
La Responsabilidad Social Corporativa y la lucha contra exploitacion 
sexual de niños

In this day and age no industry can run away from its Corporate Social 
Responsibility. In international tourism however (a relative young industry), 
although the rhetoric might be different, management is still ducking and hiding. 
Many of the critical issues in tourism development hit directly on the threats to 
sustainable development of Planet, People and Profit: Air Traffic, Water, Land 
rights, Gender issues and the influx of dollars/yens/rubels into vulnerable local 
economies. 

But the tourism industry does have a flagship for its CSR, which is promoted on 
all the fora of sustainable development worldwide: TheCode.org (or the Child 
protection code or the Code of Conduct to prevent child prostitution in tourism).

This so called industry driven voluntary mechanism is the instrument to clean the 
value chain of  tourism from one of the worst violations of human rights of this 
day and age: commercial sexual exploitation of Children (CSEC).

TheCode works as follows. Every time a tourism company contracts services from 
a supplier he will ask him to sign a contract with a set of 6 actions which this 
supplier (a hotel, a transporter, a restaurant or an attraction) should undertake. 
In theory, when the top of the chain signs, and all its suppliers ask their suppliers 
to sign, theCode will work its way down the value chain,eventually arriving at 
destination level, where every entrepreneur will contribute to the eradication of 
the sexual exploitation of children.

TheCode consists of 6 actions which at first sight are relatively easy to comply 
with. The official text is as follows

Suppliers of tourism services adopting the code commit themselves to  
implement the following six criteria:
1. To establish an ethical policy regarding commercial sexual exploitation of  
children.
2. To train the personnel in the country of origin and travel destinations.
3. To introduce a clause in contracts with suppliers, stating a common 
repudiation of commercial sexual exploitation of children.
4. To provide information to travellers by means of catalogues, brochures, in-
flight films, ticket-slips, home pages, etc.
5. To provide information to local "key persons" at the destinations.
6. To report annually.
 
History:
Three separate historical developments converged to create a basis for this Code. 

CSR
Since Rio 1992, sustainable development is not seen only as the responsibility of 
governments but also of other stakeholders. Including businesses. And since 
governments and their regulations have been retreating it has become 
imperative that industry takes over some of these tasks through programmes of 
taking responsibility for society: CSR.

Tourism critique.



Until the 80s tourism development was seen as an overall blessing. After the Bad 
Boll conference in Germany in 1986, where grass roots organisations from Africa, 
Asia and Latin America presented their (mostly negative) experiences with 
tourism to a Western audience, tourism critique became stronger and around it a 
fragile Civil Society movement grew. Especially the negative consequences for 
the most vulnerable could count with growing criticism from society. Tourism 
industry was forced to open up to this critique.

ECPAT 
The same people who started the first global campaign for tourism critique 
(ECTWT) in the 80s, saw that children in SE Asia were among the most vulnerable 
victims of tourism. In 1990 they started an additional campaign directly aimed at 
tackling this problem. End Child Prostitution in Asian Tourism (ECPAT). This 
campaign spread rapidly and broadened from tourism related prostitution to 
pornography and trafficking of children. 

In the nineties these 3 developments converged. In these years, the work of 
ECPAT led to arrests of a number of European paedophile tourists in Asia. This 
created lots of attention and resulted in  problems for the image of the tourism 
industry and for the European embassies in the countries where these Europeans 
were arrested. Therefor ECPAT found lots of attention amongst governments in 
tourist sending countries when it organised its 1st World Congress on CSEC in 
1996 in Stockholm.

But actually a horrible incident was crucial to the major success of this Stockholm 
event. In the month before the Congress, the arrest of a Belgian paedophile 
murderer, Marc Dutroux drew worldwide attention. As a result, the attendance at 
the Stockholm conference burst out of the building, Ministers, International 
organisations, high ranked officials and CEO’s from the largest tourism companies 
all wanted to vow for their support to the fight against CSEC. 

At this conference ECPAT Sweden introduced theCode, an experiment they were 
working on at that time.

Developing theCode
TheCode was a perfect answer to the need for governments, NGOs and industry 
to cooperate and to show their support not only for the fight against child abuse, 
but for the sustainable development of tourism in general.

From the Stockholm conference, ECPAT developed theCode further and although 
sometimes tourism industry would react hostile to invitations for a talk, 
forerunners in the industry like KUONI and ACCOR, were quick to sign. TheCode 
became a fast growing movement.
 
Although theCode was not industry initiated, in the beginning certainly not 
industry driven, most of the work came from ECPAT and most of the funding from 
governments, it was clear that it should become an industry owned instrument. 
To speed up the process, ECPAT handed over the ownership of theCode to the 
industry in 2006.

And from then on theCode was run by a Steering Committee that had a majority 
of 5 industry seats and a Chairman from an industry partner. Three big tour 
operators, KUONI, TUI and ThomasCook and one hotel chain ACCOR, actively 
participate in theCode. 



Our role:
The Retour foundation was involved from the beginning, initially as tourism 
advisor to ECPAT International. We were asked to start the Dutch ECPAT campaign 
and coordinated ECPAT-NL for about 7 years. We were critical to the first versions 
of theCode but we decided to work with it, trying to improve it and in the late 
nineties we were doing the first negotiations with the Dutch tourism industry. 
Because supporting Responsible Tourism in developing countries is the core 
business of the Retour foundation, we focussed on the implementation of 
theCode in destinations without good governance structures. We helped starting 
theCode in Costa Rica, the Gambia and Kenya, and assisted theCode in Brasil 
(Ceara) and more recently in the Dominican Republic. Because of these 
experiences I was personally elected to be the Independent Member of the 
theCode Steering Committee ( 2006-2008). At this moment Retour is mainly 
involved in doing research into CSR in the tourism industry.

The results of theCode

On the positive side
At this moment 1030 companies from 42 countries have signed theCode. This 
can be seen as a big success. And the exposure of theCode is very high, being 
supported by for instance UNICEF and UNWTO at international tourism events.
In some regions where theCode stakeholders are active, the situation regarding 
the commercial sexual exploitation of children actually has improved. For 
example in Cabarete (Dominican Republic), where the local tourism association 
and some hotels are very active and cooperate closely with the local Code 
representative MAIS, a child rights NGO, the number of child prostitutes in the 
streets and around the big hotels has remarkably dropped over the past few 
years.

On the negative side
However, there are important drawbacks also. It is clear that among the large 
number of signatories, many actually are only window dressing and not 
undertaking much action on the 6 elements of theCode. TheCode might have led 
to some self-indulgence of the industry, leading away from other important issues 
in sustainable tourism. And in some cases the problem of child prostitution was 
not solved but it just moved, as we could see for ourselves outside of the high 
walls of the All Inclusive hotels that signed theCode in Punta Cana (DR).

Problems with theCode
After a very good start, it seems the progress of theCode is slowing down, and 
some persistent problems are not being solved. From my perspective as an action 
researcher, this is due to 2 main factors, complicating the 6 action elements of 
theCode, which seem to be simple and easy to implement, but in reality are not.
The first factor is the complexity of the tourism industry, the second the complex 
reality of the destinations.

A. The complexity of the tourism industry

The value chain of tourism is a complex chain. It is a long chain with many 
elements, spread over continents and comprised of many products and services. 
On top of that the players are complex structures themselves. 

This has an impact on 4 of the 6 elements.



1. To establish an ethical policy regarding commercial sexual exploitation of  
children
2. To train the personnel in the country of origin and travel destinations.
3. To introduce a clause in contracts with suppliers, stating a common 
repudiation of commercial sexual exploitation of children.
4. To provide information to travellers by means of catalogues, brochures, in-
flight films, ticket-slips, home pages, etc.

For example, when you talk to the CEO of a hotel chain, in some cases you are 
only talking to the manager of a registered brand, that doesn’t own any buildings, 
nor employs any personnel, although you will see the brand’s name on hotels in 
almost all touristic destinations. 

Many hotels carrying the name of an international chain are separate business 
with their own responsibilities. Getting a chain to sign does not mean that its 
individual hotels are signatories or do agree on theCode. And contracting in 
tourism is a complex matter. In some destinations big touroperators do not buy 
any bed in any hotel themselves, but contract third party companies to do that. 
Introducing a clause in contracts with suppliers (element 3)  thus becomes a 
complex issue and often an empty phrase, creating the opportunities for window 
dressing. For the same reason, although the holding company signs a contract on 
training personnel, this does not mean that the workers you meet in your hotel, 
have actually been trained. 

Through the outsourcing of services (and therefor personnel), which is a growing 
phenomenon in tourism, this second element of theCode, the training,  becomes 
even more vague and/or symbolic. Some hotels will only have a few management 
staff members on their pay roll, and all the cleaners, security and even desk 
personnel are employed (through outsourcing) by third parties. The responsibility 
for training therefor is transferred to these companies, that often have not signed 
theCode.

And even if hotels are inclined to train their employees, the tourism industry is 
characterized by a high turnover of personnel, and the effects of the training 
become very volatile. 

This complexity is actually used as an argument for not monitoring whether the 
signatories comply with theCode and for not including binding element into 
theCode. And sanctions for not complying are not foreseen, let alone applied. 
This leads to one of my observations in the Dominican Republic: hardly any hotel 
or tour operator takes the trouble to make any information available for the 
tourists (element 4). 

The other reason why implementation of theCode is more complex than it seems 
is:

B. The complex reality of the destinations

The destinations I am referring to in this presentation are destinations in 
developing countries. TheCode, originally having been developed in Sweden, is a 
very Eurocentric instrument, based on the principles of Public-Private Partnership 
(PPP). For PPP to function it is imperative that one can rely on the mechanisms of 
good governance. As we know, many tourism destinations lack good governance. 



This has an impact on 2 of the 6 elements.
2. To train the personnel in the country of origin and travel destinations.
5. To provide information to local "key persons" at the destinations.

The result of the training mentioned in element 2 should be that personnel is 
capable of and willing to act and report when they see a violation. I already 
mentioned that the labour conditions in tourism in general are not of a high 
standard. In developing countries it is even worse and unemployment high. 
Employees will hardly be inclined to take risks which could leave them jobless. 
Even in the case that they have been trained, as the second Code element 
requires, they will be very reluctant to report on rich, white and powerful tourists. 
Especially when the chances are quite realistic, that their management will not 
back them up when confronted by the tourist and/or his tour operator. And when 
the child prostitute involved, is from the community in which the hotel is based, 
and the employee also lives in that community, it is not imaginary that he will be 
confronted by her family or, even worse,  the pimp running the girl. TheCode 
does not provide for these problems.

The value of the 5th element of theCode, about providing information to the local 
community, is that the industry acknowledges that they cannot hide behind the 
arguments that they want to respect local culture and therefore cannot impose 
western ideas on local and national governments. This tweaked argument had 
always been the last resort of companies to continue business as usual. In 
element nr 5 they take an innovative and important step  and state that they 
should take responsibility for informing local stakeholders about dangers of CSEC. 

But in reality compliance with this element is weak and it is doubtful whether 
industry is making a real effort to confront local key persons with the problem of 
(and their failure to battle) child prostitution. Therefor police in the Dominican 
Republic continues to allow it, and will rather extort the girl, the victim, and not 
prosecute the perpetrator. And the lack of respect for the NGOs working for child 
rights persists, damaging their capacity to work with the tourism industry. In the 
Dominican Republic this lack of support from key stakeholders in the 
communities, has led to a failure to convince  larger groups of hotels and 
business to sign and implement theCode.

Key issues for improvement:

To improve theCode and make it more efficient a few issues are vital.

Innovative action: The 5th element, on industry taking responsibility for informing 
local key persons, together with the 3rd, on cleaning the tourism chain through 
contracts, were the two most innovative steps of theCode. They gave it its edge 
over other CSR instruments and actually gave it its teeth. Unfortunately both 
elements are the ones most under pressure and least implemented. More 
attention should be paid to them, both to formulate them precisely and to 
enforce them.

Binding: To really be a self-cleaning instrument, the contracts should be binding 
and armed with sanctions.  By the way, theCode might already be missing the 
boat on this. The way international governments are pushing the Ruggy 
principles, and investors are pushing the GRI criteria, will create binding elements 
on the issue of Human Rights. And since childprostitution is about Human Rights, 
these will override any voluntary action, agreed in the theCode.



Bottom Up: Where thinking in terms of cleaning the value chain is a valuable 
principle, it is also a very top-down approach. But actually vital work is being 
done at the bottom of the value chain. Not only is input at that level imperative 
but also valuable knowledge resides there. To make theCode work it is time to 
start focussing on a bottom up approach 

Ownership: Although the NGO that is running theCode would want to do it as an 
industry driven, the drive from industry still is very weak. From working in 
development issues for years we learned that a sense of ownership is a crucial 
success factor for projects. Until now the industry has not really taken up 
ownership of theCode (although some industry partners are very active and 
doing their best!). Especially in destinations, the tourism industry has a strong 
feeling that this issue is the domain of NGOs and governments, and that these 
are the owners of the problem and its solution. 

Business Model: Until now (mainly because of a lack of sense of ownership), 
theCode and its activities are not being funded by industry but by (short term) 
grants. There is a need for a business model supporting theCode in which the 
owner and receiver of benefits: the Industry, pays. NGOs should not hand over 
their knowledge for free (funded by taxpayers money), but they should sell their 
knowledge and services to the industry which should pay a fair price for training 
and support.

Implementation: Until now, priority was about collecting signatories. From now 
on, the implementation should be central, with more attention for the complexity 
of destinations in developing countries. Starting from the realities that the 
concept of PPP is Eurocentric and that NGOs that fight for the rights of the poor in 
many cases are not respected and even threatened, Industry should stand up for 
them and use their influence to change this, at community level. 


