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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic is a catalyst for new patterns of demand and supply for the tourism sector. One 
consequence is a renewed policy interest in the importance of niche tourism products for destination development. This paper 
investigates the importance of niche tourism and its (re-) emergence on the policy agenda of tourism stakeholders in South 
Africa. It is argued that with a resurgence of niche tourism as policy focus there is a need for an extended research agenda on 
niche tourism in South Africa. The analysis represents a contribution to the changing agendas of tourism scholarship in the 
global South which have been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has been deemed an unprecedented “supershock” for the global tourism industry (Wassler 

and Fan, 2021: 1). Tourism geographers have demonstrated that its ramifications have included the collapse of 

international travel, country lockdowns and the implementation of major restrictions on border crossings which virtually 

eliminated the tourism economy across the world (Bianchi, 2020; Butler, 2020; Carr, 2020; Cheer, 2020; Gössling et al., 

2021; Saarinen and Wall-Reinius, 2021). The mass movement of people, and therefore the phenomenon of ‘mass 

tourism’, has been severely curtailed as it imposes great health risks with travellers vulnerable to health hazards (Hall et 

al., 2020; Fotiadis et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic thus is causing shifts in consumer demands and represents a 

potential paradigm shift for researching tourist behaviour and decision making (Nair and Sinha, 2020; Rogerson and 

Rogerson, 2021a). It is reiterated “what was previously taken for granted may not hold anymore in the COVID-19 era” 

(Kock et al., 2020: 2). New research agendas are emerging (Zenker and Kock, 2020) including for tourism scholars in 

the Global South (Rogerson and Baum, 2020; Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021b). Uneven geographical impacts are 

observable in terms of the vulnerability of tourism destinations (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2020, 2021c).  

One consequence of the pandemic crisis is that tourism destinations are forced to re-examine their practices and 

consider ‘alternative tourism’ which can play an important role in the recovery of the sector and protection of tourism 

stakeholders (Ioannides and Gyamóthi, 2020). As is made clear by Farsani (2020: 93) within the recent (pre-COVID-19) 

competitive world of tourism “similarity is the enemy and niche products are a way to escape sameness”. Arguably, in a 

post COVID-19 world, consumers might pivot away further from mass tourism experiences and instead seek out what 

are styled ‘niche tourism’ products and experiences. Globally, tourism scholars suggest that in a post-COVID-19 

environment the tourism sector is likely to see mobility patterns emerge wherein people start travelling again in smaller 

cohorts or social bubbles where the risk of catching an infection is relatively lower (Fotiadis et al., 2021). Accordingly, 

the tourism sector is anticipated to see significant future growth occur in various forms of ‘niche travel’ and driven 

primarily by the confidence of travelling in a less risk-prone environment and in smaller groups. 
The major policy implications of COVID-19 for changing demand and supply patterns in South Africa’s tourism 

industry are only beginning to be understood and investigated through the pursuit of evidence-based research (Rogerson 

and Rogerson, 2021a; Rogerson, 2021). South Africa's diverse landscapes and rich natural and cultural heritage can be 

fertile territory for the development of alternative forms of niche tourism (South African Tourism, 2021). COVID-19 

presents an opportunity to explore tourism offerings in which smaller-scale, controlled and operated niche products can be 

developed to satisfy the shifting demands and needs of consumers. Against this backdrop the aim in this paper is to 

interrogate the importance of niche tourism and its (re-) emergence on the policy agenda of tourism stakeholders in South 

Africa. The discussion represents a contribution to the changing directions of tourism geographical scholarship as recently 
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identified by Rogerson and Visser (2020) and which have been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it can be 

read as strengthening the extant literature about tourism and change in the global South (Saarinen and Rogerson, 2021). 

 

METHODS  

In terms of research methods this paper follows that of several parallel investigations which have appeared recently 

as a ‘rapid response’ critical assessment that brings together a variety of available sources and intelligence on COVID-
19 impacts and policy ramifications (Baum et al., 2020; Bogale et al., 2020; Foo et al., 2020; Korinth and Ranasinghe, 

2020; Gössling et al., 2021). The research reported in this paper therefore is anchored on (1) a desk-top survey of 

international research on niche tourism as sourced through searches of Google Scholar and Scopus; and (2) the 

collection and scrutiny of policy documentation mined from a range of South African government sources including the 

Department of Trade and Industry, the Department of Tourism, and South African Tourism.   

 

RESULTS 

The findings of this investigation are organized into the following three sub-sections of material and discussion. 

These deal with inter alia, (1) definition and conceptual issues; (2) international debates on niche tourism; and, (3) 

South African policy debates.  

 

Definition and Conceptual Issues 
A starting point for the analysis is that tourism can no longer be considered a singular phenomenon and that ‘tourism’ is 

a generic term to cover a broad continuum of travel-related practices. In the view of Papathanassis (2011: 1) as a 

consequence of the increasing segmentation of the tourism sector as a whole “it would be imprudent to generalize about the 

development of the tourism sector”. Indeed, the tourism industry must be viewed as a fragmented (and fragmenting) 

industry. Accordingly, macro-perspectives on tourism supply and demand overlook the paradigm shift taking place globally 

from mass markets to what scholars such as O’Regan (2014, 2017) identify as “mass niches”.  

For Ali-Knight (2010) the origins of literature and conceptual debates around niche tourism can be traced back to the 

1980s with discussions emerging around ‘special interest tourism’, which is viewed as the predecessor for niche tourism 

and set the context for the development of niche tourism markets. In a seminal contribution to the literature Novelli (2005) 

asserts niche tourism can be viewed as breaking down tourism into large homogenous market sectors or macro-niches (such 

as sports tourism) each of which can be further segmented into sets of micro-niches (such as cycling tourism or ski 
tourism). Niche tourism products are thus a counterpart to the undifferentiated mass tourism product and refer to specific 

tourism products focused on meeting the needs of particular market segments. As observed by Connell (2009: 203) during 

the decade of 2000s a number of “new and significant niches in tourism have steadily appeared and evolved”.     

Arguably, whilst the concept of ‘niche tourism’ has entered tourism scholarship debates it remains lacking a clear 

definition (Macleod, 2003; Robinson and Novelli, 2005). Its origins are rooted in marketing theory with the concept of 

‘niche marketing’ building upon earlier notions of an ecological niche (Richards, 2010). According to Sivadasan (2017: 

31) the niche concept “in business enables entrepreneurs to commit resources and products that meet the needs of 

specific segments”. For Marques and Cunha (2010) niche tourism markets are made up of identifiable groups of 

individuals with similar interests, needs and wants, where specific products can then be tailored to meet the needs of 

particular market segments, and of varying sizes. For tourists, niche tourism offers a more meaningful set of experiences 

in the knowledge that their needs and wants are being met (Agarwal et al., 2018). Essentially, it is contended that the 
suppliers of niche tourism products escape intensified competition in mass markets by “seeking a specific niche which is 

better suited to them than to their competitors” (Richards, 2010: 79). Although the role and importance of niche tourism 

has been challenged as a major driving force in tourism growth and destination development there remains a growing 

body of scholarship that demonstrates niche tourism can offer destinations a valid opportunity to reposition themselves 

or strengthen their competitiveness (Ali-Knight, 2010; Agarwal et al., 2018; Pforr et al., 2021).     

 

International Research Directions 

Among others Dallen Timothy (2021: 36) argues that from a tourism-specific perspective the development of niche 

tourism illustrates a trend “towards attractions and destinations that appeal to specialised markets”. During the past 20 years 

there has been a continued expansion of international scholarship as well as the rising tempo of policy debates concerning 

niche tourism (Weiler and Hall, 1992; Rittichainuwat, 2018; Pforr et al., 2021). Of particular significance is the recent edited 

volume of contributions by Agarwal et al. (2018) which pinpoints the almost interchangeability of the terminology of ‘special 
interest tourism’ with that of niche tourism. It is contended that these concepts have “clear overlaps” and “in truth there is little 

that separates them other than the latter is perhaps more production-centred whilst the former is driven by the consumer’s 

specific interest-based motivations” (Agarwal et al., 2018: 3). The traditional ways of conceptualizing niches have adopted a 

tourism product supply approach which focuses on an array of products – such as food, film, golf or wine – that might be 

developed and emerge as a ‘portfolio’ for particular destinations enabling them to differentiate themselves from competitors. 

An alternative ‘market-led’ approach concentrates upon the characteristics of special interest tourists – motivations, 

behaviour and consumption patterns – that would lead to the attractiveness of certain niches. Illustratively, tourists 

interested in experiencing alternative cultures might be the target market for food tourism or slow tourism (Agarwal et al., 

2018). In a recent contribution Richards (2021: 1) stresses the case for taking a broader view of market niches and 

highlights that relatively little research attention has been paid “to how niches are identified, develop and are consolidated”.         
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In several countries tourism policy makers have embraced the promotion of niche tourism, niche tourism products 

and niche tourism routes (Macleod, 2003; Marques and Cunha, 2010; Farsani, 2020). Among several countries which 

have instituted policy initiatives for niche tourism development some of the best documented are Romania (Gheorghe, 

2014; Gabor and Oltean, 2019), Sri Lanka (Samarathunga and Gamage, 2020) and India (Prabakaran and Panchanatham, 

2013; Beigi, 2020; Bandam and Kumar, 2021). In India Malik (2018: 80) records that the national Ministry of Tourism 

“has started an initiative to recognize, develop and foster niche tourism products”. In both India and Sri Lanka much 
policy interest surrounds niche tourism concepts such as wellness, yoga, tea tourism, Ayurveda and spiritual tourism 

(Malik, 2018; Samarathunga and Gamage, 2020). According to the World Tourism Organisation and the World Travel 

and Tourism Council niche tourism is viewed as more valuable for host communities than traditional modes of tourism 

because of greater spending in destinations (Farsani, 2020). This said, the actual boundaries between mass versus special 

interest tourism are seen as increasingly “blurry” (Ma et al., 2020: 21) as their behavioural characteristics suggest 

dividing lines between the two segments which may not be as sharp as often believed.  

Arguably, for tourism policy makers and destination managers the concept of niche tourism is compelling as a 

vehicle for promoting sustainable development and inclusion. Indeed, the niche tourism approach appears to promise 

“greater opportunities and a tourism that is more sustainable, less damaging and, importantly, more capable of delivering 

high spending tourists” (Robinson and Novelli, 2005: 1). For tourism policy makers concerned with ‘responsible’ tourism 

the attractions of supporting niche tourism are in light of its implied small-scale character and of the discerning and 

sensitive nature of niche tourists. In addition, niche tourism is touted as having the potential to advance the goals of an 
inclusive and sustainable economy. In an examination of Portugal Dinis and Krakover (2016) pinpoint the potential 

contribution of niche products for the development of sustainable tourism in small peripheral localities. Niche product 

development further can be used to deal with the perennial problems of seasonality for destinations (Malik, 2018). 

Richards (2021) maintains that a consideration of niche markets is critical for local and regional development futures as 

increasing competition in the pre-COVID era forces destinations to seek to specialize and differentiate themselves from 

others. Overall, for successful niche tourism development in any country it is acknowledged there is a need for strategic 

intervention in the form of policy support  which, in turn, demands evidenced-based research in order to inform policy 

interventions. The COVID-19 pandemic further underlines the importance of developing strategic interventions which are 

targeted to the requirements of specific niches and informed by an understanding of the changing supply-demand situations 

of different niches in the post-/continuing environment of COVID-19 (Samarathunga and Gamage, 2020).  
 

Table 1. Research on niche forms of tourism in the urban places of the Global South (Source: Adapted after Rogerson and Rogerson 2021e) 
 

 Form of Niche tourism Country and Research Examples 

Adventure South Africa (McKay, 2013, 2017, 2020) 

Begging India (Gowreesunkar et al., 2020) 

Coastal and marine South Africa (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2019) 

Creative 
South Africa (Rogerson, 2006; Booyens and Rogerson, 2019; Drummond and Drummond, 2021); Thailand 
(Somnuxpong, 2020) 

Cruise South Africa (Rink, 2020) 

Culture/heritage 
Argentina (Schettini and Troncoso, 2011; Kanai, 2014); China (Li and Wu, 2013; Su and Wall, 2015; Wu et al., 
2015; Wang et al., 2020); India (Singh, 1992); Kenya (Sarmento, 2010); Morocco (Lee, 2008); South Africa 
(van der Merwe, 2013; van der Merwe and Rogerson, 2013, 2018); Thailand (Trupp and Sunanata, 2017) 

Dark Argentina (Korstanje and Baker, 2018); Mexico (Speakman, 2019); South Africa (Proos and Hattingh, 2020) 

Film Mexico (Adie and Cepeda 2018) 

Gastronomy 

Bolivia (Cruz et al., 2019); China (Chen and Huang, 2016; Pu et al., 2019); Colombia (Gálvez et al., 2020; 
Rodriguez-Gutiérrez et al., 2020); India (Chand et al., 2007; Kaushal and Yadav, 2020); Indonesia (Komaladewi et 
al., 2017); Malaysia (Khoo and Badarulzaman, 2014); Peru (Gálvez et al., 2017); South Africa (Naicker and 
Rogerson, 2017; Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021d); Thailand (Lunchaprasith, 2017); Vietnam (Avieli, 2013) 

Gay Mexico (Cantu, 2002; Mendoza, 2013); South Africa (Visser, 2002, 2003; Rink, 2013) 

Geotourism Brazil (Del Lama et al., 2015) 

Graffiti Colombia (Seok et al., 2020) 

Halal South Africa (Bhoola, 2020); Thailand (Uansa-ard and Binprathan, 2018) 

Medical Thailand (Lertwannawit and Gulid, 2011; Yin, 2014) 

Nature Kenya (Mbatia and Owuor, 2014); South Africa (Burton et al., 2020) 

Off the beaten track South Africa (Opfermann, 2021) 

Sex Argentina (Jeffrey et al., 2017); Brazil (de Jesus, 2020); Cuba (Wonders and Michalowski, 2001); Peru (Gálvez et al., 2017) 

Sport Brazil (Steinbrink, 2013) 

Volunteer Mexico (McGehee and Andereck, 2009); Peru (Burrai et al., 2017); South Africa (Rogerson and Slater, 2014) 

Wedding South Africa (Rogerson and Wolfaardt, 2015) 

 

The sheer diversity of niche tourism offerings can be illustrated by examining the differentiation of niches in the 

context of urban destinations. Indeed, tourism in urban centres has been a major focus for the development of various 

forms of niche products. As is shown for the global South a host of different niche tourism products have been used 

across urban places to strengthen the competitiveness of urban destinations (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021e). Table 1 

provides a snapshot of niche tourism studies for the urban Global South. Three points are observed. First, is the 
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remarkable array of niches of tourism that are utilised in the global South for the building of competitive urban 

destinations. Of interest is that in many cases these innovative niche forms of tourism are pursued outside of major cities 

and in secondary or intermediate urban places. Second, is that the most popular, as well as the best-documented niches, 

are the maximisation of local assets for cultural and heritage tourism or food and gastronomy. In many cases these 

represent the leveraging of particular assets which have been accorded international recognition by UNESCO as either 

World Heritage Sites or in terms of the designation of Creative Cities. One South African example is the Overstrand which 
was declared Africa’s first UNESCO Creative City of Gastronomy in 2019 (Rogerson and Rogerson, 2021d). Beyond food 

and gastronomy a burst of other creative tourism offerings is further evidenced in the setting of the urban global South. 

Finally, in terms of the diversity of niche tourism offerings it is suggested from the weight of existing research that urban 

destinations in South Africa are, perhaps, the most varied at present. This diversity is, in part, accounted for by 

understanding the evolution of policy interest that has surrounded niche tourism in South Africa.  

 

Niche Tourism Policy in South Africa 

Policy interest by government in niche tourism in South Africa is not a recent phenomenon. It pre-dates the COVID-

19 crisis and observed that policy interest concerning niche tourism in South Africa goes back to 2004-5 with the work 

undertaken by the Tourism Unit within the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) (Rogerson, 2011). Indeed, prior to 

the establishment of a separate national Department of Tourism, the activities of the former Department of Environment 

Affairs and Tourism (DEAT) mainly focused on environmental issues and on poverty reduction associated with 
government supported tourism projects. From the early 2000s until 2009 therefore the DTI functioned as the lead 

Ministry in South Africa for national tourism development and planning. By 2005 DTI already had started a process for 

identifying strategic niche forms of tourism in the economy (Rogerson, 2011). 

 The promotion of niche tourism markets was considered by the mid-2000s a vehicle for both diversifying the 

country’s tourism products as well as growing volume of tourism. It was stressed that in order to complement the 

international marketing strategies implemented by South African Tourism the DTI was “keen to understand high growth 

niche tourism segments” and thus engaged in discussions “with various stakeholders to identify niche tourism segments 

that should be prioritized for support” (Grant Thornton, 2006: 1). Within broader sectoral planning the DTI considered 

wide benefits could be obtained from the promotion of niche tourism to enhance tourism’s competitiveness. The DTI’s 

analysis was informed by existing international thinking on niche tourism and most especially the works of Novelli 

(2005) and Robinson and Novelli (2005). The definition of niche tourism as used by South Africa’s DTI was that “Niche 
markets are core groups of people within a target audience who have similar occupational and/of lifestyle characteristics 

towards which a tourist product may be targeted” (DTI, 2007: 5).  

The DTI’s approach towards policy development was ‘research-led’ and began by commissioning research 

investigations on potential niche markets to inform strategic policy interventions. During 2005 the DTI Tourism Unit 

isolated the initial three ‘niche segments’ and funded research studies on business tourism, backpacker tourism and 

community-based tourism. The business tourism research mainly concentrated on boosting South Africa as a 

competitive MICE (meetings, incentives, conferences and exhibitions) destination . The objective was to “provide 

practical recommendations (based on research) as to how the DTI could support the growth of business tourism” (Grant 

Thornton, 2006: 2). The study on community-based tourism in South Africa centred upon the development of route 

tourism and implementing themed niche routes as a vehicle for leveraging opportunities for historically disadvantaged 

enterprises seeking to enter the mainstream tourism economy (ECI Africa, 2006a). The establishment and promotion of 
tourism routes was viewed as especially important in peripheral spaces to spread tourism benefits to poorer localities 

and distressed areas with limited economic potential. The third study involved research on backpacker tourism and was 

wider in scope and provided a set of recommendations for supporting this growing niche market through DTI 

interventions (ECI Africa, 2006b). In many ways the research on backpacker tourism provided the DTI with a research 

‘model’ for evolving support interventions for niche tourism. Three steps were undertaken. First, was an examination of the 

market size, value, growth potential and economic impact of the niche sector. Second, package research findings and 

identify development opportunities to industry stakeholders; and, the third a process of strengthening relevant niche sectors 

through targeted support measures channelled via relevant (niche) tourism associations. The backpacker tourism 

investigation disclosed the existence of a vibrant sector that largely had been neglected by government support mechanisms. 

It revealed opportunities to boost youth tourism and pinpointed the existence of a series of ’barriers to competitiveness’ for 

backpacker tourism that needed to be tackled by policy interventions in South Africa (ECI Africa, 2006b).  

Although national government’s interest in promoting niche tourism continued to expand, policy uncertainty 
surrounded the definition of appropriate ‘niches’. Arguably, the problems in defining niches were experienced from the 

outset of DTI’s engagement with the concept. The DTI’s continued endorsement of niche tourism was manifest in 

subsequent commitments made under the 2009-2010 Industrial Policy Action Plan which was a set of strategic 

interventions to lift the growth path of the South African economy (Rogerson, 2014). For the sector of tourism the DTI 

committed to “the formulation of a Niche Tourism Development Framework” (DTI, 2010a). The purpose of initiating such 

a framework was to “guide niche tourism development in South Africa and identify high growth and high yield niches to be 

developed” (DTI, 2010a: 82). Consensus as to the definition of appropriate niches for policy support became ever more 

complex after the establishment of the separate ministry for tourism. By 2010 a situation existed that two national 

departments were committed to support niche tourism in South Africa albeit both engaged separately in identifying priority 

niche segments for support. The two departments selected different niche segments. By September 2010 the core 
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responsibility for the initiative for identifying niches effectively had transitioned from the Tourism Unit of the DTI to the 

new national Department of Tourism (Rogerson, 2011). During 2011 the new Department of Tourism launched its National 

Tourism Strategy within which a role for niche tourism was isolated (Department of Tourism, 2011a).  

The niche tourism development framework had been issued jointly by the DTI and Department of Tourism in 2010 

(DTI & Department of Tourism, 2010). The rationale to conceive, develop and resource niche tourism in South Africa was 

driven variously by it representing a potentially high value visitor target, its opportunities for encouraging a geographical 
spread of tourism, addressing seasonality and supporting new market opportunities for small, medium and micro-

enterprises. Niche tourism markets, it was stated were “extremely important to the key objectives of South Africa’s tourism 

agenda” (DTI & Department of Tourism, 2010: 9). The niche tourism development framework was to chart a pathway for 

stimulating niche tourism development in the country. By this time, the DTI had completed its investigations on 

backpacker tourism, business tourism, community-based tourism and avitourism (DTI, 2010b). In addition, it launched 

plans for work to be commissioned on accessible tourism and educational tourism for financial year 2010-11. The 

Department of Tourism started its work on niche tourism with research studies on cruise tourism and medical tourism.  

Overall, it is evident the years 2010-2011 represented an intense period of commitment to research for support of the 

niche tourism development framework. The DTI produced in 2010 a landmark investigation on the potential for birding 

or avitourism in South Africa (DTI, 2010b). This was followed in 2011 by the appearance of market studies 

commissioned on educational tourism (Department of Tourism, 2011b) and accessible tourism (Department of Tourism, 

2011c). The production of these research studies indicate the major policy interest that surrounded niche tourism at this 
time within national government. Further endorsement for niche product development and support in South Africa came 

with the National Tourism Sector Strategy (NTSS) which appeared in early 2011 (Department of Tourism, 2011c).  

 For the period 2010-2020 the NTSS identified niche product development and ‘rural tourism’ as one of the 

Department of Tourism’s major focal points for policy work (Department of Tourism, 2011d). Niche product 

development increasingly became aligned with the promotion of ‘rural tourism’. The central thrust of what was termed 

‘rural tourism’ promotion would be directed geographically towards the spaces of the Bantustans (the former apartheid-

established Homelands) which were the core ‘distressed’ regions of South Africa.  

During the next five years the priorities of the Department of Tourism became firmly focused on issues around 

‘transformation’ with the consequence that niche tourism appears to have become relegated to the policy side-lines. As 

Abrahams (2019) points out transformation essentially is focused on shifting the racial complexion of ownership and 

benefits from tourism development with specific targets for formerly disadvantaged groups (especially Black South 
Africans) under apartheid. Although transformation initiatives go back to the early 2000s they gained a strong policy 

momentum in the decade of 2010-2020. It was argued transformation was “regarded as a national imperative in South 

Africa to deal with inequalities of the past” and represented even a possible growth stimulant for the tourism sector in 

pre-COVID-19 times (Abrahams, 2019: 821). Undoubtedly, ‘transformation’ became the central focus of policy work by 

the Department of Tourism. Nevertheless, the continued commitment of the Department of Tourism to niche tourism 

was demonstrated in November 2017 with the revision and updating of the National Tourism Sector Strategy. Niche 

tourism now became discussed also as contributing to government transformation objectives (Department of Tourism, 

2018). By 2018 it could be asserted that the “South African government perceives niche markets as a unique leverage to 

inclusively develop a destination” (Van Wyk-Jacobs, 2018: 57). The significance of strategic interventions for critical 

niches in tourism was further evident in a 2020 Economic Survey report on South Africa which was produced by the 

Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development (Glocker and Haxton, 2020). 
 This report emphasized that tourism in South Africa “has good potential to support the South African economy and 

contribute to employment growth post-COVID-19” (Glocker and Haxton, 2020: 3). At the provincial level in South 

Africa also niche tourism has gained support for integration into tourism development planning as is evidenced by 

recent findings from Free State (Proos and Hattingh, 2020). The 2021 Tourism Sector Recovery Plan issued by South 

African Tourism is government’s major policy statement in response to re-energising the tourism economy in the 

COVID-19 environment (South African Tourism, 2021). It recognises re-igniting demand requires a robust marketing 

strategy, the agility to respond decisively through an uncertain global re-opening phase and responsiveness to changes 

in consumer preferences that require a focus on intrepid, experiential traveller segments which include niche tourism 

development. Overall, the pandemic further underlines the importance of developing interventions that are targeted to 

the requirements of specific niches. As observed by Nel (2021: 50) tourism “on a small scale as seen in niche tourism 

and special interest tourism has begun to play an ever more vital role in South Africa following the economic decline 

that occurred due to the COVID-19 virus and associated lockdowns”.  
 

CONCLUSION 

In the pre-COVID-19 era it was observed as far back as the early 1990s that fundamental changes were occurring in 

the market for tourism with the emergence of new patterns of tourist consumption (Weiler and Hall, 1992). A decade 

later it could be re-iterated that “the development of niche tourism is widely acknowledged as a major trajectory in 

contemporary tourism” (Robinson and Novelli, 2005: 7). Furthermore, McKercher and Chan (2005: 21) alluded that the 

special interest tourism market was “thought to be very special”. Policy interest has emerged in several countries across 

the global South in the potential of leveraging opportunities from niche tourism. The example of South Africa shows 

that niche tourism development has continuously appeared on the agenda of national tourism policy makers since 2000 

which makes the country an instructive case study in niche tourism policy.  
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The government’s policy focus around transformation has been the number one policy priority for the latter part of 

the 2010 decade. With the acceleration of the COVID-19 pandemic the importance of niche tourism is reinforced for 

tourism policy and planning in South Africa as consumer demands shift from ‘mass attractions’ to smaller -scale forms 

of tourism. Arguably, niche tourism can be an element for tourism COVID-19 recovery planning as well as for 

leveraging the growth of an inclusive and sustainable tourism in South Africa (Glocker and Haxton, 2020). This 

underlines the relevance of an extended research agenda to understand international good practice for niche tourism 

planning as well as the pursuit of research investigations in South Africa on critical niches in order to provide an evidence 

base for supporting niche tourism. A comprehensive research programme is merited to support the renewal of interest in 

niche tourism policy development. It should address local knowledge-gaps about the changing supply-demand situations of 

particular niches during and post COVID-19. At least two sets of policy research work would be useful. First, is research to 

tackle certain critical knowledge lacuna about niche tourism, best practice policy interventions, and of specific forms of 

niche tourism in South Africa. Second, is to undertake research which critically examines the challenges for leveraging 

niche tourism for achieving the Department of Tourism goals for an inclusive and sustainable tourism economy in South 

Africa and with due recognition to the demand/supply challenges resulting from the uncertain times of COVID-19.  
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