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Tourism is a major focus for local economic development policies in several parts of the world. In South Africa tourism is one of the country’s leading economic sectors and has been identified as a priority sector for national economic development over the next 20 years. Since 1998 major initiatives have been undertaken in South Africa towards decentralization and the allocation of greater responsibility to sub-national tiers of government. Local economic development policies have been vigorously promoted by a series of interventions, including the introduction by national government in 2006 of a national policy framework to support the development of ‘robust and inclusive local economies’.

In contemporary South Africa tourism is a critical focus for local economic development programmes across the urban hierarchy – from large cities to secondary cities and small towns. The potential for tourism to promote local economic development, however, is uneven and especially for the encouragement of pro-poor forms of local economic development. This paper examines the issues surrounding promoting local economic development through low-budget forms of tourism. The focus is upon backpacker tourism, which has been identified as a niche form of tourism in which South Africa potentially may enjoy a competitive advantage in the global tourism economy. The characteristics associated with backpacker tourism suggest that it potentially can be a vehicle for local economic development, especially in the peripheral regions of the country. This paper draws from the findings of a recent national investigation into backpacker tourism in South Africa and examines the directions and challenges of maximizing the local development impacts of this form of tourism.      

