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Abstract: Peripheral tourism is a major theme for tourism scholars. This article 
contributes to the expanding international debates and writings surrounding ‘tourism 
in peripheries’ and of peripheral tourism development. It applies a longitudinal 
research approach towards the evolution of tourism in one particular marginal 
tourism region in the global South. The geographical focus is South Africa where the 
space economy exhibits a core-periphery structure. The paper traces the trajectory of 
tourism development which has occurred in one peripheral region of the country. The 
case study is of King Sabata Dalindyebo Local Municipality in Eastern Cape province. 
This is an area of particular interest as it incorporates much of the territory that was 
the former Transkei homeland. The discussion shows that the historical growth of 
different forms of tourism in this municipality exhibits marked differences between 
its inland and coastal areas. Importantly, the contemporary tourism economy of this 
peripheral region shows signs of serious decline despite tourism being acknowledged 
as one of key drivers for local development.  
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*  *  *  *  *  *  
 

INTRODUCTION 
Questions surrounding ‘peripherality’ and the development of tourism in 

‘peripheral regions’  continue to attract a vibrant scholarship (Hohl & Tisdell, 1995; 
Wanhill, 1997; Brown et al., 2000; Moscardo, 2005; Chaperon & Bramwell, 2013; Pezzi, 
2017a; Pezzi & Urso, 2017; Salvatore et al., 2018; Pezzi et al., 2019). In theories of regional 
or spatial development the term ‘periphery’ has become synonymous with localities that 
are ‘less developed’, ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘distressed’ as compared to the state of 
development of more prosperous ‘core’ regions (Pike et al., 2006, 2015; Rogerson, 2015). 
Pezzi & Urso (2016, 2017) highlight both the opportunities and constraints of 
peripherality with policy suggestions for overcoming marginalisation challenges through 
a search for new paths of resilience in peripheral regions. For tourism scholars the 
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concept of a ‘core-periphery’ dichotomy in space economies remains at the centre of 
discussions about tourism as a potential vehicle for encouraging economic growth and 
employment opportunities in peripheral regions and for breaking down existing spatial 
structures (Christaller, 1964; Müller & Jansson, 2007; Hall, 2013). Much literature 
about tourism in peripheral regions directly focuses on tourism’s role (or potential) for 
generating economic growth, enterprise development, and livelihood improvements 
(Keller, 1987; Brouder, 2013). Other key research foci relate to management issues, 
entrepreneurship and of niche tourism promotion (Moscardo, 2005; Chaperon & 
Bramwell, 2013; Dinis & Krakover, 2016; Pezzi, 2017a, 2017b; Salvatore et al., 2018; 
Pezzi et al., 2019). This paper contributes to these expanding international debates and 
writings surrounding ‘tourism in peripheries’ and of peripheral tourism development. 
More specifically, it seeks to offer fresh insight into peripheral tourism by adopting a 
longitudinal approach towards the evolution of tourism in one particular marginal 
tourism region in the global South. Arguably, the impacts of ‘peripheralisation’ 
processes are most clearly visible in remote, isolated or ‘excluded’ areas of national 
space economies (Pezzi, 2017a; Lang & Görmar, 2019).  

The geographical setting for this investigation is South Africa which manifests a 
distorted core-periphery structure with massive, historically structured and deep-seated 
unevenness in patterns of spatial development (Todes & Turok, 2018). In South Africa, as 
in many parts of Europe, tourism is viewed as a vehicle for local and regional 
development and around this theme there are several relevant existing academic works 

(Rogerson, 2014a, 2015; Nel & Rogerson, 2016; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2019a).  
The objective in this paper is to trace the pathway or trajectory of tourism 

development which has occurred in one peripheral region of the country. The specific 
regional focus is upon what is now termed the King Sabata Dalindyebo Local 
Municipality, an area which is of particular interest as it incorporates much of the 
territory that was the former Transkei Homeland. Three sections of discussion and 
analysis are presented. First, a background sketch is given of the case study region to 
demonstrate the characteristics of this peripheral area of South Africa. Second, drawing 
upon a range of archival source material, a longitudinal approach is taken to track the 
evolution of tourism beginning in the colonial period and continuing to the period of 
democratic change in 1994. The third section shifts to investigate the state of the area’s 
contemporary tourism economy and reveals the stagnant character of peripheral tourism.        

 
RESEARCH CONTEXT 
The King Sabata Dalindyebo Local Municipality (KSDM) is part of the O.R. Tambo 

District Municipality (DM) in Eastern Cape province. It is the largest of the five 
municipalities that comprise O.R. Tambo DM accounting for a quarter of its geographical 
area. The KSD municipality comprises a major section of what was the former Transkei 
Bantustan which was constituted in the apartheid period.  

The KSD municipality was formed in 2000 before the local government elections as 
a result of the merger of the Mqanduli and Mthatha Transitional and Rural Councils. The 
majority of the population resides in rural settlements; the two largest centres are 
Mqanduli and Mthatha, which was formerly named Umtata until March 2004 (Ngwira, 
2011). The KSD Municipality also incorporates a small section of the Wild Coast as the 
mandate of the municipality stretches to include the coastal tourist hub of Coffee Bay and 
the iconic visitor attraction of the Hole in the Wall (Fig 1). The municipality has a total 
population estimated (2016) as 490 000 (99.1 percent described as Black African) of 
which 310 000 are classed as living in rural traditional settlements (Eastern Cape Socio-
Economic Consultative Council, 2017). A gender imbalance exists with 54 percent of the 
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population female which is a reflection of the area’s history as a cheap labour reservoir for 
male migrant workers employed elsewhere in South Africa. The main urban centre of 
Mthatha has a population of about 150 000 albeit it caters for the needs of over 1.5 
million people who live within a 50km radius of the town (Dzinotyiweyi, 2009). Mthatha 
is one of South Africa’s urban centres where a major section of its residents are 
accommodated in characteristically rural settings (de Witt & Ndzamela, 2018). In 
functional terms Mthatha is a regional powerhouse as it serves as an economic and social 
focus for the functionally lower order settlements, both the small towns and their 
surrounding rural communities (O.R. Tambo District Municipality, 2017). 

 

 
 

Figure 1. The Location of King Sabata Dalindyebo Municipality, South 

 
In respect of development indicators it is important to appreciate that KSDM 

would be classed as one of South Africa’s most economically distressed and marginalized 
areas. Widespread poverty exists across the KSDM as well as the O.R. Tambo DM which is 
one of South Africa’s municipalities recording a declining district economy (O.R. Tambo 
District Municipality, 2017). For Mthatha Harrison (2008) and Tsheleza et al.  (2019) 
state that two-thirds of its citizens live in poverty and as much as 52 percent of them are 
formally unemployed.  Service levels for households and infrastructure are major 
challenges. De Witt & Ndzamela (2018: 4) provide a profile for 2016 for the district which 
reveals only 15.7 percent of local households with indoor water access, 36.7 percent with 
flush toilet access but with 84.5 percent of households having electricity access, the latter 
lower than the national South African average. It is argued that the spatial extent of urban 
sprawl outside the formal urban boundary onto traditional land is one key factor 
constraining improved service delivery (de Witt & Ndzamela, 2018).  
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Harrison (2008) draws attention to historical factors that explain the 
municipality’s current infrastructural challenges. It is argued the town suffers from a 
legacy of “historical mismanagement” and that the bulk infrastructure network “was 
developed for ‘the colonial Mthatha of a 100 years ago’ and cannot meet the demands of 
the current population” (Harrison, 2008: 26). Mzamo (2018: 79) records that today 
Mthatha is overcrowded and has “relapsed into a town of potholes, out-dated sewerage 
systems, electricity outages and dilapidated buildings”. Residents often have to endure 
lengthy periods without water and with sewerage spills and uncollected garbage a 
constant sight (Dzinotyiweyi, 2009). Solid waste management is emerging as a major 
environmental hazard (Tsheleza et al., 2019). Ngwira (2011: 51) adds the impact of 

HIV/Aids is a further issue “of major concern within the Municipality” . 
 A diagnostic research investigation produced by the Eastern Cape Socio-

Economic Consultative Council (2017) pointed to 12.4 percent of the municipal 
population as infected with HIV. In terms of the local economy this municipality was 
negatively impacted by 1994 democratic transition and the re-incorporation of Transkei 
into South Africa (Siyongwana, 2005). Umtata lost its status as a preferred ‘growth 
point’ for decentralization of manufacturing in terms of changes in location incentives 
enacted in 1991. By 1994 it had lost also its former capital city function and later 
suffered further misfortune in the decision to locate the function of provincial capital of 
Eastern Cape at Bisho (Siyongwana, 2009). A rebound in the local economy began from 
2000 when Mthatha secured its role as administrative centre for the O.R. Tambo DM as 
well as being the administrative heart for KSDM. The town has only a small 
manufacturing base although there are announced plans for promoting new agro-
industrial enterprises at the Wild Coast special economic zone in Mthatha (Ngcukana, 
2018). The ambitious plans for this zone coincide with aspirations of the KSD 
municipality “to become the first rural metro in the country by 2021/22 and to build a 
new town in Coffee Bay with a harbour” (Ngcukana, 2018).  

The contemporary (formal) economy of KSDM is dominated by government 
services, finance and trade (de Witt and Ndzamela, 2018). For Mthatha Harrison 
(2008: 26-27) describes the existence of “a structurally unequal economy” with a small 
number of large firms dominating the formal economy, a structure that “encourages 
massive leakages from the town”. Beneath the formal economy is an extensive informal 
economy within which micro-enterprises compete against each other in “the lowest 
ends of the market owing to their inability to compete against large established firms” 
(Harrison, 2008: 27). In light of the fragile state of economic development the making 
of place-based initiatives is urgent for sustainable development of KSDM as a whole and 
of Mthatha in particular. The capacity for developing such initiatives is, however, 
constrained. De Witt & Ndzamela (2018: 7) assessed the municipality’s institutional 
capacity and concluded “it to be seriously lacking”. Of particular concern is that in 
relation to planning for local economic development (LED) the research study by 
Mbontsi (2008: xi) revealed “the municipality does not understand the concept of LED” 
and as an outcome “LED is not living up to expectations in the area”. This said, in many 
spheres of its mandate the municipality has good plans in theory albeit “the 
municipality lacks the people with the competencies to implement” (de Witt & 
Ndzamela, 2018: 7). In turn this results in ineffective use of resources and a recurrent 
crisis in municipal governance (Msi, 2009).  It is against this backdrop that attention 
turns to examine one of the identified potential drivers for growth and poverty 
alleviation in KSDM, namely the tourism sector (King Sabata Municipality, 2016, 2019). 
The next section turns to the evolutionary pathway of tourism in this region.  
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THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT TRAJECTORY OF TOURISM  
The historical development of tourism in what is now KSDM remains part of the 

unwritten and so far little researched tourism history of South Africa (Grundlingh, 2005; 
Rogerson, 2017; Rogerson & Rogerson, 2018, 2019b; Rogerson, 2019; Sixaba & Rogerson, 
2019). From scattered available information are certain indications of early tourism 
development in this area. Originally, what is today Mthatha was built as a white 
settlement in the mid-1800s, a buffer between warring African communities over land 
disputes. Subsequently, the town became a significant logistical hub in the early days of 
trade and travel in South Africa (de Witt & Ndzamela, 2018).  

For 1920 there is clear evidence that the settlement of Umtata was attracting a flow 
of travellers in need of commercial accommodation. The Illustrated South African Hotel 
Guide for 1920 lists the existence of three hotels in Umtata, namely the Imperial, the 
Grosvenor and Royal (The Union Publishing Agency 1921: 222). By 1935 Umtata was the 
terminus of the railway line from East London and an important trading centre for the 
Transkeian territories. A marketing brochure produced in 1935 by the East London 
publicity association describes the town as the “Administrative Capital of the Transkeian 
territories” and geographically situated “amidst fine mountain scenery” and enjoying ”an 
equable climate” (East London Publicity Association, 1935: 92). In terms of further 
publicizing the town for visitors the guide stated as follows: “Umtata is rich in history, 
closely bound up with that of the troublous early days in the Transkei, and with devoted 
missionary enterprise” (East London Publicity Association, 1935: 92). 

 Further, it was pointed out that the town was “romantic in history” and “situated in 
the heart of a native population of well over a million souls” (East London Publicity 
Association, 1935: 95). A 1936 national guide describes the town as “capital of Tembuland 
situated on the banks of the Umtata River near Umtata Falls” (South African Railways 
and Harbours, 1936: 192). It recorded the three same established hotels – Grosvenor 
Hotel, Hotel Imperial and Royal Hotel - each of which charged between 10s 6d and 12s 6d 
per day for accommodation (South African Railways and Harbours, 1936). At the coast 
whilst there existed no formal accommodation establishments the beginnings of Coffee 
Bay as a leisure destination were marked by the appearance of holiday cottages during the 
1940s (Ashley & Ntshona, 2003; Wildman, 2005). For travellers detraining at Umtata, 
tourism marketing material produced in 1937 for South African railways characterized it 
as “the gateway to a region which is one of the most beautiful in Southern Africa” 
(Carlyle-Gall, 1937: 75). In detail its attractions were described as follows: “In this 
entrancing land live, in quaint primitiveness, over 1,000,000 natives. The impressions 
which the traveler of this modern age gains while touring so unique a territory must 
surely come to him as a revelation. The South African, accustomed as he is to seeing the 
native as a labourer, in European clothes of sorts, endeavouring to adjust himself to a 
complex – and what is to him a totally foreign – environment, will observe, almost at every 
turn, some new aspect of untrammelled and picturesque Bantu life which will increase his 
understanding of this interesting human type. To the overseas visitor, inured to the day-
and-night clamour of incessant traffic and to the seething population of a crowded capital 
of the Northern Hemisphere, a journey in this strange and primeval land is still more 
impressive. The markedly progressive towns and villages, collectively of only some 17, 
000 Europeans, are in striking contrast to their surroundings, and once he departs from 
these centres of the white race, the sightseer leaves civilization behind and finds himself 

in a region over which reigns the age-less peace of Africa” (Carlyle-Gall, 1937: 75). 
The appeal of the Transkei was viewed as particularly strong for international 

tourists visiting South Africa. Just prior to the outbreak of the Second World War it was 
observed: “It is the unique privilege of the visitor to South Africa to be able, as it were, 
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to step from the pulsating twentieth-century scene into a vastly different world – the 
ancestral domain of the native. And in the Transkeian Territories human society in its 
very beginning is to be seen in the weirdly-romantic native reserves” (Carlyle-Gall, 
1937: 77). Further later publicity material produced by South African Railways Tourist 
Office (1949) and targeted mainly at potential international travellers to South Africa 
continued to emphasise the “primitive” attractions and customs of the people of the 
“Native Territories”. Indeed, in 1949 the Transkei was described as a “singularly rich 
field for the searcher after the primitive” (South African Railways Tourist O ffice 1949: 
unnumbered page 2). The following description was offered to lure the curious 
international tourist: “Here the Native goes about his daily round in much the same 
manner as he did before the coming of the white man. Tribal customs are observed with 
all their colourful solemnity; periodical dances are staged with vigorous enthusiasm; 
and even in respect of simple domestic duties the ways of the Native are full of 
quaintness and interest to folk accustomed from infancy to European ideas” (South 
African Railways Tourist Office 1949: unnumbered page 2). 

During the apartheid period national government began to express growing 
interest in the potential for encouraging tourism development in the so-termed 
Bantustans or Homelands. In particular, mounting policy concern occurred in the 1960s. 
It was inseparable from the imperative of providing some façade of economic legitimacy 
to national government planning of these spaces as ‘separate’ from and potentially 
‘independent’ of the space of so-termed ‘White’ South Africa. In 1963 Transkei assumed 
the status of a ‘self-governing’ territory with the powers of the Transkeian General 
Council (or Bunga), endowed with a new Constitution, expanded as it became the 
Transkei Legislative Assembly. From the limited available source material on 
accommodation there are signals of some growth in the tourism economy of what would 
become KSDM. The 1965 national guide lists four hotels in Umtata, viz., the Grosvenor 
(46 rooms 5 with private bath), the Imperial (40 rooms 8 with private bath), the Royal (53 
rooms 2 with private bath) and - the largest - the newly established Savoy (92 rooms and 
44 with private bath) (Hotel Guide Association, 1965). In addition, the 1965 Hotel Guide 
lists the 10 room Union Hotel in Mqanduli; no hotel establishments were given for the 
coastal area (Hotel Guide Association, 1965). By 1972, however, the national Hotel Guide 
records the Union at Mqanduli as well as five hotels in Umtata, with the most recent 
addition being the unregistered 40 room Transkei Hotel (Hotel Board South Africa, 
1972). Further, the same guide lists two unregistered hotel establishments now 
operating at Coffee Bay, those being the 42 room Lagoon Hotel and the 40 room Ocean 
View Hotel. Wildman (2005: 88) argues that during the 1960s Coffee Bay began to 
attract “a lot of domestic tourists”. During the early 1970s Coffee Bay even could be 
styled as “a flourishing holiday village” that was an increasing popular focus for the 
growing market of (white) domestic tourism under apartheid (Wildman, 2005: 96). 
Indeed, as part of South Africa’s pleasure periphery, Wildman (2005: 96) observes that 
“Coffee Bay had enjoyed a reputation of being a ‘trouble free’, ‘normal’ and 

‘uncomplicated’ destination – a place where white South Africans really could be free”.       
A major turning point in the trajectory of KSDM as a tourism area came with 

Transkei independence. Notwithstanding widespread opposition expressed towards the 
implementation of separate development and that independence on 26 October 1976 was 
seen as “illegitimate” and “white-imposed from Pretoria” (Streek & Wicksteed, 1981: 7) 
Transkei became the first of four of South Africa’s ten Bantustans to accede to 
‘independence’. Much window-dressing was necessary however, to make Umtata – along 
with other independence capitals such as Mmabatho, Thohoyoandou and Bisho – an 
international showcase for Bantustan development (Siyongwana, 2009: 293). During the 
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apartheid period tourism developers and Bantustan governments were facilitated to take 
advantage of the status of ‘independence’ as a means to circumvent South African 
government restrictions towards what was deemed as such ‘morally dubious’ activities as 
gambling, inter-racial relations and pornography. The Transkei, as with other subsequent 
‘independent’ Bantustans, “provided the ideal location for white South Africans to indulge 
themselves” (Wildman, 2005: 86). The first casino/resort complex to be launched in 
Transkei by Holiday Inn opened its doors for pleasure seekers at Mazamba which adjoins 
the Natal South Coast in December 1981. It was targeted especially at white domestic 
tourists as well as the day visitor market from Durban (Crush & Wellings, 1983). 

At this time the Transkei was a region newly attracting the investment interest of 
South Africa’s major hotel enterprises, several of which examined opportunities for casino 
development mainly in the territory’s coastal areas. That said, it was reported that during 
1980 the Southern Sun group were exploring potential hotel sites across Transkei 
including an investigation of the possibilities of developing “a complex overlooking the 
sprawling Mtata Dam, 6 km from Umtata” (Rand Daily Mail, 24 July 1980). New 
investment began to flow into the hotel economy of Umtata as shown by the opening of 
the 117 bed Holiday Inn which became the town’s largest hotel. The 1981 tourism guide 
identifies, however, few leisure activities for visitors to Umtata. The only exceptions were 
of “excellent waters for trout fishing” in the local area (Republic of Transkei, 1981: 34) as 
well as sport fishing for eels along the Umtata river. Nevertheless, the possibilities for 
enjoying a leisure experience in Umtata were marketed in promotional material issued by 
the town’s hotels. The Transkei Hotel, for example, proclaimed it was where 
“international travelers meet” and that “For those who feel romantic we have the Rooftop 
Terrace. What better way to spend a quiet evening relaxing and watching the sun sinking 

slowly over the lush greenery that is Transkei” (Republic of Transkei, 1981: 41). 
Notwithstanding its limited attractions for the leisure traveler new possibilities 

emerged with independence for Umtata to expand its economy of business tourism. 
With accession to ‘independence’ Umtata acquired the status as well as some of the 
associated trappings of a ‘national’ capital city (Siyongwana, 2009). Opportunities 
opened up here for the further flow of business tourists including of ‘international 
business tourists’ through the steady flow of diplomats and government officials from 
Pretoria. Arguably, following independence, business tourism must have expanded in 
significance associated with the growth of government administrative functions 
(Siyongwana, 2009) and thus a boost overall to Umtata’s tourism local economy. 
Umtata was the road and air transportation focus for Transkei as well as the hub of 
Transkei Airways which operated 20 flights a week between Johannesburg and Umtata.  

By the early 1980s further promotion was undertaken of Transkei’s potential as a 
leisure tourism destination. Ashley & Ntshona (2003: 8) observed that “tourism came 
to be seen as a source of income” and planning for the coastal areas was based on the 
identification of several key nodes, of which Coffee Bay was one, and leaving the rest of 
the coastline in its natural state.  In 1981 the Transkei Department of Planning and 
Commerce issued an official visitor guidebook which stated as follows: “Transkei is a 
country of considerable beauty ranging from indigenous forests in its inland mountain 
areas to a unique coastline which is unequalled for its unspoilt natural beauty. The 
policy of my Department is to preserve the beauty of the coastline and at the same time 
to encourage tourist development in selected areas” (Republic of Transkei, 1981: 2). In 
what is now KSD the major leisure tourism developments occurred not in Umtata but 
instead at the coastal areas around Coffee Bay. The 1981 guide listed still only two 
hotels - the Ocean View and the Lagoon Hotel - at what was described now as “the 
picturesque resort” of Coffee Bay (Republic of Transkei, 1981: 44). In its advertising the 
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Ocean View Hotel provides details of its amenities as well as core attractions for tourists 
that include “private beach, excellent surfing, surf and rock fishing” as well as tennis 
court, full sized snooker table and evening relaxation at the hotel’s bar.  

Using oral testimonies and archival research Wildman’s (2005: 87) rich research at 
Coffee Bay documents that whilst ‘independence’ for Transkei “may have created new forms 
of tourism opportunities for the black government, it at the same time upset the region’s 
traditional tourist base”. Coastal tourism proprietors reported that occupancy rates dropped 
dramatically following ‘independence’ as the core base of regular white domestic tourists 
was nervous if not ‘scared’ of holidaying in an area with a black government. The forcing out 
of white hotel owners after the black government came to power reduced management 
capacity and standards as by 1982 the two hotels had been taken over by the Transkei 
Development Corporation with limited managerial capacities (Wildman, 2005: 89).  
Nevertheless, the main reason for the collapse in Coffee Bay tourism was the decline of 
essential services including of a daily bus service that formerly ferried basic supplies to 
Coffee Bay from Umtata. The situation at Coffee Bay worsened throughout the 1980s 
especially so following the first military coup of September 1987. A second attempted 
countercoup was accompanied by attacks both on the hotels and tourists. The 
consequences of these events for the two Coffee Bay hotels were disastrous. As chronicled 
by Wildman (2005: 95) “frightened South African holidaymakers cancelled bookings and 
began staying away in droves”.  Inevitably, with the rapid hollowing out of Coffee Bay’s 
tourism economy both hotels were forced to close operations: “first the Lagoon, which 
closed not long after the coups, and then the Ocean View in 1989” (Wildman, 2005: 95).  

Put simply, Transkei independence was the beginning of the end for the traditional 
domestic holiday market that had long supported tourism growth at Coffee Bay. The 
coups immediately and irreparably damaged the region’s image as the perfect pleasure 
periphery as “white South African tourists looked elsewhere for a new idealized 
vacationscape to inhabit” (Wildman, 2005: 95). Overall, the ‘innocence’ of Coffee Bay was 
destroyed and immediately issues of safety became paramount as opposed to traditional 
established views of Coffee Bay as a ‘value for money’ domestic tourism destination. By 
the late 1980s Coffee Bay was described as a virtual ghost town. Even into the 1990s 
amidst signs of political change a sense of danger continued to define tourism in the local 
area and for Transkei as a whole (Wildman, 2005). Only with the 1994 democratic 
transition and reintegration of Transkei into South Africa there began to emerge a radical 

change in the environment for tourism development in what would later become KSDM.  
It can be observed that just as independence in 1976 set the conditions for different 

trajectories for tourism development in Umtata as opposed to Coffee Bay, so also 
democratic transition introduced fresh possibilities and divergent tourism development 
pathways for the two centres. In the case of Umtata political change and Transkei’s re-
merger into South Africa meant loss of national capital status and being relegated to the 
reduced role of “a medium regional urban centre” (Siyongwana, 2005: 201). Transkei was 
subsumed into the new Eastern Cape Province despite lobbying attempts for Umtata to be 
capital of “a tenth province consisting of the Transkei, the border (part of Ciskei and East 
London environments) and East Griqualand” (Siyongwana, 2009: 294). The loss of 
national capital status was compensated for only partially by Umtata becoming the core 
administrative centre for the King Sabata Local Municipality and the O.R. Tambo District 
Municipality. As a result of these regional administrative functions Umtata retained some 
of its potential attractiveness for business tourism, albeit now almost exclusively for 
regional domestic visitors as opposed to the former flow of ‘international’ business.    

The altered prospects for business tourism associated with democratic transition 
were paralleled by different prospects for leisure tourism in the coastal centre of Coffee 
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Bay. Although some observers likened the Transkei in 1995 to a ‘war zone’ which was 
besieged by ‘lawlessness’ in terms of violence and escalating crime, reintegration into 
South Africa at least brought a degree of political stabilization and the end of the era of 
military coups and countercoups. The Wild Coast Spatial Development Initiative, part of a 
series of such geographically targeted planning initiatives launched by South Africa’s 
Department of Trade and Industry in the late 1990s, sought to attract new private 
investment into several coastal zones of the former Transkei, including Coffee Bay (Kepe et 
al., 2001; Ashley & Ntshona, 2003). Post-1994 witnessed a return of tourism investors into 
Coffee Bay. As Wildman (2005: 104) reflects whilst “the question of the former homeland’s 
safety kept white South African family vacationers away, it simultaneously began to attract a 
more adventurous type of tourist – the independent backpacker”. Two entrepreneurial local 
white residents of Coffee Bay observed this change and in 1996 opened the first 
backpacker hostels. Prior to 1994 backpacker tourism hardly existed in South Africa as 
the country was shunned by international youth travelers because of the stain of 
apartheid planning (Rogerson, 2011). Since the democratic transition, however, South 
Africa has emerged as an increasingly popular destination for international youth travel, 

especially of backpackers as well as volunteer tourists (Visser, 2004; Rogerson, 2011).  
As a result of its attractive natural scenery and beach Coffee Bay and its surrounds 

became one of the emerging ‘hotspots’ for international backpackers visiting South Africa 
(Rogerson, 2011). In addition, high levels of visitation were recorded by communities of 
international volunteers (Heer, 2007). Essentially, Coffee Bay was re-visioned and 
repackaged as an “undiscovered, uninhabited paradise to attract a new generation of 
voyagers to its shores” (Wildman, 2005: 114). In addition, with safety reassured Coffee Bay 
also was re-discovered by the mainly white South African holidaymaker as an attractive 
leisure destination as well as becoming a popular destination for day visitors from local 
urban centres (Mthatha, Elliotdale) in proximity. Argues Wildman (2005: 114) “by the 
beginning of the new millennium, Coffee Bay, having been rediscovered and reinvented, 
regained its popularity as the ideal tourist dreamscape”.  

 
THE CONTEMPORARY TOURISM ECONOMY 
Two sub-sections of discussion are provided concerning the contemporary 

tourism economy of the municipality. First, an analysis is undertaken of key tourism 
trends and patterns of tourist trips. Second, the nature of the changing accommodation 
sector in the municipality is reviewed. 

Tourism Trends 
Prior to 2000 there is no data available on tourist numbers to the area which 

could provide a breakdown of the tourism economy in terms of the relative importance 
of domestic as opposed to international travellers, the different purpose of travel by 
tourists or of the relative importance of tourism for the local economy of King Sabata 
Dalindyebo Municipality. From 2001 however a profile of the tourism economy can be 
gleaned from the unpublished data base of the private sector organization IHS Global 
Insight. As official data in South Africa is not collected to enable a mapping out of the 
economic contribution of tourism at a locality scale use is made of this unpublished 
data base obtainable from IHS Global Insight. The IHS Global Insight data is widely 
used in local economic development planning in South Africa and observed as applied 
in the case of KSD municipality in its Integrated Development Planning (King Sabata 
Municipality, 2016, 2019). IHS Global Insight collates data regularly from a wide range 
of sources (official and non-government) with the primary data reworked for 
consistency across variables and by applying national and sub-national verification tests 
to ensure that the model is consistent for measuring business activity. The data set is 



Peripheral Tourism Trajectories: Evidence from the King Sabata Dalindyebo Municipality, South Africa 
 

 983 

analysed at the scale of the local municipality as a whole and is supplemented by and 
triangulated with the results of other investigations of tourism in the municipality. 
 

 
 

Figure 2. King Sabata Dalindyebo Municipality: Total Trips by Origin 2006-2018 
(Source: Based on IHS Global Insight data) 

 
The key finding that emerges from the analysis of the IHS Global Insight data is 

that of the increasing weakness of the tourism industry across the KSD municipality. 
During a period marked by a considerable expansion as a whole of the tourism economy 
for South Africa the performance of the local tourism sector of KSDM has been 
unpromising. Between 2001 and 2006 in terms of total tourist trips to KSDM there did 
occur an upturn and expansion from a total of 250 000 trips in 2001 to 332 000 by 
2006. This pattern of growth, however, halted by 2006. Since that time there has been 
an accelerating decline in total tourist trips to the district.  

This downturn is particularly marked since the 2008 financial crisis and the 
subsequent impact of recession and stagnation of South Africa’s national economy. The 
trajectory of decline was little impacted by South Africa’s hosting of the 2010 FIFA 
World Cup which seemingly had minimal impact for this area. By 2018 the number of 
tourist trips into KSD had fallen further to reach a total of 152 000, the lowest recorded 
number since data has been available for the municipality.  

Figure 2 unpacks also the trip data for domestic as opposed to international 
travelers. It shows that the major decline in the KSDM tourism trip data is the 
consequence of the massive downturn in domestic tourism since 2006 and especially 
since 2010. From a total of 318 000 domestic trips as recorded for 2006 by 2012 the 
number had fallen to 243 000; by 2018 it was as low as 149 000 trips. It is evident that 
this downturn is a reflection of the broader national pattern of decline in domestic 
tourism travel in South Africa especially since 2010. For the KSD municipality this 
demise in domestic visits means that the relative share of domestic tourist trips is 
reduced somewhat in the overall total share of trips from 96 percent as of 2006 to 93 
percent by 2018. Of note also is that the numbers of international tourist visits is 
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relatively stable throughout this period. But, in one promising signal for the local 
economy the number of international trips exhibits a marginal upturn from 2016. By 
2018 as a result of the falling numbers of domestic travellers as well as marginal growth in 
international tourism the share of international trips rises to 7 percent of KSD tourism.  
 

 
 

Figure 3. King Sabata Dalindyebo Municipality: Total Bednights by Origin 2006-2018 
(Source: Based on IHS Global Insight data) 

 
In parallel with the decline in total trips there has occurred a fall in the total 

recorded number of bednights, a figure that incorporates both paid bednights in 
commercial accommodation as well as (mostly) unpaid bednights in non-commercial 
accommodation which are represented by overnight stays at the homes of friends and 
relatives (Rogerson, 2018). The information for recorded bednights for KSD once again 
discloses a tourism economy that is experiencing distress if not absolute decline (Fig. 
3). Similar trends to those relating to trip data are in evidence in terms of analyzing 
bednight data. Overall, there is observed a marked downturn in domestic bednights (a 
significant proportion of which would be taking place in non-commercial 
accommodation) albeit on a more positive tone a marginal increase is recorded once 
again for international bednights with a small upturn in visits between 2016 and 2018. 
Arguably, given that the majority of these international trips are associated with 
commercial as opposed to non-commercial forms of accommodation this marginal 
increase in international bednights is welcomed particularly at Coffee Bay and surrounds 
which is the core spatial focus for international tourists. Although the observed decline in 
domestic bednights would impact commercial tourism establishments across the KSDM 
the most affected area would be Mthatha, the core area for domestic tourists.  

Figure 4 shows that in terms of purpose of visit the tourism economy of KSDM is 
massively dominated by the sector of visiting friends and relatives (VFR) travel. This 
finding is accounted for in terms of the historical emergence of this area as a cheap labour 
reservoir for ‘White’ South Africa and the extensive growth of an economy of circulatory 
migrants as well as the corresponding splitting of households which would have both an 
urban and rural ‘home’ (Rogerson, 2014b). The continued high levels of local 
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unemployment in the KSD have reinforced this historical arrangement which has 
remained little altered since democratic transition and the dropping of influx control 
legislation. The maintenance of split households has the consequence of spurring 
significant flows of VFR travellers at certain times of year (especially the Christmas/New 
Year period) for family visits and ceremonies. VFR travel accounts as a whole for nearly 
80 percent of trips to KSD with the overwhelming majority of these being domestic trips 
and occurring in unpaid accommodation (Kyle Business Projects, 2010). It is observed 
that the VFR travel economy to KSD has been significantly impacted, however, by the 
downturn and stagnation in South Africa’s national economy. Figure 4 shows a 
remarkable downturn in VFR travel numbers across the period 2006-2018.   
 

 
 

Figure 4. King Sabata Dalindyebo Municipality: Purpose of Travel 2006- 
(Source: Based on IHS Global Insight data) 

 
In terms of leisure travel there is recorded a fall from 50 600 leisure visits in 2001 

to 39 000 by 2006. Across the period 2006-2018 leisure travel has continued to fall such 
that by 2018 it approximated only 11 000 trips or 5 percent of total trips. The decline in 
leisure trips to KSD must be read against the opening of major new heritage tourism 
products in Mthatha and surrounds. The most important is the Nelson Mandela Museum 
which is conceptualized as comprising three interrelated components namely the Bhunga 
Building (the management and administrative centre), which is at Mthatha; the Nelson 
Mandela Youth and Heritage Centre (a community museum) at Qunu; and, the open air 
museum with the Mandela homestead situated at Mvezo, Mandela’s birthplace 
(Mgxwekwa et al., 2019a, 2019b). The museum’s so-termed Footprints Trail “extends 
from its physical facilities, the schools and churches once attended by Nelson Mandela, 
through the playground (sliding stone of Qunu) of his childhood and the villages that 
nurtured him to the towns and cities beyond” (Mgxwekwa et al., 2019a: 85).  

Leisure travel is of relatively much greater significance for Coffee Bay with its 
beach attractions, surfing, kayaking and other forms of adventure tourism as well as 
spectacular natural scenery in its surrounds. Visitor surveys at Coffee Bay highlight that 
the majority of the destination’s visitors are attracted by its relaxed atmosphere, its 
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beach and the natural wonder of Hole in the Wall (Sitinga & Ogra, 2014: 483).  The 
trend for business travel in KSDM is steady; by 2018 it is on a par with leisure travel for 
numbers of trips. This said business travellers are a critical anchor for accommodation 
establishments particularly in Mthatha where according to one estimate business tourists 
represent 81.7 percent of paid commercial accommodation (Kyle Business Projects, 
2010). A minor upturn is indicated for recent growth in travel for ‘other’ purposes which 
includes for religion, health or sports. Indeed, since 2009 ‘other’ travel has constituted 
the second most significant purpose of travel for the KSDM.  
 

 
 

Figure 5. King Sabata Dalindyebo Municipality: Tourism Contribution to Local GDP 2006-2018 
(Source: Based on IHS Global Insight data) 

 

The net impact of these downturns in the KSD tourism economy is that in terms of 
the   municipal economy and for local economic development impacts tourism emerges as 
a sector of only minor significance. Fig. 5 reveals that tourism has been contributing a 
progressively declining share to local GDP since 2006 when it represented almost 4% to 
the local economy. By 2018 this share was diminished to just over 2% of GDP for KSDM. 

Unpacking the Accommodation Sector 
The nature of the accommodation sector of KSD is a reflection of the changing 

evolution of the tourism economy. Information on the structure of the contemporary 
accommodation economy of KSD is available from a detailed study which was conducted 
for the KSD municipality as part of developing a sector plan for responsible tourism (Kyle 
Business Projects, 2010). This is supplemented by more recent information obtained from 
a research audit conducted of accommodation establishments across the KSD for 2018. 

The 2010 investigation stated that on the supply-side the municipality “has a 
good selection of accommodation available to the visitor, concentrated mainly in 
Mthatha and the Coffee Bay/Hole in the Wall areas” (Kyle Business Projects, 2010: 39). 
The range of different lodging types spans guest houses, bed and breakfast (B& B) 
establishments accommodation, self-catering, backpacker hostels and caravan/camping 
parks. Table 1 provides a summary of the results from the investigation which was 
conducted in 2010. It shows a tourism economy dominated geographically by the 
Mthatha cluster, most establishments being accommodation SMMEs mainly B & Bs.   
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Table 1. Supply-Side of Accommodation in KSD Municipality, 2010 
(Data source: Adapted after Kyle Business Projects, 2010) 

Accommodation Issue Key Findings 

Numbers of 
Establishments 

104 accommodation establishments with the largest numbers being B 
& Bs (43), guest houses (29), hotels (12) and lodges (11). B & Bs 
constitute 41.3 % of accommodation establishments 

Numbers of Available 
beds 

Estimate total 2 894 for the local municipality of which 83 percent 
were in Mthatha. Marked differences are observable between Mthatha 
and Coffee Bay in terms of accommodation options. In Mthatha most 
beds are in B & Bs (34%), guest houses (29.8 %) or hotels (23.9%) 
whereas in Coffee Bay most are found in backpacker hostels (40.3 %), 
hotels (31.6%) or self-catering (13.2%). 

Grading of 
establishments 

Of the total establishments 82 % are not graded (star rated) by South 
Africa’s tourism grading authority. 

Grading status of beds 
in establishments 

Estimated 22.2 % of available beds are in graded establishments 

Average Bed Occupancy 
   32.1 percent across all forms of accommodation. Considerable seasonality  
   is observable in leisure tourism and occupancies at Coffee Bay. 

 

The largest share of commercial establishments and available bednights are in 
ungraded tourism establishments. Lastly, a signal of the weakness of tourism economy 
and of the struggling nature of the accommodation economy is that overall occupancy 
rates were calculated at only 32 percent. Further insight into the accommodation 
structure of the KSD municipality can be derived from a 2019 audit of accommodation 
establishments conducted across the municipality and from interviews that were 
undertaken with a small number of suppliers of tourism accommodation at both 
Mthatha and Coffee Bay. The audit reveals that during a period of the demise of the 
municipality’s tourism economy (2010-2018) there occurred an expansion in the actual 
number of accommodation establishments. The major findings from the 2018 audit are 
captured on Table 2. The key findings confirm that the largest number of 
establishments cluster spatially in Mthatha and surrounds with Coffee Bay (and Hole in 
the Wall) the second most significant node for the supply of tourism accommodation.  
 

Table 2. Supply-Side of Accommodation in KSD Municipality, 2018  
 

Accommodation Issue Key Finding 

Number of 
Establishments 

172 in total. The largest number are described as guest houses (68), 
followed by Bed and Breakfasts (61), lodges (16), hotels (13), self-
catering (9), backpacker hostels (4) and camping/caravan park (1). 

Grading of 
establishments 

50 of the 172 establishments indicate a quality status ie.  29 percent of 
establishments are graded 

Geography 

153 establishments in Mthatha or surrounds and 19 in Coffee Bay or 
Hole In the Wall. Differences in accommodation mix between the two 
clusters with Coffee Bay only small hotels, backpackers and camping. 
Mthatha with major clusters of guest houses and bed and breakfasts as 
well as of a total of 9 hotels. 

Racial Ownership 

On basis of existing evidence at least half of all accommodation 
establishments in Mthatha are black-owned including leading hotels, 
most B & Bs, several guest houses/lodges and the local backpacker 
hostel. In the Coffee Bay cluster the share of black owned 
establishments is much more limited. 

Informal Commercial 
Accommodation 

Observed growth of a number of black-owned homestays especially in 
Qunu and around Coffee Bay 
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In terms of forms of accommodation it is evident once more that the largest 
number of establishments are small-scale B & Bs or guest houses but that the group of 
hotels are significant also for number of beds. Geographical variations exist with the 
Mthatha lodging economy in terms of establishment numbers which are dominated by 
B & Bs and guest houses whereas backpacker accommodation or hotels are the primary 
forms of available accommodation in the Coffee Bay/Hole in the Wall area. It is noted 
that new forms of lodging have made their appearance in the KSD municipality; recent 
additions include the growth of informal homestays (mainly in Coffee Bay and Qunu) 
and of temporary ‘pop-up’ luxury ‘safari tent’ camping in the Coffee Bay environs.  

Finally, the 2018 audit was the first of its kind which attempted to identify the 
racial ownership of accommodation establishments. The results disclose that a significant 
share of ownership is by Black South Africans, a finding which makes the KSD 
municipality highly distinctive in terms of other research findings reported for other 
South African small towns where only minimal ownership of accommodation 
establishments occurs in the hands of black South African entrepreneurs (see Rogerson & 
Rogerson, 2019a). At Mthatha the mass of commercial B & Bs are black-owned, all the 
homestays are black-owned family establishments, several guest houses are black-owned 
as is the local backpacker hostel, and black ownership extends even to at least two of the 
leading hotels in Mthatha. By contrast, at Coffee Bay the major hotels and backpacker 
hostels remain mainly white-owned albeit the survey did disclose the appearance of a 
number of black-owned accommodation establishments (including of homestays) in the 
coastal area.  Overall, it is concluded that in terms of actual establishments – including 
the burst of new informal homestays – that the majority of formal as well as informal 
accommodation establishments in the KSD are black-owned. 

 
Table 3. Characteristics of Accommodation Enterprises in the Local Municipality  

 

Accommodation Issue Key Finding 

Visitor Profile 
Marked differences between Mthatha and Coffee Bay. At Mthatha 80 
percent domestic and 70 percent of visitors on business. At Coffee Bay 
90 percent international and 95 percent leisure. 

 Length of Business Operation 80 percent in business for >5 years and 40 percent for more than 10 years 
    Grading of Establishments 70 percent graded, mostly 3 star operations 
   Capital for Business start-up 90 percent from own funds or friends/family 

Reason for Business 
start- up 

Most respondents highlighted the desire for ‘economic freedom’, ‘need for 
employment’ or ‘need for income’ as driver for business development. 

Participation in 
Tourism Decision-
Making 

Majority of entrepreneurs (60 percent) were uninformed about 
policies that impact tourism development in the municipality. In 
addition, 80 percent of respondents expressed the view that they were 
not involved in decision-making processes that impact tourism 
development in the municipality 

 

Table 3 provides a summary of the key findings that emerge from the small 
sample survey that was conducted with tourism entrepreneurs in Mthatha and Coffee 
Bay about the operational characteristics of accommodation establishments. The results 
from respondent interviews confirm that marked geographical differences exist in the 
market for accommodation providers in the Mthatha cluster as opposed to the coastal 
cluster of enterprises. In Mthatha the core market is for domestic business travellers 
whereas at Coffee Bay it is largely for international and almost wholly leisure-oriented 
tourists with a substantial component of backpackers. The nature of the important 
business tourist market in Mthatha was revealed further in the study to be dominated 
by visitors linked to the town’s administrative function as headquarters of the O.R. 
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Tambo District Municipality. Although some respondents observed a small number of 
private sector business tourists – mainly visits by doctors and lawyers – the vast 
majority of Mthatha business tourists are related to functions of government. 

 These include visits either by police officials, nurses or teachers who are 
attending training courses, meetings and strategic workshops in the town or by local 
government officials from outside Mthatha to attend meetings at the district 
municipality offices. Other typical government business tourists would include local 
tourism officials coming to Mthatha for meetings as well as school inspectors to use the 
town as a base to conduct their regular inspections of rural schools in the area. 

In respect of their business operations as accommodation suppliers the survey 
highlighted the fact that many are long-established operations and with some in 
business for 10 years or more. In terms of reasons for business start-up the most 
common responses concerned the desire for economic freedom and need for 
employment or source of income which reflect the poor economic circumstances and 
high levels of unemployment in the KSD municipality. Overall it is evident that 
entrepreneurial start-up was driven by motivations for financial independence and by 
the lack of jobs. One respondent indicated that the reason linked to issues of household 
survival: “It was because I was not in employment at the time and I was the 
breadwinner in the family”. In addition, some respondents cited other motivations for 
their reason for starting an accommodation enterprise in the municipality: “Leave a 
mark for future generations” or “I wanted to establish a tourism business within a 
rural area to prove that rural women can do it”. In one case the motive was rooted in 
racial issues: “It was because of the racial divide – blacks are not usually well received 
at the white guest houses – so I saw an opportunity to make black guests feel at 
home”. Whatever the rationale for business formation, as is typical for most SMMEs in 
South Africa, the source of capital start-up was either through own savings or financial 
support from family rather than institutional support. As the sample was dominated by 
established enterprises it is noteworthy that the majority were registered enterprises and 
graded in terms of the quality standards of national grading authorities. Of note is that 
most respondents were unaware of tourism policies that impacted their businesses and, 
like many tourism SMME, felt excluded from decision-making processes around tourism.  

 

CONCLUSION 
As national space economies – as well as tourism space economies – become 

more polarised the impacts of ‘peripherality’ become imprinted upon the development 
dynamics of remote and marginal spaces (Pezzi & Urso, 2016, 2017; Todes & Turok, 
2018; Lang & Görmar, 2019; Pezzi et al., 2019). Against this backdrop the subject of 
peripheral tourism is important for tourism scholarship. Arguably, often there are 
complex management and development challenges surrounding tourism in peripheral 
regions (Hohl & Tisdell, 1995; Moscardo, 2005; Brouder, 2013; Pezzi, 2017a; Salvatore 
et al., 2018). The objective in this research was to expand international debates 
surrounding ‘tourism in peripheries’ and of peripheral tourism development applying a 
longitudinal approach to provide a chronicle of the evolution of tourism in one 
particular marginal tourism region of the global South. The case study of the King 
Sabata Dalindyebo Local Municipality represents a peripheral region of South Africa 
and is of special interest for incorporating much of the territory that was the former 
Transkei homeland. The analysis highlights the early emergence and changing 
evolution of tourism in the area which was radically impacted by apartheid and 
Transkei ‘independence’. It is shown that the growth of different forms of tourism in 
this municipality exhibits marked historical and spatial variations between the 
municipality’s inland and coastal areas. In addition, despite tourism being identified as 
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one of key drivers for local development, the contemporary tourism economy of this 
peripheral region shows signs of serious decline. This local municipality - like most 
local governments in South Africa’s distressed regions -  lacks the essential institutional 
capacity in order to maximise its local assets for tourism development. As a 
consequence, support interventions will be required from higher levels of South African 
government for ensuring the revival and sustainability of this local tourism economy.   
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