now 
Durban and other parts of KZN are getting in on the act.  Picture: LEON LESTRADE

Wanda Hennig looks at how far the province has 
travelled to make gay visitors feel welcome – and how 
the ‘pink’ tourism will pay off

When tourists destroy 
what they came to see
ONE of  Thailand’s most beautiful 
islands is closing because tourists 
are destroying it.

The swelling tide of  tourists 
to the island has brought it to the 
brink of  irreversible damage, say 
Thai officials. The tourists, in other 
words, are destroying what they 
came to see.

This week, the director general 
of  Thailand’s department of  
national parks, wildlife and plant 
conservation said that Koh Tachai – 
an increasingly popular destination, 
especially for scuba divers – would 
not reopen after the incoming 
monsoon season.

Koh Tachai is the northernmost 
of  the Similan Islands, in the 
Andaman Sea, which are known 
for their idyllic white sand beaches, 
crystalline waters and delicate 
coral reefs. The Similan Islands are 
often reached by boat from the giant 
tourist hub in Phuket.

During peak season, tour 
companies sell diving packages to 
tourists who come to the island and 
support a fledgling pop-up economy 
there.  A university dean who 
spoke at a tourism fair organised 
by the government recently, said 
14 companies were still selling 
packages to Koh Tachai.

“A beach on the island can hold 
up to 70 people. But sometimes 
the number of  tourists was well 
over 1 000, which was already 
crowded with food stalls and tour 
boats. This caused the island to 
quickly deteriorate,” said Thon 
Thamrongnawasawat, the  
deputy dean of  the fisheries faculty 
at Kasetsart University in Bangkok.

Koh Tachai is part of  a national 
park that is closed off  annually to 
tourists from May to October 15 
for the duration of  the monsoon 
season. But now it will be closed 
indefinitely.

“We have to close it to allow the 
rehabilitation of  the environment, 
both on the island and in the 
sea, without being disturbed by 
tourism activities, before the 
damage is beyond repair,” Tunya 
Netithammakul, the national parks 
director said.

“In fact, Koh Tachai is preserved 
as a primitive zone, not a tourist 
site,” said Thon, referring to a 
designation that Thailand gives 
certain particularly vulnerable 
areas.

“If  it’s not closed now, we’ll lose 
Koh Tachai permanently.” – Daily 
Mail

A glimpse of the Similan Islands. One 
has been closed to the public because of 
irreversible damage.


