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TIIVISTELMÄ

Kestävän matkailun johtamiseen ja hallintoon 
pureutuva kesäkoulu on vuosittainen tapahtuma, 
jossa edistetään turismin kestävyyttä, johtamisen 
ammattitaitoa ja seurantajärjestelmien laatua. Ke-
säkoulu kokoaa matkailualan avaintoimijat päät-
täjistä ja kehittäjistä yrittäjiin sekä tutkijoihin. Ta-
pahtuman tavoitteena on yhteistyössä
	 Jakaa tietoa siitä, kuinka kestävästi suunnitella 

ja hallinnoida matkailuprojekteja
	 Tuottaa matkailu johtamiseen liittyvää tietoa
	 Innovoida kestäviä matkailuprojekteja
	 Verkostoitua ja oppia toisilta parhaita käytän-

teitä kestävän matkailun johtamiseen liittyen
	 Oppia PM4SD™-projektinhallintamenetel-

mään liittyvät periaatteet

Foundation for European Sustainable Tourism 
(FEST), Leeds Beckett University ja Network of 
European Regions for Sustainable and Competi-
tive Tourism (NECSTouR) loivat kesäkoulun 2013 

Euroopan Komission tuella. Kesällä 2014 Seinä-
joen Ammattikorkeakoulu isännöi tapahtumaa 
yhteistyössä seuraavien organisaatioiden kanssa: 
Helsingin yliopiston Ruralia Instituutti, Seinäjoen 
yliopistokeskus, Etelä-Pohjanmaan liitto, Leeds 
Metropolitan University, George Washington Uni-
versity, JLAG ja NECSTouR. Tapahtumaa tukevat 
UNWTO ja Euroopan Matkailukomissio.

Tämä julkaisu kokoaa kesäkoulun esitykset. 
Tavoitteena on korostaa matkailun systemaattisen 
hallinnan merkitystä kestävyyden edistämisessä. 
Julkaistavat paperit tuovat esiin kestävään mat-
kailuun liittyviä tapaustutkimuksia, avainkäsit-
teitä sekä työkaluja. Tohtori Varma UNWTO:sta 
keskittyi matkailun suunnitteluun kun taas Cinzia 
de Marzo puhui Euroopan matkailuindikaattoreis-
ta. Kaikki kirjoitukset elävöittävät käsitystämme 
jostain tietysti kestävän matkailun osa-alueesta ja 
mahdollistavat aihepiirin moninaisuuden ymmär-
tämistä.
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INTRODUCTION

THE DECLARATION OF SEINÄJOKI

The Summer School in “Leadership and Govern-
ance for Sustainable Tourism” is an annual event 
that addresses how to improve sustainable tour-
ism projects and monitor the benefits of tourism 
initiatives. The Summer School also focuses on the 
professionalization of project management skills 
in tourism. The Summer School brings together 
key representatives of the tourism sector: funders, 
policy makers, industry representatives, project 
managers, academics and entrepreneurs. Organi-
sations and professionals gather together to:
	 Share practices on how to sustainably plan and 

manage tourism projects and destinations;
	 Share knowledge on improving management 

and leadership practices; 
	 Generate sustainable and successful tourism 

project ideas;
	 Network and disseminate papers related to the 

management, governance and leadership of 
sustainable tourism;

	 Learn the key management principles of 
PM4SD™ (Project Management for Sustaina-
ble Development), a best practise methodology 
and certification in tourism project manage-
ment.

The Summer School was developed in 2013 by 
the Foundation for European Sustainable Tour-
ism (FEST), the Leeds Beckett University and 
the Network of European Regions for Sustain-
able and Competitive Tourism (NECSTouR), with 
the support of the European Commission, and it 
is designed to take place every year in a different 
European country. In 2014, Seinäjoki University of 
Applied Sciences (SeAMK) hosted the FEST sum-
mer school in Finland under the topic “Tourism 
and green care”. The Summer School was organ-
ized in partnership with the University of Helsinki, 
Ruralia Institute, the University Consortium of 
Seinäjoki, the Regional Council of South Ostro-
bothnia, Leeds Metropolitan University, George 
Washington University, JLAG, and NECSTouR, 

and with the support of UNWTO and the Euro-
pean Travel Commission. 

As a result of the 2014 Summer School, the 
Declaration of Seinäjoki, the papers presented are 
published in the report. The declaration aims to 
create international awareness of the importance 
of structured project management in the field of 
sustainable tourism. The case studies and presen-
tations aim to transfer best practices, key concepts, 
tools, and strategies in sustainable tourism and 
project management.

Several experts of sustainable tourism present-
ed interesting insights on the topic. Dr. Varma from 
UNWTO focused on key elements for Successful 
Tourism Strategic Plans for Destinations. Cinzia 
de Marzo, on the other hand, brought an EU-level 
approach to the topic by unveiling the European 
Tourism System of Indicators (ETIS).

In one paper, the Riciclo-case by d’Agostino 
and Cerullo, a community-based project related 
to gastrotourism is presented with a focus on style 
and taste providing new approaches to sustainable 
food. Van Den Bergh from Netherlands introduces 
the sustainable development challenges and op-
portunities of Rupelstreek and the opportunities 
storytelling brings to the areas tourism develop-
ment. Arrage et al. focus heritage and landscape 
management as important components of sustain-
able development, whiles Waterreus looks at con-
servation tourism in Africa. Zabetta, Sacerdoti & 
Mauro explore the European Tourism Indicator 
system in community-based monitoring using ATL 
del Cunese as a case. Karkut & Scott investigate 
study trips as a tool for two-way knowledge crea-
tion. Dollin presents the significance of stakehold-
ers in sustainable tourism management. Suomela 
examines the current knowledge and future poten-
tial of Green Care in the Southern Ostrobothnia 
region.

All these papers highlight some essential per-
spective of sustainable tourism development and 
serve as interesting reading in comprehending the 
full scope of project management issues the tour-
ism sector faces.
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THE RISE AND FALL OF A CONSERVATION 
TOURISM ENTERPRISE IN AFRICA:  
THE STORY (AND LESSONS) OF  
A PUBLICPRIVATE PARTNERSHIP 
 
SWEN WATERREUS

vision “tourism pays for conservation”, the inves-
tor initiated a partnership with a nature conserva-
tion organization Save the Forest (STF) and set up 
the pilot project Gabon Ecotourism, a model that 
would bring together tourism and nature conser-
vation. The model consisted of the main idea that 
a commercial tour operator would bring high-end 
tourists to Gabon for its extraordinary wildlife and 
nature under the premise that their money would 
be re-invested in wildlife and nature protection ac-
tivities of a large conservation NGO, in which they 
could also participate in the form of excursions and 
activities. 

Gabon Ecotourism (GE) soon became well 
known and popular throughout the high end tour-
ism market in Europe and North America. The 
years 2003-2008 were successful times peaking in 
2007 with 8,000 bed nights in Gabon Lodge, em-
ploying around one hundred staff. Due to Gabon’s 
difficult logistic situation, the company behind 
GE, which shall be referred to as ABC, had started 
a small airline to provide transportation of tour-
ists to the destination – ABC Air. The air carrier 
operated flights between the country’s main cities 
and Gabon Lodge (GL), but later also in the West-
African region, with approximately another two 
hundred staff.

When Gabon’s president Omar Bongo died in 
2009, ABC lost an important personal contact and 
entry point to the government as Williams enjoyed 
very good relations with President Omar Bongo. 
Agreements that had made the establishment of 
the tourism project possible – and especially the 
airline component – had come directly from the 
president. But after forty years of rule and national 
stability (Gabon was counted among the most sta-
ble countries of Africa), the country fell in a phase of 
uncertainty. Omar Bongo’s son, Ali Ben Bongo, was 
elected president half a year later. With him and his 
entirely new government, previous close relations 

ABSTRACT

Since the 1990s and the arrival of the neoliberal 
paradigm, there is a clear trend towards the de-
ployment of tourism in the dynamic of biodiversity 
protection. Within the African context, the conser-
vation enterprise model (initiated by the African 
Wildlife Foundation) introduced projects where 
high-end tourism was developed and revenues 
were used for nature conservation purposes. This 
trend has brought many types of new alliances in 
which market agents, state bodies and (non-gov-
ernmental) organizations concerned with conser-
vation and/or development, to join efforts. In such 
partnerships, even though end goals among part-
ners may be similar (for example: the protection of 
national park X in country Y), the means to reach 
end goals may not. Market agents, state bodies and 
non-governmental organizations have, per defini-
tion, different agendas. This paper zooms in on a 
high-end tourism initiative in Gabon, West Africa, 
where a private investor collaborates with a nature 
organization to protect a national park. At first very 
successful, the case study shows the challenges of 
combining different agendas in one public-private 
partnership, how that eventually led to its fatal end 
and concludes with valuable lessons learnt.
Key words: conservation tourism; conservation 
enterprise; public-private partnerships; Gabon

INTRODUCTION

Between 2000 and 2012, Gabon Ecotourism1 was 
a large and successful tourism project in Gabon, 
West Africa. It started with business-man [Mat-
thew Williams] investing a large sum of money in 
the creation of Gabon Lodge in 2000, right outside 
of what was then a national reserve. Following the 

1	  all names in this paper are modified for purposes of discretion
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with the presidency disappeared. Simultaneously 
(and as a result of lost relations) ABC Air fell in a 
dispute with national aviation authorities. Licenses 
were withdrawn and planes were grounded. 

With no possibilities to bring tourists to the 
destination, GE found itself in serious difficulty. It 
tried to restore relations with the new government, 
but agreements to continue aviation and tourism 
operations as before were never reached. As a re-
sult, GL had to close for the first time in 2010. A 
long series of negotiations with government bod-
ies continued. The lodge opened again for a short 
while, then closed again in 2011, to be re-opened a 
third time for only a couple months in 2012. That is 
when ABC finally pulled the plug, leaving a once so 
successful tourism project behind.

OUTLINE OF PAPER

This paper is an excerpt of a 2012 master’s thesis, 
which is based on empirical data (over thirty in-
depth interviews, archives, correspondence, news 
sources etc.) For the sake of this paper, the practical 
story of the case study will be presented. Its focus is 
to show how a very specific public-private partner-
ship came to exist, how it operated and how it could 
fall despite earlier success. In the setting the scene 
section, the case will be imbedded in the wider sci-
entific discourse of the use of tourism for nature 
conservation and development of the ‘third world’. 
Then the background of Gabon and tourism in Ga-
bon will be described after which a summary of the 
line of events from project initiation, via changing 
external factors, leading to emerging disputes, to 
project closure. Finally, I explore the dynamics of 
the public-private partnership and how the charac-
teristics of the private partner - its definition of the 
situation - has influence over its position towards, 
and its relation with, public partners in (and out-
side) the partnership. It is here that the case study 
is made relevant to public-private partnerships in 
other arrangements, too. The paper concludes with 
an attempt to extract lessons learnt from this case 
study relevant to the wider field of the deployment 
of tourism for sustainable development, and pub-
lic-private partnerships in general.

SETTING THE SCENE
SCIENTIFIC RELEVANCE
As far back as in the 1970s, Budowski (1976) al-
ready predicted that tourism and the nature con-
servation arena can go hand in hand, bringing 

great benefits to both camps, provided that they 
are well managed and institutionally grounded. 
With the observation that traditional divides be-
tween nation state, market and civil society started 
fading and new coalitions emerged between state 
agencies, market agents and civic organizations 
(Van Tatenhove et al. 2000), came the involvement 
of corporations in the preservation of biodiversity 
and the notion of ‘selling nature to save it’ (Holmes 
2012). Within this neoliberal paradigm, there is a 
clear trend towards the deployment of tourism in 
the dynamics of conservation. Nature conserva-
tion and development organizations such as the 
World Wildlife Fund, the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature and Conservation In-
ternational started to fund and/or support tour-
ism programs to achieve conservation goals while 
simultaneously addressing development issues 
(See Butcher 2007). Within the African context, 
the conservation enterprise model by the African 
Wildlife Foundation (AWF) introduced projects 
where high-end tourism was developed and rev-
enues were shared with local communities for de-
velopment and conservation purposes (Nthiga et 
al. 2011), of which The Koija Starbeds enterprise in 
Kenya is a known example (See also Sumba et al. 
2007) but numerous others exist as well (see Lam-
ers et al. 2014; Ahebwa et al. 2012). Africa has since 
then seen many new alliances for tourism, conser-
vation and development emerge (Van der Duim et 
al. 2011a). These alliances come in many forms, 
among others as public-private partnerships (PPP), 
private-community partnerships (PCP) or public-
private-community partnerships (PPCP) (Van der 
Duim et al. 2011b). 

The current paper adds to the discussion by 
zooming in on a public-private partnership in Af-
rica. It delivers a case, in which many things went 
right, but enough went wrong so it could not main-
tain. It should not be regarded as an independent 
case study, but rather be placed in the wider dis-
course of conservation tourism in Africa and is, as 
such, exemplary for other and future initiatives in 
Africa and beyond. 

EMERGING GABON
Gabon neighbors Equatorial Guinea, Cameroon 
and the Republic of Congo in West-Central Africa 
and has approximately 950 km of Atlantic coast. 
With its 1,5 million inhabitants it is one of the least 
populated countries in Africa with less than five 
people per km². 75% of inhabitants live in urban 
areas. Gabon gained independence from France in 
1960 and is a resource-rich country and the fifth 
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largest oil producer of Sub-Saharan Africa (UNDP 
2012). Oil production has been declining rapidly 
from its peak point of 370 000 barrels per day in 
1997 to 241 700 in 2011 (The Richest 2012). Oil rev-
enues comprise roughly 46% of the government’s 
budget, 43% of gross domestic product (GDP), and 
81% of exports (manganese, timber and uranium 
being other large export products). Some estimates 
suggest that Gabonese oil will be expended by 
2025. Despite decreasing oil revenues, planning for 
an after-oil scenario has only recently begun (US 
Department of State 2012). In his message to the 
nation for the 50th anniversary of independence 
in 2010, the president of Gabon presented the four 
strategic sectors for the country’s new economic di-
versification policy: wood processing, light metal-
lurgy, ecotourism and energy (UNDP 2012). 

In 2009, president Omar Bongo Ondimba died 
after having ruled Gabon for 42 years. He is said to 
have gained immense private wealth by the coun-
try’s oil production and to have ruled autocratically 
(The Telegraph 2009). In the political void caused 
by his death until long after the (disputed) election 
of his son Ali Ben Bongo in November 2009, many 
well-established political structures fell apart and 
saw much political turmoil within the government 
and the country.

One of the first things Ali Bongo did was an-
nouncing a new vision for the modernization of Ga-
bon, which he called Gabon Emergent (Emerging 
Gabon). This vision consists of three pillars: Gabon 
Vert (Green Gabon), Gabon des Services (Service 
Gabon) and Gabon Industriel (Industrial Gabon). 
With the awareness of decreasing oil stocks, the 
Gabon Emergent plans were meant to diversify 
Gabon’s economy and decrease dependency on oil 
(Portail Gabon 2012). 

NATURE CONSERVATION IN GABON
Central Africa’s moist tropical forests cover 1.8 mil-
lion km2, the second largest contiguous block in 
the world, traversing boundaries of Gabon, Equa-
torial Guinea, Congo, Democratic Republic of Con-
go, Cameroon and Central African Republic. Ga-
bon harbors an important part of that block, with 
roughly 80% of the country covered by moist tropi-
cal forest. Its flora is classified as among the rich-
est in Africa (Lee et al. undated). From 69 to 80% 
of Gabon’s original forest cover remains, although 
much forest is being selectively logged (Laurance et 
al. 2006). 

Biodiversity research has pointed out that Ga-
bon is home to immense numbers of species of 
mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles, fish and 

plants, and that the country hosts important popu-
lations of species of conservation concern, such as 
sea turtles, African forest elephants, humpback 
whales and great apes. The abundance of globally 
rare species and its biological diversity make Ga-
bon’s land valuable for conservation at an interna-
tional level (Lee et al. undated). Human influence is 
indicated to threaten biodiversity. Major identified 
threats include illegal hunting (commercial hunt-
ing of protected species or in restricted zones like 
national parks); illegal offshore trawler fishing on 
the coast; onshore fishing using illegal techniques 
or quotas; logging and related hunting pressures; 
low-standard oil operations and poor pollution 
response on- and off-shore; lack of land use plan-
ning; and lack of sustainable development strate-
gies to provide economic alternatives to natural 
resource extraction (Lee et al. undated). Managing 
these threats is considered the work of the govern-
ment, assisted by non-governmental organizations 
and private companies through a variety of actions 
including law enforcement, ecotourism, education 
and research (Lee et al. undated).

Encouraged by two ecologists and several na-
ture organizations, and backed by USA funds, 
Bongo Ondimba created thirteen national parks of 
a combined size of 30,000 km2 or 11% of total land 
surface. This gave Gabon the largest surface of pro-
tected land in any country of the world. Only Costa 
Rica has a larger percentage of protected land sur-
face. Since the creation of the parks, Gabon is glob-
ally viewed as one of the most progressive and en-
vironmentally concerned countries in Africa.

TOURISM AS OPPORTUNITY
With Gabon Emergent, which at its core has the 
principal approach of sustainable development, the 
new president called for strategic, long-term part-
nerships to diversify and strengthen the economy 
and was committed to protecting the environment 
while doing so. The “Gabon Industriel” –pillar of 
the policy sets out to promote the local treatment 
of raw materials, the export of products with high 
added value, and the diversification of the national 
economy. “Gabon des Services” focuses on devel-
oping Gabon’s human resources. Gabon aims to 
become a regional benchmark for sectors such as 
financial services, new information technology re-
sources, service jobs linked to the green economy, 
and the specialist areas of health and higher educa-
tion. “Gabon Vert”, finally, is based on developing 
the ‘green oil’ that Gabonese ecosystems provide: 
22 million hectares of forest, 1 million hectares of 
arable agriculture land and over 800 kilometers 
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of coastline. Development projects must involve 
sustainably developing natural resources and ad-
hering to national ecological standards. National 
parks, forestry, ecotourism and agriculture are all 
elements of the main paths to implement the Ga-
bon Vert strategy. Together with environmental 
protection, the timber industry and agriculture, 
ecotourism is a primary focus of the Gabon Vert 
strategy aiming to “…develop this sector with a 
view to opening up the country’s natural and cul-
tural wealth whilst improving the living conditions 
of the local population at the same time. Gabon 
aims to attract 100,000 tourists a year in the mid-
dle and top of the range segments of the industry by 
2020.” (LeGabon.org, 2012a)

Gabon Emergent directly calls for international 
investors to establish themselves in Gabon through 
several agencies and government bodies, urging 
the market ‘why not invest in Gabon’. It is relevant 
for the case study to understand, that government 
puts great importance in the promotion of tourism 
development and goes great lengths to attract tour-
ism investment. The main actor in this is ANPN 
(Agence Nationale des Parcs Nationaux), a presi-
dential agency that is higher in power than minis-
tries. The thirteen national parks are legally owned 
by ANPN and it is ANPN that has the responsibility 
of promoting the parks for leisure and tourism pur-
poses. ANPN emphasizes that the very objective 
of the parks creation is the protection of natural 
resources in favor of tourism, leisure, science and 
education. Its mission statement mentions that the 
promotion and regulation (via legislation) of touris-
tic activities in national parks is one of the principal 
goals of their existence. Also, ANPN states Gabon’s 
aim to be ‘the first global destination of African 
tropical forest tourism by 2015 and to be regarded 
an example of national parks management in the 
XXIst century’ (ANPN 2012). In the book “A Vision 
for Gabon”, ANPN sketches many future ecolodge 
designs for each national park. They are highly am-
bitious, futuristic structures and highlight, once 
again, the importance the agency puts in the crea-
tion of nature tourism. Furthermore, the ministry 
of tourism, the ministry of waters and forests and 
the Gabonese international trade platform all em-
phasize the importance and potential of tourism 
for foreign investors, and for the country’s devel-
opment, with many tax exemption schemes, etc.2 
Several large nature organizations, WWF among 
others, are present in Gabon. They have a large 

2	 See also www.LeGabon.org; Ministère du Tourisme (2012); 
Ministére de l’Economie Forestiére, des Eaux, de la Pêche et de 
l’Aquaculture and World Resources Institute (2009); Ministére 
des Eaux et Forêts, de la Pêche, du Reboisement chargé de 
l’Environnement et de la Protection de la Nature (1999)

number of projects, some of which focus on eco-
tourism development.

LINE OF EVENTS OF GABON  
ECOTOURISM

In this case study, the main actors are a private 
company ABC; a nature organization STF; and the 
Gabonese government. It is difficult to pinpoint 
what government body was the precise key player. 
The Ministry of Tourism, the Ministry of Waters 
and Forestry, the Wildlife Department of the Min-
istry of Waters and Forestry, the Conseil Nationale 
des Parcs Nationaux (CNPN), the Agence Nation-
ale des Parcs Nationaux (ANPN), the Agence Na-
tionale de l’Aviation Civile (ANAC - civil aviation 
authorities) and presidents Omar Bongo Ondimba 
and Ali Bongo Ondimba have all been closely in-
volved. The project also concerned local communi-
ties (villages surrounding the lodge area), but they 
were not included in the partnership. Therefore, we 
speak of a private-public partnership between ABC 
and STF, with the national government supporting 
this partnership.

GABON LODGE
In 2000, with the parks’ creation already in sight, 
Williams bought a small camp on the boundaries 
of a nature reserve (later to become one of the thir-
teen national parks). Until then, the camp offered 
small scale hunting and fishing tourism with basic 
facilities. Williams rebuilt the property by adding a 
number of luxurious bed room cabins and one large 
lodge with restaurant, bar, terrace and sun deck. 
It was named Gabon Lodge (GL). Several satellite 
camps were built inside the national park for guests 
to do overnight excursions, all equipped with com-
fort tents, an (outside) bathroom with shower and 
toilet, and an ad-hoc restaurant/lounge. Clientele 
consisted mainly of upper class Gabonese and ex-
patriates living in Gabon (70%) and European and 
US international visitors (30%). Rates for this up-
market accommodation circulated around €300 
per person per night.

GABON ECOTOURISM
A shared interest in gorilla protection was what 
initially brought together ABC and STF around 
the turn of the millennium. Williams was looking 
for a partner for a gorilla sanctuary project and got 
acquainted to a likeminded naturalist from STF. 
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They started discussions about what would later 
become Gabon Ecotourism (GE). The core concept 
was “tourism pays for conservation”. ABC owned 
Gabon Lodge and provided a steady stream of (in-
ter)national tourists, marketing, transportation, 
accommodation and tour operating. STF carried 
out conservation activities and research, in which 
tourists could participate in the form of day excur-
sions. The revenues of tourism would be re-invest-
ed in the conservation activities. 

GE’s objective was to ‘initiate sustainable eco-
nomic development through ecotourism to ensure 
the conservation/rehabilitation of nature’. It aimed 
to create 150 jobs in the conservation and ecotour-
ism industries by 2005. ABC committed to provid-
ing 50 % of the investment budget. The remaining 
50 % should have originated from cooperation with 
organizations with common objectives. In terms of 
tourism, the minimum goal was to reach a level of 
5000 bed nights per year by 2004 and up to 7000 
by 2006. The project objectives included focusing 
on education and employment for the local popu-
lation, conservation of nature (eco-guide team and 
scientific research) and eco-tourism activities. 

One of the first things ABC did in 2001, was the 
creation of a sanctuary for gorilla poaching victims. 
The Gorilla Centre was not far from Gabon Lodge. 
The idea was to develop gorilla tourism following 
the Rwandan model. Gabon is rich with gorilla 
populations and poaching is a universal problem, 
so one of the plans was to rehabilitate gorillas 
saved from poaching and get them used to humans. 
The first primates came from a primate center in 
Southeast Gabon. A collaboration with a primate 
research institute followed around 2004. 

The Gorilla Centre started as an integral part 
of ABC, but later requested independent ownership 
to be able to also apply for international funds. The 
Gorilla Centre functioned as an additional attrac-
tion/activity, and a separate satellite lodge near the 
Gorilla Centre was hosting GL visitors for short 
trips. 

Besides the gorilla trips, GE started to offer 
tourist excursions with STF researchers/conserva-
tionists on missions. In the beginning, STF target-
ed mostly marine research, mainly whales, so tour-
ists could join these whale trips and observe the 
STF teams at work. Later, tourist groups could also 
join STF teams on night patrols looking for nesting 
turtles and reburying the eggs in special nurseries; 
catching crocodiles for scientific purposes; helping 
with beach clean-ups; and many other excursions 
involving elephants, crocodiles, plants, gorillas etc. 
STF workers lived on the premises of Gabon Lodge 
and always mingled with tourists. This way, visi-

tors were very involved in conservation activities. 
Even laboratory work could be done accompanied 
by the guests. This is how the concept of “tourism 
pays for conservation” was given shape. The rare 
concept was a unique selling point especially for 
the international market. Domestic visitors were 
motivated by the remote and unique location, am-
plified by a general lack of tourism offer in Gabon. 

Tourism operations ran this way between 2001 
and 2008. Legally, these activities were rather 
contested. In the first years there was no authority 
whatsoever in the national reserves, so all arrange-
ments were informal. But when CNPN (Conseil 
Nationale des Parcs Nationaux) was established in 
2003, negotiations began on how to operate tour-
ism within the National Park in terms of respon-
sibilities, rights and obligations. Many drafts of a 
four-party Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) 
between ABC, STF, CNPN and Wildlife Depart-
ment of the Ministry of Waters and Forestry were 
agreed upon, but never signed due to internal dis-
crepancies within the government bodies. Thus the 
collaboration never got formalized.

PROJECT COPIES AND PARK  
MANAGEMENT
The first years of operation were so successful that 
GE caught the attention of other nature organiza-
tions as well. WWF was impressed by the success 
and the underlying concept of “tourism pays for 
conservation” and started bilateral discussions 
about possible collaboration between WWF and 
GE in other Gabonese national parks. Around this 
time (2005/2006), ABC wanted to expand their 
tourism model to other national parks throughout 
Gabon. There were many discussions with WWF 
Gabon and other nature organizations to join forc-
es and install a national legal framework for park 
management and tourism operations in Gabon, 
with GE as a pilot model for such tourism develop-
ment. This framework would set the management 
standards for tourism development in parks and 
establish clear rules for the financial contribution 
of the tourism sector to park management and lo-
cal development. But the expansion never materi-
alized, and neither did a legal framework.

As GE was using the national park as its tour-
ist attraction, it had a great interest in protecting 
the park in order to maintain not only its natural 
wealth, but also its capitalized value and freedom 
of movement regarding tourist purposes. As de-
scribed, however, there was no national parks au-
thority until 2003, and even when CNPN arrived 
at the stage, it had hardly any manpower, nor ex-
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perience. ABC, therefore, had far-reaching plans to 
become the official park management authority of 
this park and potentially other parks as well. There 
had been many negotiations with other nature or-
ganizations and relevant government bodies. Sev-
eral proposals passed the scene, but the legal status 
of park management body was never granted by 
the government, as they saw nature and its man-
agement as strictly a national issues.

END OF PILOT PROJECT
Until 2007, GE had run as a pilot project. Even 
though it had not made profit, it had reached a 
break-even point and proven feasible. There were 
high ambitions to expand to other parks and po-
tentially even to surrounding countries. It was at 
this time that ABC split up into three separate le-
gal companies: Savanna Adventures for the tour-
ism branch; Savanna Air for the aviation branch; 
and Savanna Nature for park management. Con-
sequently, Gabon Ecotourism ceased to exist and 
continued (in the same form) under the name of 
Savanna Adventures, still with STF as a conserva-
tion and research partner.

AVIATION
As there are hardly any roads leading to Gabon 
Lodge and water transportation takes a full day’s 
travel, ABC used its own airplane to transport tour-
ists from Libreville to Gabon Lodge. It soon proved 
lucrative to start an own airline so more airplanes 
were acquired, and after a few years, a commercial 
airline was established. ABC Air was flying interna-
tional lines connecting the countries of West Africa 
with around ten aircraft. Port Gentil was its home 
base with around 200 staff.

In 2008, a European Union agency concerned 
with international aviation blacklisted a number 
of Gabonese airlines because it regarded Gabon’s 
national aviation agency ANAC (Agence Nationale 
de l’Aviation Civile) unfit to audit Gabon’s airlines 
adequately. ABC Air could no longer transport 
tourists to GE because European and US tour op-
erators legally cannot submit their clients to ‘il-
legal’ means of transportation. This crippled all 
operations of ABC, ABC Air and GE. After a while, 
ABC bankrupted its ABC Air component in an at-
tempt to get debts waived and to start a new avia-
tion branch. This coincided with the organization’s 
re-structuring of 2007, so the new aviation branch 
was to become Savanna Air. During this process, 
however, President Omar Bongo died in 2009, and 
the country fell in distress. The company’s per-

sonal relations on the highest level of government 
disappeared. Not only on the streets, but also in 
the government, chaos followed, and many institu-
tional structures changed (some with force and in 
non-democratic ways). Among them, the aviation 
authorities totally changed leadership: previous 
agreements were ignored and ABC Air was now 
demanded to pay an increased route tax. Further-
more, the new aviation agency refused to authorize 
the new airline Savanna Air because of its previous 
bad relations with ABC Air and accumulated debts. 
Countless arguments between several players 
caused disputes with many parties. Some govern-
ment bodies concerned with Gabonese tourism, 
among which ANPN, intervened and attempted to 
resolve the conflict with debt waivers and renewed 
sets of criteria, but the situation never got resolved. 
Finally, Savanna Air established in the island state 
of Sao Tomé and wanted to serve its Gabon Lodge 
clients from there, but were refused entry to Gabo-
nese airports. 

CLOSURE
With the aviation non-functional, tourism became 
practically impossible, and the lodge had to close 
down for the first time in 2009. During the avia-
tion dispute and the periods of the several closures 
described here, ABC spread several press releases 
blaming the Gabonese government’s (aviation 
authorities) incompetence to resolve the issue. 
Accompanied legal actions against the aviation 
authorities to seek compensation for occurred 
losses was meant as an extra pressure measure 
and did not improve relations. Gabon Lodge has 
been closed and re-opened around three times. 
ANPN intervened again and set conditions for a 
renewed and speedy permanent re-opening, but 
agreements were not reached. ABC permanently 
withdrew from the operation in 2012. Since then, 
GL resumed operations under a new name and by a 
new operator, but was still owned by ABC.

EXPLORING THE PARTNERSHIP

The collective end-goal for the case’s partnership 
was conserving Gabon’s nature. The means to 
reach the end-goal in a partnership are not nec-
essarily similar among the actors. Per definition, 
different actors have different agendas. The way 
actors can reach a mutual end-goal with their dif-
ferent agendas, is through tight collaboration. And 
collaboration is very much shaped by how an actor 
positions himself towards others or in other words, 
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by the actor’s perceived reality shaped by their val-
ues and norms. This definition of the situation (see 
also: Van der Duim 2005; 2007) of an actor forms 
the basis of an actor’s attitude and behavior in a 
partnership, and thus affects success. It should be 
noted, of course, that a successful partnership is the 
work of all actors and therefore never a one-sided 
story. In order to take lessons from this case study, 
this section shows how the corporate culture of the 
private partner influenced the partnership and its 
continuity. Quotes from a number of respondents 
are used to illustrate observations.

DIFFERENT AGENDAS
“NGOs are not very good at doing conservation. I 
think I can do better, whilst making money from 
it.” Typical for a private investor, ABC regarded the 
project as strictly business. The concept of Gabon 
Ecotourism rests on a business orientation with 
tourism as a means to make money from nature 
conservation. “Business is the only sustainable 
way of preserving nature” was an often heard re-
mark and summarizes the internal culture within 
the company. This underlying business approach 
is crucial in the characterization of the actor as it 
shapes the organization’s behavior. The organiza-
tion’s mission was to create an economically sound 
tourism business in order to fulfill its vision of con-
serving the endangered nature of Gabon. 

The private investor and the nature organiza-
tion often clashed over different agendas. One’s 
agenda was nature conservation fed by sound re-
search within the national park, while the other’s 
was a maximized holiday experience for a maxi-
mized number of paying tourists: “We did not have 
the same visions ... It was a conflict of interest. We 
wanted more conservation activities, they wanted 
more tourism”. The priority of STF research teams 
was to bring enough equipment and personnel on 
their missions, while lodge management insisted 
on bringing more tourists on these trips. Logistics 
was an always troublesome issue in this remote 
and uninhabited surrounding. The location made 
it challenging to go out on missions, which were 
excursions at the same time. The research teams 
soon felt inadequately supported for their tasks and 
started to feel their roles as conservationists were 
not taken seriously: “A colleague and me organized 
many excursions and guides, while that was not 
our job, but lodge management didn’t do it!” Vice 
versa, lodge management found it increasingly dif-
ficult to provide the service and activities promised 
to visitors.

While working with many other private sector 
partners on several projects without problems, 
STF started feeling uncomfortable with ABC as 
a partner. Former STF staff referred to their col-
laboration as very difficult “because of a too tough 
business approach ... and a changed ... strategy 
all the time, not keeping promises”, and talked of 
a “too arrogant business style”. A respondent from 
within the company confirmed, and recognized 
how their approach aimed for “too fast grow ..., and 
... return of investment (with) an often changing 
management style and strategy”. 

EXTERNAL DELEGATION
The strong business approach led to a degree of 
skepticism towards conservation organizations: 
“NGOs play a dubious role in nature conserva-
tion in my opinion. When a controversy appears 
somewhere you see that most NGOs retreat im-
mediately and won’t risk their influence even if 
it goes against their objectives. Instead they do 
everything to protect their status with the govern-
ment, so de facto they are ineffective”. The inves-
tor’s strong skepticism towards conservation NGOs 
and government, and the resulting reluctance to 
delegate, slowed down processes of innovation. A 
returning comment from the NGO partner and 
other external nature conservation organizations 
was, that tourism experts were not let in by the in-
vestor for consultation on the operation. The STF 
leader at the time had taken tourism professionals 
to the project but ”their advices as how to proceed 
were ignored. ...With more of a backseat, and al-
lowing tourism professionals in, it would have 
worked better”. 

When, around 2005, the idea had arisen for 
ABC to formally become the park management 
authority for the national park it operated in, a 
European nature organization involved in the in-
clusion of tourism for the sustainable protection 
of protected areas, was brought in. Their extensive 
consultancy report by established experts opposed 
the idea of an independent authority body and in-
stead recommended working closely together with 
government bodies and public nature organiza-
tions. But the consultation was ignored. There was 
another comparable relation with another major 
nature organization in Gabon. They too, expressed 
doubts over the ambitions of a private company be-
coming a national park management authority and 
opted for a more holistic approach where also other 
(small) tourism players around the park were rec-
ognized. They also wished that a revenue sharing 
scheme for local development would be included. 
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They suggested calling in an independent team of 
tourism experts to develop tourism regulations; 
access and benefit sharing schemes; and a tourism 
development plan. This was also never followed up. 
STF was “beginning to feel that they were taking 
some reputational risks working with (ABC) that 
was very difficult to manage in some ways”. Also 
other external partners expressed similar worries 
and joined endeavors from public organizations 
stopped coming.

With external consultation not let in, the pri-
vate partner took more responsibilities and tasks 
on its shoulders and on its people. In the original 
setup, the private investor fulfilled the roles of ac-
commodation provider and tour operator. But as 
the project advanced, they started taking up mul-
tiple roles. What started as a small tour operator 
firm, soon also became a commercial airline - with 
which they subjected themselves to the politi-
cal sphere typical to the aviation sector. Later on, 
they aspired to become the official park manage-
ment authority - first for the park they operated in, 
later for other national parks as well. And besides 
all that, a tourism development plan on a national 
scale was also presented. These new roles pushed 
the private partner’s initial position in the partner-
ship to other lengths and had great impacts on rela-
tions and on its initial role as tourism provider. 

Not only relations with other nature organiza-
tions were compromised. Since personal relations 
with the president were lost, it was increasingly dif-
ficult to ‘get things done’ with the authorities. Re-
sulting from the company’s business orientation, 
the same skeptic attitude grew towards the role of 
the government, blaming the “…incompetence of 
many people (in the government). ... The country 
did not really cooperate and that was frustrat-
ing ... The incompetence was the main cause“. The 
disputes that ABC Air had gotten in, were mainly 
of a political nature. In a nutshell, national avia-
tion authorities had altered regulations over route 
taxes, withdrawn licenses for operation and re-
fused to authorize the new Savanna Air that had to 
replace ABC Air. The disputes got quite persistent 
and emotional from both sides. Both felt in their 
right. Among many other events, finally, ABC pub-
lished several international press releases blaming 
the failing authorities of Gabon for the closure of 
Gabon Ecotourism. No effort was done to keep 
distrust towards the government hidden. This was 
understood as pressure measures and blocked pro-
cesses of communication even further, to the point 
that the problem was never solved.

Having granted the investment a 15 year tax 
exemption, the government officials quickly con-

cluded that the investor seemed to be after profit 
only, questioning “what did Gabon ever earn 
(from the project)?” Besides the aviation dispute, 
government officials felt especially aggrieved in 
their authority when the investor attempted to ac-
quire a mandate as a park management body: “An 
operator cannot have administration rights of a 
national park: that happens nowhere! An opera-
tor must work according to an MoU and within the 
rules and regulations of the authorities!”

INTERNAL DELEGATION
Observations within the private partner identified 
further problems that trace back to poor delega-
tion. The most influential one was, that the Gabon 
operation was plagued by a high staff turnover. The 
lodge manager’s position rotated continuously. The 
first lodge managers – a couple – stayed for five 
years and had been able to lay a strong foundation. 
But after they left, managers succeeded each other 
frequently, with most of them not staying longer 
than a year, many even only six months. It proved 
increasingly difficult to find skilled and dedicated 
lodge managers who shared the company’s vision 
of nature conservation and possessed a vigorous 
management style. Some were even reported steal-
ing from the business. A previous employee said: “... 
many of them (lodge managers) have even stolen. 
They get a lot of money through their hands.” The 
frequent change of managers and their sometimes 
questionable trustworthiness, compromised inter-
nal continuity and quality of tourism operations. 
Lodge management works entirely independent 
with little daily supervision from headquarters 
possible, because of the lodge’s remoteness. With 
people who did not strongly share the vision and 
vigor of the company, which unfortunately often 
was the case, the position of the entire company 
and all other parts got jeopardized. But it also dam-
aged external relations because collaborating part-
ners had to constantly deal with new personalities 
and new ways of doing things. A local stakeholder, 
for instance complained, that ABC representatives 
only showed up when there were problems. Their 
initial relationship was friendly, but along the pro-
ject that had slowly turned. Personal relations were 
little maintained. 

Subsequently, the company was not very struc-
tured in terms of checks and balances. Adminis-
tration was undervalued. In Gabon as the head-
quarters, administrative records of incomes and 
expenses were not kept adequately, even to the 
extent that there is no internal consensus, if any 
profits have been made. An estimated €25 mil-
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lion had been invested, but there are hardly any 
official calculations available, nor a detailed profit 
and loss statement. Two employees provide expres-
sive quotes on the administration situation: “When 
I started, there were so many arrears in admin-
istration and payments, it was chaotic. There 
hadn’t been anyone for the task before me. It was 
a complex and sluggish machine.” And: “Not one 
manager had finances in order. Much money was 
coming in in Libreville. But it went first to aviation 
and often there wasn’t anything left for us at the 
lodge and our costs and salaries for the workers.”

DOCUMENTED RELATIONS
Despite their differences and disagreements, both 
the private and public party’s leaders managed to 
keep a professional relationship and kept the pro-
ject running for several years out of pure passion 
and vision. They understood they needed each 
other and both made concessions on various areas. 
The available project documentation was limited 
to project papers and annual reports. When the 
project was growing, however, they were quick to 
realize that their collaboration needed accordant 
formalization. During the lifespan of the partner-
ship, a continuous effort was made to formally 
document each other’s responsibilities, duties and 
rights. Many versions of memorandums of un-
derstanding (MOU) had been designed, but none 
ever got signed because details could not be agreed 
upon. This kept the collaboration very disorgan-
ized and lead to mutual frustration. The relation-
ship between the two slowly deteriorated and fi-
nally broke in 2009. 

The same is true for the relations between the 
private investor and the government. In the early 
years of the tourism operations, there was hardly 
any regulation regarding tourism in the national 
parks so there was almost no government involve-
ment. But when government presence appeared 
with CNPN (around 2003) and later with the more 
stable ANPN (around 2009), they started to play an 
ever growing role in tourism regulations and park 
entrance. Also here, both parties understood the 
necessity of documenting their roles and started 
negotiations for an MOU. But the private investor 
and government never succeeded in agreeing on a 
division of responsibilities, rights and obligations, 
and as a result the collaboration was never formal-
ized. Both kept doing as they deemed right, and 
good relations could not sustain.

CONCLUDING LESSONS LEARNT

As the last two decades have seen a strong increase 
in the involvement of private, commercial corpo-
rations in the sphere of nature conservation and 
community development, several forms of new al-
liances are emerging (Van der Duim et al. 2011b). 
The body of research on these new alliances is still 
limited, but knowledge and insight of the embed-
ding of market mechanism in biodiversity protec-
tion is slowly growing. For example, Lamers et al. 
(2014) compare three tourism conservation en-
terprises in Kenya initiated by several nature or-
ganizations, and identify differences in governance 
structure, where local context provides each pro-
ject with its own challenges. A valuable observation 
is that benefits will flow to these new conservation 
ventures only if the wider tourism value chain un-
derstands the added value. Van Wijk et al. (2014) 
continue that such ventures, therefore, need to be 
marketed as distinctive from mainstream safari 
lodges, if they are to become a separate market cat-
egory in the wildlife tourism industry. This paper 
attempts to show how high-end tourism lodge with 
a conservation mission in Gabon was created, what 
chances were taken, and what the vulnerabilities of 
such a mission are. It also brings lessons that are 
projectable on other conservation tourism initia-
tives, and public-private partnerships also outside 
the field of tourism.

I described that the direct cause of the final 
closure of the project in 2012, were strong disputes 
over the aviation branch of the firm. It had gotten 
into a very sensitive position in political terms. It 
was government restrictions that finally made it 
impossible to continue aviation and thus tourism 
operations, while the same government so dearly 
wants to attract tourism to the country. For the 
sake of the discussion, it is more worthwhile look-
ing into the core of the problem, which is the fact, 
that the partnership was not strong enough to re-
sist the dispute, than going into details of that dis-
pute. The argument here is that strong relations are 
the foundation for the success of partnerships. The 
following lessons learnt, therefore, are to be taken 
in account for future partnership building, even 
before project initiation, to increase chances for a 
strong foundation.

SIGN HERE PLEASE
Document the partnership. The case study empha-
sizes the importance of processes of translation 
between partners in a partnership, and their will-
ingness to come together and collaborate. It is at 
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all times of high importance to keep in mind, that 
each partner’s own modes of operations do not nec-
essarily match with each other but partners should 
agree on each other’s roles in the collaboration. 
Therefore, for a successful partnership, extensive 
MOUs (memorandum of understanding) must be 
composed regarding each actor’s tasks, responsi-
bilities, duties and rights, even before project ini-
tiation. Differences as well as similarities in defi-
nitions of the situation must be documented and 
disagreements openly discussed. 

FRIENDS BE FRIENDS!
Be partners. Different agendas need not be prob-
lematic. Under the condition that partners accept 
differences and acknowledge (and use) the other’s 
field of expertise, the available skills and strengths 
can and will be maximized. These skills should 
be clear and documented in the MOU. Real part-
ners accept each other’s roles, and maintain their 
relation. If, in the case of Gabon Ecotourism, the 
private investor had taken a more open stance to-
wards his direct partners, knowledge that could 
have furthered the project, would have been 
shared. With the expertise of very experienced and 
skilled individuals (of comparable tourism models 
in comparable contexts), not only would the tour-
ism/conservation operation be more institution-
alized, it would also be part of a wide network of 
knowledge and increase the chance of success. 
Open communication is a pre-condition for all re-
lations. It is only on good mutual trust that complex 
partnerships can be maintained. Frequent (group) 
meetings are exquisite for maintaining good rela-
tions. The MOU should contain a regulation on the 
frequency of these meetings. 

COULD YOU PLEASE?
Delegate. This paper demonstrates that a loner 
strategy in the partnership harms relations on one 
hand, and compromises quality, on the other. Part-
ners stick to what they are good at and make use 
of what the other partner is good at. All actors in 
a partnership are equally essential for the sustain-
ability of a project, and should be included in pro-
cesses. If tourism experts had been let in the pro-
ject and their consultation was implemented, the 
project (and the partnership!) would have grown 
more stable. Attempting to be the legal manage-
ment authority of national parks without external 
support, is not an easy task to fulfill without prior 
experience. Moreover, it is traditionally seen as a 
national government’s task. The reaction from the 

government’s side that they felt disrespected in 
their authority, is not an illogical one. It is probably 
more effective on the long term to assist in the de-
velopment of regulations for a functioning manage-
ment body than trying to do it yourself and harm 
valuable relations. Starting an airline, legally con-
trolling a national park system and developing a 
national tourism development plan are highly spe-
cific and complex projects. They all require highly 
qualified and experienced experts - without exter-
nal delegation, not likely to fully succeed. 
Finally, as every element of a good partnership has 
its function and interacts with others, the same 
is valid for internal management of actors. As the 
word organization implies, management must be 
organized in such way that departments function 
independently, being fuelled – not driven – from 
above. Delegation refers to sharing management 
with people, but also implies that the company’s vi-
sion is well transferred among all workers. People 
are crucial. It is people who carry out a mission, so 
it is the people who convey the vision. Positions, 
for example lodge management, should be filled by 
people with the right motivation. In the end it is the 
people who need to do the work, so there must be 
a strong match between the firm’s vision and how 
the people convey that vision in their work on the 
ground. And delegation can only be performed 
by good and open communication, of which there 
seems to have been a lack of in the case study.
It is impressive what Gabon Ecotourism and its 
partners have accomplished in the country. The 
project opened up the country for tourism. It has 
played a crucial role in the establishment of park 
management and laid a foundation for further 
tourism development. Especially in terms of media 
coverage, GE brought the country enormous in-
ternational attention. It is a shame that the project 
does not persist today, taken its potential. And even 
though the case is a very complex one, it can only be 
hoped that its lessons remain.
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‘PUSHING STUDY TRIPS TO BECOME  
A TWO-WAY TOOL’ – A NEW SPIN ON  
KNOWLEDGE CREATION PARTNERSHIPS                                           

exemplified in the PM4ESD project management 
methodology currently being rolled out in tourism 
projects across the European Union.  In what fol-
lows, we describe the nature and value of the ‘expe-
riential learning’ derived from the field trips, with 
more detailed reference to particular moments in 
the field. Before that, however, we contextualise 
that discussion in current debates on the status of 
tourism-related knowledge inside and outside the 
university setting. 

KNOWLEDGE AND TOURISM

The questions of where knowledge about tourism 
resides, who creates it, and wherein its value lies, 
are highly contentious and reflect the tension be-
tween tourism’s exponential development as a phe-
nomenon, and, less dramatically, as a field of study 
and research in institutions of higher education. 
Whilst vocational training for careers in tourism 
and hospitality could be clearly framed around the 
acquisition of a set of skills and competencies re-
quired by ‘the industry’, tourism’s arrival in univer-
sity departments of geography, business, econom-
ics, development, and the critical social sciences, 
complicated the relationship between education 
and industry by forcing a new set of encounters, 
driven by diverse disciplinary research agendas, 
epistemologies and ontologies. These, argues Tribe 
(2006), have been dominated by the technical, pos-
itivist orientations characteristic of business and 
economics. Nevertheless, there is a growing, coun-
tervailing body of work, coming from phenomeno-
logical and constructivist approaches, which has 
repositioned ‘tourism’ as a set of practices within 
a social and cultural field, and subjected these 
to critical scrutiny (Franklin and Crang 2001). 
This critical turn could be said to have cemented 
a divide between ‘tourism studies’ and ‘tourism 
management’ as academic subjects – the former 
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The ‘graduate employability agenda’ has become 
a high priority for universities, notably in the UK, 
Australia and the USA, responding to changes in 
the educational and job climate (Simm et al 2012). 
Providing opportunities for learning outside of the 
classroom – often referred to as ‘practice based’, or 
sometimes ‘authentic’ or ‘experiential’ learning – is 
widely regarded as a key element in this response. 
Such opportunities, taking the form of field trips, 
and various forms of internship, work placement 
and ‘on the job’ learning, make a number of as-
sumptions about the relationship between theory 
and practice, the academy and the world outside, 
and the means and purposes for which knowledge 
is created and shared. In this paper we reflect on 
these assumptions via our experience of develop-
ing an innovative tourism field trip model designed 
to contribute both to graduate employability and to 
sustainable development outcomes.  

The field trip module, ‘Theory and Practice 
in Tourism and Development’, was developed as 
part of a Masters course in International Tourism 
Management and Development at a British uni-
versity, and taken by five successive cohorts of in-
ternational students, in five different international 
destinations, each with different opportunities and 
challenges. In each case, the student cohort – num-
bering from five to 25 members with a variety of 
social, national, and disciplinary backgrounds and 
work experience – was introduced into an on-going 
project and required to adapt the classroom based 
preparation and learning acquired in the preced-
ing three months to the demands of collaboration 
with existing networks of stakeholders ‘in the field’ 
over a period of roughly 10 days. Central to this 
enterprise was the embedding of project practice 
in sustainable project management principles, as 
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characterised, according to Tribe (2006), by its in-
tention of producing knowledge aimed at increased 
understanding and emancipation, the latter, with 
its emphasis on the production of ‘technical, use-
ful knowledge’ for industry (Botterill 2003, quoted 
in Tribe 2006: 372). Non-positivist approaches are 
widely acknowledged to have been marginalised 
inside both industry, and the university business 
schools where tourism is usually located. On the 
other hand, there have been a number of fruitful 
engagements with tourism as a technical practice 
from a critical, constructivist perspective, provid-
ing access, in Tribe’s (2006) terms, to alternative 
‘truths’ about tourism which have the potential 
to be useful, emancipatory, and to deepen under-
standing, all at the same time  (c.f. Abram 2010, 
Bianchi 2012, Higgins-Desbiolles 2006). 

Without going into a detailed discussion of al-
ternative approaches to tourism practice from an-
thropology, political economy and development, 
we should like in this short paper to highlight two 
particular shared features which have particular 
relevance for our case. 

The first of these concerns what could be 
described as a sense of tourism as ‘contingent’. 
Tourism activity is enmeshed in political, social, 
economic, cultural and environmental conditions 
and priorities that are played out at national, re-
gional, global and extremely local levels, and on 
which tourism is largely contingent. Nevertheless, 
as Burns (2004) has succinctly pointed out, the 
‘tourism first’ view is deeply entrenched in the at-
titudes of governments and industry, and raises 
the question, cui bono? Whom is tourism intended 
to benefit? This question is particularly pertinent 
in relation to conflict situations, where the cart of 
tourism’s security and operational requirements 
frequently goes before the horse of broader justice, 
humanitarian and civil society needs which may 
impact on, or be impacted by, the tourism industry 
(Salazar 2006, Scott 2012). Likewise, recognition 
of the significance of civil society and environmen-
tal concerns risks being co-opted into commodi-
fied elements of niche tourism products, rather 
than incorporated into government and industry 
decision making and priority setting structures 
(Tosun 2000, Wallace 2005). 

Secondly, and following from this, apprecia-
tion of tourism’s contingent nature requires a shift 
in the knowledge regimes regarded as appropriate 
to tourism operation, teaching, and research, to 
make room for non-positivist approaches which 
offer a more nuanced take on the nature of the re-
alities in which tourism is embedded. The recog-
nition that knowledge may be ‘embodied’ in daily 

practices, rather than exist in the form of readily 
verbalisable thoughts; that it is socially distributed, 
and thus ‘positioned’ through factors such as age, 
gender, ethnicity; that it is ideological, and filtered 
through discourse – opens the way to seeking rel-
evant knowledge, skills, interests and expertise in 
a range of sources, not necessarily limited to the 
professionalised tourism sector.

Whilst such arguments have become part of 
the currency of intellectual debate within the acad-
emy, finding ways of integrating these insights into 
discourse and methods at the practitioner level 
remains a challenge. Resistance on the part of in-
dustry, as Abram has argued, may be ideological as 
well as interest driven, but also rests on the fuzzi-
ness of categories – what, for example, is tourism? 
Where is it to be found? (Abram 2010: 231) Trans-
lated into the language of policy and projects, do 
farmers, hairdressers, schoolchildren, have an 
equal voice alongside industry interests and policy 
makers as tourism stakeholders? And what are the 
consequences for political and power relationships 
and processes, and for the allocation of resources, 
of their having a seat at the table? 

One way of addressing the problems of main-
streaming these issues in tourism policy and plan-
ning, is to integrate them into forms of practice 
that demonstrate their technical usefulness. Pro-
ject management methodologies, used in a wide 
range of commercial, industrial, and development 
activities, offer striking examples of the routinisa-
tion of technical approaches, which have a taken-
for-granted and largely concealed knowledge un-
derpinning. The PM4ESD methodology, recently 
developed from an adaptation of the widely used 
PRINCE2, offers a good example of the main-
streaming of sustainability concerns as a way of 
achieving technically efficient project outcomes. 
Extrapolating from the principles outlined in the 
PM4ESD manual and website , and from participa-
tion in the training during July 2013, we highlight 
the following three key principles of relevance to 
the current case: 

1.	 Tourism projects take place within, and are in-
evitably subject to, a wider policy framework.  
Policy establishes the broader strategic social, 
political and economic aims for a given area, to 
which tourism is expected to contribute, and 
ultimately determines the regulatory and re-
source environment on which even local com-
munity tourism initiatives depend. The Madrid 
Declaration, establishing priorities for the Eu-
ropean tourism sector, is a key policy statement 
for the European Union, but how this statement 
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is interpreted and operationalised at national 
and local level will be mediated by other fac-
tors and priorities. Understanding the articula-
tion between these different policy levels, and 
translating them in terms of local conditions 
and needs, is a key element in the sustainability 
of tourism initiatives.

2.	 Stakeholders are to be found in all corners of 
the tourism economy – public sector, private 
sector, knowledge community, and host com-
munity. Although stakeholder involvement has 
become a mantra of sustainable tourism dis-
course, as Burns notes: ‘The paradox … is that 
steering committees are almost without excep-
tion technical in nature, dominated by repre-
sentatives of government, and industry based’ 
(Burns 2004: 28). Recognising the range of 
stakeholders with an interest in tourism means 
moving beyond industry-centric models and 
tokenistic consultation processes to acknowl-
edge other areas of knowledge and expertise, 
where necessary taking steps to enable stake-
holders to play their part.

3.	 Sustainable tourism project outcomes depend 
not only on recognition of the triple bottom 
line, but also on recognising to whom the ben-
efits of particular outcomes accrue. The project 
is only temporary – embedding sustainable 
outcomes means identifying ‘benefit owners’ to 
take forward and maintain the work initiated in 
the project.

To sum up, in an applied area of study such as 
tourism, the challenge facing academics and re-
searchers is to translate these theoretical insights 
into an agenda for a professional practice which, to 
return to Tribe’s (2006) analysis, can be both criti-
cal and useful – but useful to whom? Who are the 
stakeholders in the various projects of knowledge 
creation? And, of particular relevance to the cur-
rent discussion, what are the implications for the 
way tourism is taught in universities, and for the 
relationship between the academy and the world of 
tourism practice?

LEARNING PARTNERSHIPS IN THEORY 
AND PRACTICE

Incorporating opportunities for practice-based 
learning into university tourism teaching responds 
to multiple agenda. These initiatives are in large 
part market driven. As Breakey et al (2008) write:

‘Students are demanding vocational out-
comes, not just an education, and the market is 
demanding industry-ready, not just certified, 
graduates’ (Breakey et al 2008: 224)

In this view of graduate-as-market-ready-prod-
uct, knowledge,  ‘… taken to be information with 
meaning, and what rests within an individual’ 
(ibid 226) is commodified and becomes part of the 
cultural capital of the student. There are a number 
of ways in which practical or industry-experience 
is regarded as adding value to the graduate’s cul-
tural capital: by enabling the student to refine their 
theoretical knowledge through reflective practice, 
by enhancing their motivation, and by equipping 
them with skills and competencies not easily taught 
in a classroom setting, such as communicative 
skills, empathy, decision-making, planning, and 
improvisation abilities (Saenab et al 2014, Zehrer 
and Mössenlechner 2009). Through internships 
and work placements, students themselves begin 
to acquire embodied knowledge through practice, 
and become socialised into the culture and bodily 
disciplines of the work environment. 

By becoming recruited into ‘real communi-
ties of practice’ through these ‘authentic learning’ 
experiences (Robertson et al 2012) students are 
also drawn into collective processes of knowledge 
creation and exchange, through which institution-
al relations of reciprocity can be established and 
maintained. Internships can be used to ‘leverage 
business resources to enhance the theoretical class-
room learning so as to construct applied meanings 
for students’ (Breakey et al 2008: 226). This can 
include updating theoretical knowledge in the light 
of developments in practice, as well as learning the 
practical obstacles to applying approaches derived 
from theory in the light of the ‘messy realities’ of 
relations on the ground. Writing from the perspec-
tive of tourism planning, Burns for example, ob-
serves: ‘In the “real” world the choices facing the 
planner are nuanced and have to balance idealism 
… with pragmatism’ (Burns 2004: 27). Reflective 
practice in the field can introduce students to the 
laws of unintended consequences and the workings 
of formal and informal power.

The incentive for industry stakeholders to par-
ticipate in providing ‘authentic learning experi-
ences’ is that they benefit from a two-way flow of 
knowledge. Through student interns organisations 
gain access to knowledge of the latest research and 
academic developments, and also have the oppor-
tunity to feed back into the developing knowledge 
of the academy via the student’s experience in the 
work placement. This can occur informally, via 
supervisor visits to the work placement, or via the 
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reflective journals students interns are frequently 
required to keep as part of their assessment. In the 
case of the innovative internship scheme organised 
by the University of Queensland - School of Tour-
ism, student interns were incorporated into an 
ongoing knowledge sharing partnership between 
the University and the Roma-Miles Tourism De-
velopment Unit through organised participation 
in knowledge transfer workshops and networks 
(Breakey et al 2008). In this case, the tourism com-
munity was also able to leverage additional public-
ity and marketing benefits from their association 
with the university and the wider interest gener-
ated by their ground-breaking initiative.

THE STUDY TRIP MODEL

Employed for over a decade in a UK university busi-
ness school, the current authors had long combined 
teaching with applied projects and research in the 
fields of tourism, culture and development, with a 
strong focus on the role of tourism in conflict and 
post conflict situations, and in supporting sustain-
able livelihoods (c.f. Scott 2012, Selwyn and Karkut 
2007, Scott and Karkut 2008). Collaborative rela-
tionships, developed with a network of partners 
over the years, offered opportunities to expose our 
postgraduate students directly to the experience of 
project work in the field, rather than pre-digested 
by their lecturers, and also to offer a number of po-
tential benefits for our partners. Some of these – 
such as the group’s capacity to offer a theoretically 
informed external perspective on a relevant local 
tourism issue, to generate local interest and me-
dia coverage, to access information from visiting 
tourists relevant to local product development and 
marketing, or, indeed, to make a valuable contribu-
tion to the local economy through spending on lo-
cal accommodation, goods and services – could be 
anticipated in advance. Others emerged unexpect-
edly – for example, in the course of formal briefings 
and meetings the group often gained privileged ac-
cess to politicians and officials, enabling them to 
put forward and publicise the case for local project 
stakeholders. Such serendipitous encounters had a 
powerful impact on field trip participants, with the 
most effective learning taking the form of a series 
of epiphanies, as well as planned learning experi-
ences.

An innovative aspect and differentiating fea-
ture of the study trips was the role the students 
were required to adopt of short-term consultants 
working to a client brief or terms of reference docu-
ment (ToR), which was developed collaboratively, 

in advance of the field trip, by the lecturers and the 
local partner. That partner, subsequently referred 
to in the ToR as the ‘client’, was specifically chosen 
because of their operative role in the ‘live’ project 
where the trip is visiting. This structure, forced 
the students to shift from the position of detached 
academic commentators and observers, to active 
participants, who had to negotiate sometimes dif-
ficult or opaque professional relationships, make 
and justify their decisions, organise their work, and 
produce outputs as a team, in line with the brief, 
and to a tight deadline. 

The process of drafting the ToR involves a num-
ber of exchanges and iterations. The final form the 
document takes, being dependent both upon the 
aspects of tourism and heritage practice that are 
being presented in the module or course, and on 
the actual issues, challenges and objectives that the 
partner on the ground and the associated project 
they are involved in, is seeking to deliver – ie how 
they may arrive at delivering certain project re-
sults. The shared ToR document is thus closely tied 
to the messiness of actual project situations, warts 
and all. 

Although each ToR is site and client specific, the 
structure of the document shares certain common 
features regardless of where it is being delivered.  
These features mirror the general format of ToR 
documents that are presented in calls for tender as 
used by most national and trans-national funding 
agencies. Firstly, there is a brief background sec-
tion, laying out the scene of the locality and the 
project. Next a short summary is presented to in-
troduce the client and the nature of its role in the 
project. Then the particular objectives and tasks 
that the students or trainees must address is laid 
out in few brief sentences. This component remains 
as clear and succinct as possible. Finally a sched-
ule of activities and outline as to what aspects are 
to be engaged with individually or collectively as a 
group, are mapped out.

The locations where the study trips have thus 
far been carried out could hardly be more con-
trasting. They include North Cyprus, West Bengal, 
Palestine, Gran Canaria and Iceland. Equally, the 
clients that were partnered for the ToR were varied 
and reflected the diversity of stakeholders that one 
could anticipate to meet in an average tourism or 
heritage development project. As the study groups 
have been parachuted from outside, in to the live 
projects for a short period, the ToR tasks and objec-
tives have also addressed different phases and tim-
ings within the project cycle. So for example at one 
location the trip could be connecting with ques-
tions of sustainability at the end of project. Whilst 
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on another occasion it could relate to an evaluation 
regarding the levels of stakeholder involvement in 
a particular package during the middle of project 
delivery. 

By being given a task in the ToR that is actually 
tied to the circumstances on the ground where the 
trip is taking place, the students/trainees may be 
faced with situations where completion of the as-
signment requires them to overcome obstacles or 
outline new opportunities. Equally they are faced 
with very real time pressures. The trips are short, 
compressed and slot in to on-going work at the lo-
cation visited.  Once again this reflects the realities 
of the project cycle where many components are 
often squeezed in to tight schedules with little al-
lowance for significant slippage. The last element 
we have introduced in to the trip is an ideal oppor-
tunity to gather the experiences, risks and oppor-
tunities, then map out the tools that can be used 
to control or respond to the situations observed on 
the ground.  This element takes the form of an in-
terim oral presentation by the group in front of the 
hosting ‘client’, comprising in some cases the Min-
ister for Tourism, government officials, civil society 
bodies, national tourist boards or other tourism 
stakeholders. The organisation and delivery of the 
presentation is also an opportunity to further hone 
presentation, organisational and team building 
skills in front of an unfamiliar audience.

A final assignment consists of a 5000 word in-
dividually authored report, incorporating the feed-
back received from the client, and submitted two 
weeks after returning from the field. In writing up 
these final reports, students reflected not only on 
the theoretical models they applied to the inter-
pretation of their brief, but were also required to 
develop proposals for concrete outputs, and dem-
onstrate their viability and sustainability. 

In terms of our presence as trip leaders, we have 
generally planned to step back as much as possible, 
and act as facilitators encouraging the participants 
to share and reflect of the experiences or events of 
the day. Particularly during the daily debriefing 
sessions each evening, there is often a need too to 
remind the group about the objectives of their task 
at hand, and to re-contextualise that in alignment 
with the theoretical frameworks they have engaged 
with in the lecture room.

VIGNETTES FROM THE FIELD

The above section has established the ideal set-
ting for a ‘two-way’ applied study trip approach. 
But how does the reality eventuate and what can 

the experiences around the trips bring to the un-
derstanding and stronger visualisation of the key 
principles in PM4SD? Those questions can best 
be answered through the introduction of certain 
vignettes drawn from recent trips. These aim to 
lay bare the tensions that sit between theory and 
practice, whilst demonstrating why the processes 
of learning from experience and understanding 
things in their context are central to the rationale 
within PM4SD. 

The first illustration is taken from the 2014 
study trip to Katla geopark in Southern Iceland. 
The ‘client’ Katla geopark, is an autonomous inde-
pendent corporate body. Its mission and aims are 
co-operation among all of the partners (the three 
muncipalities; Kirkjubæjarstofa research and cul-
tural centre; Skogar museum; Katla Centre, Vik: 
University of South Iceland; University of Iceland’s 
Institute of Regional Research Centres) with the 
aim of sustainable development of the whole terri-
tory in the field of Geotourism, together with the 
preservation of natural and cultural values. The 
partners regard it as important for the whole area 
that conservation and economic benefits are not 
conflicting aspects, but a holistic strategy for the 
area as a whole.

The task for the trip was outlined as follows:
“As a new young Geopark reaching the end of an 
initial phase of external funding, Katla Geopark 
is at a critical stage in its development, and faces 
the pressures of embedding the sustainability and 
commercial viability of its activities.  Your brief is to 
	 provide an initial assessment of the contribu-

tion of the cultural component of the Geopark’s 
offer to its sustainability and the achievement 
of its founding objectives

	 outline a ‘cultural strategy’ for Katla Geopark, 
paying particular attention to optimizing its 
potential in the following areas:
	 attracting new markets
	 increasing tourist spend and length of stay
	 enhancing the marketing and promotion of 

the Geopark
	 contributing to local livelihoods
	 safeguarding cultural sites and intangible 

cultural heritage expressions”

Expertly guided by colleagues from the geopark, 
the trip incorporated a busy itinerary covering en-
gagements with many of the significant partners 
and stakeholders associated with the wider geop-
ark project. Amongst these the group make a brief, 
but informative visit to the ‘Eyjafjallajökull Erupts’ 
visitor centre at Þorvaldseyri farm.
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In the early stages of the geopark project, Þorvald-
seyri farm had little to do with the programme of 
activities. Ólafur Eggertsson, ran a successful agri-
cultural business based initially around dairy cat-
tle and later expanding to include the cultivation of 
barley and rapeseed - both very unusual and inno-
vative crops for this far Northern corner of Europe. 
But that was to change dramatically in the spring 
of 2010. The farm happened to be one of the clos-
est settlements to the previously little known vol-
cano, Eyjafjallajökull. An image taken by Ólafur 
captured substantial media attention, and the farm 
became one of the epicenters helping to convey the 
human story linked to the eruption. A place where 
the abstract tale of tiny volcanic particles bringing 
the whole of the civil aviation industry in Western 
Europe to a halt, could be immediately and tangi-
bly understood as buildings, crops and livestock at 
the farm were covered in a thick blanket of fine grey 
ash and everyday routines came to a standstill.

The clean-up operations during and following 
the volcanic eruption were challenging enough, 
but as our group heard first hand from Ólafur’s 
wife Guðný, the farm also faced new tasks in cop-
ing with the arrival of unfamiliar groups of curious 
visitors. These uninvited ‘guests’ came both from 
the media building the back story to aviation chaos 
in Europe and a growing number of ‘volcano tour-
ists’ wanting to experience the eruption as closely 
as safely possible.

From a situation that was initially out of their 
control, Ólafur and Guðný’s early response was 
to seek to control the disrupting situation around 
their farm and at least steer the new ‘guests’ away 
from the entrance to their property. They owned a 
derelict building across the road from the entrance, 
and started to receive visitors there in order to ex-
plain how the eruption had impacted their lives 
and livelihood. The cessation of the volcanic erup-
tion didn’t halt the flow of arrivals, so the couple 
decided to move from a position of not much more 
than ‘crowd control’, to the establishing of a visi-
tor centre connected to the volcano and the 2010 
eruption in particular. Seizing an opportunity out 
of a moment of crisis, the visitor centre has grown 
to such an extent that the family now has to divide 
its labour, with Ólafur concentrating on the famil-
iar agricultural tasks, whilst Guðný has taken the 
central role in running an increasingly successful 
tourism business.

The centre has become the stage for a small 
cinema where a short documentary film made at 
the time of the eruption, chronicles the experiences 
of Ólafur and Guðný’s family during 2010. Beyond 
this there is a display explaining some of the sci-

ence behind the eruption and the linkage with 
other Icelandic volcanoes. A further corner of the 
centre has become a shop with souvenirs as well as 
produce from the farm such as dried barley.

The students observed that the shop con-
tained a number of souvenirs that were more ge-
neric and not connected directly to the local area. 
This raised questions about authenticity, but also 
other thoughts about sustainability, supply chains 
and the viability of a small start-up business in a 
remote rural setting. Clear answers to these issues 
were not forthcoming, whilst the ‘messyness’ and 
complexity of the situation and solutions sought, 
was openly visible.

Whilst interviewing Guðný, the students also 
established that the already dynamic situation for 
the geopark project, which had seen a change in 
stakeholder positioning, was more complex still. 
The circumstances whereby the farm had addi-
tionally become a tourism attraction almost by de-
fault, has not necessarily been embraced with open 
arms. It became apparent that stakeholders could 
be ambivalent, as well as willing in some cases or 
un-willing in others.  Retracing the objectives of 
the Katla geopark project, which sought to man-
age this remote rural, volcanic landscape as a cul-
tural resource, the story from Þorvaldseyri farm 
highlighted that the process of management also 
involved a range of ownership issues. Each prop-
erty did not necessarily sign up to the wider policy, 
and even those that did, had more complex feelings 
about their position. 

The episode around Þorvaldseyri farm and the 
creation of the visitor centre provided an opportu-
nity to review the dynamic nature of a project set-
ting. When considering PM4SD core principles, 
this brief example demonstrates how stakeholder 
positions and individual roles and responsibili-
ties are not rigid, but can significantly alter as cir-
cumstances unfold. As well as being placed in a 
new situation running a tourism business, Guðný 
explained how this also brought her more directly 
in contact with the geopark project. That shift en-
sured that she was now seeking to understand the 
geopark strategy and make new collaborative links 
that had not been necessary prior to 2010. Once 
more thinking back to the foundations of PM4SD, 
this case ideally highlights the benefits drawn from 
continuously placing policy at the centre of actions, 
particularly as the precise shape and direction of 
that policy can respond to heterogeneous connec-
tions which themselves do not necessarily remain 
static.

We draw a second snapshot from the 2011 study 
visit to West Bengal, India. On this occasion the cli-
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ent was a social enterprise called Banglantak Dot 
Com. This rapidly expanding organisation is based 
in Kolkata, but with projects all over West Bengal 
and other states in India. For the past 10 years, its 
focus has been on the potential to harness the arts 
for development, and to raise the livelihoods of cul-
tural practitioners, thereby also securing a future 
for both the arts and the artists. The EU funded 
project in which we also featured as a partner, 
marked their first venture directly featuring tour-
ism development as an issue.

The brief for the trip was focused around ac-
tivities that were being conducted during the latter 
stages of the second year of the project. Students 
were directed towards the following task:

“Banglanatak has organised two festivals in 
two of the villages of the project, for November 
2010, and January 2011. 

	 The November festival took place in the Pa-
tachitra village of Naya, in the district of Pingla, 
and attracted around 7000 festival visitors over 
its three days

	 The January festival is another three-day festi-
val scheduled to take place in the Baul village of 
Gorbhanga, in the district of Nadia

The project wants to use the opportunity of these 
two festivals to assess the tourism preparedness of 
the villagers; the impacts of tourism on the villages; 
and the potential of tourism to build on, and spread 
the benefits of, the improvements in village artists’ 
standing and livelihood. 

Your task is to assess the tourism dimension to 
these two events, and to make recommendations, 
based on your findings, with regard to the future 
direction of tourism development by the project.”

The trip was conducted during an intensive 
period of an on-going project. The pressures to de-
liver a long list of activities on time and to budget 
were seen to focus the attention of the coordinating 
social enterprise. But was there a similar attention 
to deliver the anticipated results? This was indi-
rectly the essence of the student’s brief. Through 
participating first hand in the festivals, and having 
the opportunity to obtain views and perspectives 
from a range of project stakeholders, including the 
final beneficiary communities, the student group 
was able to generate a more widely informed posi-
tion than could be gained solely from second hand 
documentation. 

The subsequent discussions and the interim 
presentation to the ‘client’ outlined how the group 
were able to draw much from the experience and 

not be afraid to examine and convey some of the 
tensions they could identify between the ideal re-
ported situation and the practice as seen and heard 
during their observations and interviews in the 
field.  Concerns were raised regarding the possi-
ble problems that could ensue if large numbers of 
tourists regularly entered the villages without more 
widespread understanding and preparation from 
their ‘hosts’. The group also expressed the view that 
there was a need for more capacity building for the 
receiving villagers, to allow them to make more in-
formed decisions as to what tourism entailed, and 
in what form they would want to pursue it.

The responses from the client were equally in-
formative for the group and once again outlined the 
degrees of complexity one could witness around a 
project in the field. For instance it became appar-
ent that the form of scholarly critique delivered by 
the students in their presentation, may not always 
be so readily understood or accepted outside of its 
academic context. Equally, the engagement be-
tween the student group and their client raises fur-
ther questions around the relationships that con-
nect policy, funding and delivery of project results. 
The specific motivations or demands of individual 
stakeholders for example, become a further factor 
to bring in to consideration. Thus, what is perceived 
as successful delivery of results for one agency, may 
still appear to be partial success for another. 

CONCLUSION

In this paper we have briefly outlined how the em-
ployability agenda in UK universities stimulated an 
attempt to combine critically informed knowledge 
and technically useful practice in an ‘authentic 
learning experience’ for students. Key to this en-
deavour were the partnerships built up over time in 
the field, and the model of project practice formal-
ised in PM4SD methodology. Theory and practice 
are shown to stand in a recursive relationship with 
each other, rather than defined by two separate and 
distinct realms of ‘the academy’ on the one side, 
and ‘reality’ on the other. Although the experience 
of the study trips undoubtedly added to the cultural 
capital of the individual student participants, lead-
ing to long and short term employment and fur-
ther placement opportunities for many, models of 
‘knowledge transfer’ do not adequately describe the 
processes of knowledge creation observed in the 
course of the study trips, with knowledge emerg-
ing from the interaction between partners as they 
negotiated their collaboration and practice.
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COMMUNITY-BASED MONITORING IN  
TOURISM SECTOR: AN APPLICATION OF THE 
EUROPEAN TOURISM INDICATORS SYSTEM IN 
THE “A.T.L. DEL CUNEESE”  
MASSIMILIANO CODA ZABETTA, SARA LEVI SACERDOTTI AND  
STEFANIA MAURO

Tourism Promotion Local Agency) within the Pied-
mont Region as an application of the ETIS initia-
tive.
Keywords: Community-Based Monitoring, Tour-
ism Sector, ETIS (European Tourism Indicator 
System)

INTRODUCTION

Over the last three decades, improving governance 
and public service delivery through Community-
Based Monitoring (CBM) is an approach that has 
gained prominence around the world and especial-
ly in underdeveloped countries. 

CBM derives from a holistic perspective, en-
courages an interdisciplinary approach, is driven 
from a “bottom-up” approach in management, 
and focuses on the collaboration and cooperation 
among the civil society: in fact citizens, govern-
ment agencies, industry, academia, community 
groups, and local institutions collaborate to moni-
tor, track, and respond to issues of common com-
munity concern. However, despite the enthusiasm 
for such alternative approach in the pursuit of 
sustainable development, CBM often represents 
an under-achieved component of local resources 
management and its actual impact and effective-
ness is relatively lowly studied - mostly because 
CBM initiatives have not been rigorously evaluated 
so far. 

This article addresses this last issue reporting 
the results of the implementation of the ETIS (Eu-
ropean Tourism Indicator System) initiative in the 
territory of the “ATL del Cuneese” (Hospitality and 
Tourism Promotion Local Agency).

In fact, Since the Communication of the Eu-
ropean Commission (EC) COM (2007) 671 of the 
19th October 2007 on the European Agenda for a 

ABSTRACT

Collaboration among key stakeholders is a funda-
mental ingredient for the sustainable development 
of the tourism sector. In today’s complex environ-
ment, both in institutional and economic terms, all 
the key players have to operate under the pressure 
of different interests and influences, which des-
tination managers should assess and evaluate to 
adjust them with destination-specific objectives. 
Community-Based Monitoring (CBM) practices 
could be considered a useful tool in dealing with 
all the different stakeholder interests in order to 
achieve common sustainability results thus shar-
ing intents, saving resources and achieving greater 
levels of accountability and data quality. However, 
although such approach represents an alternative 
to “mainstream top-down” tourism management, 
there are relatively few studies of their actual im-
pact and effectiveness, largely because most com-
munity-based monitoring initiatives have not been 
rigorously evaluated. One of the most recent ap-
plication of CBM practices that has been applied 
to the tourism sector, is represented by the ETIS 
(European Tourism Indicator System) initiative. 
ETIS was launched by the European Commission 
and several expert partners (University of Surrey, 
Sustainable Travel International and INTASAVE) 
in order to provide tourism destination stakehold-
ers and, in particular, Destination Management 
Organizations (DMOs) across Europe a tested, 
improved and easy-to-use toolkit and system of in-
dicators, with which they can assess, monitor and 
manage the sustainability of their tourism destina-
tions. The aim of this article is first to discuss the 
importance of CBM practice in the tourism sector 
by examining former studies, and then to illustrate 
how it has been performed in the tourist destina-
tion of the “ATL del Cuneese”  (Hospitality and 
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Sustainable and Competitive Tourism, and espe-
cially after the Communication COM (2010) 352 
- Europe, the World’s no.1 Tourist Destination, the 
importance of tourism has been recognized at the 
European level as “relevant economic activity, with 
a very positive impact on economic growth and em-
ployment in Europe”. In particular, since tourism 
is an activity that substantially involves cultural 
and natural heritage, it is important to determine 
development that reconciles economic growth and 
sustainability in the sector to ensure a long-term 
competitiveness.

With regard to this, the Communication of 
2010, strongly promoted by the Vice President of 
the European Commission (Tajani), identified four 
groups of priorities divided into 21 actions aimed 
at making European tourism more sustainable, 
competitive and visible on the international mar-
kets. These actions include, among the others: the 
development of a European brand “quality tour-
ism” for tourist services; encouragement of the in-
creasing the tourists flow from European countries 
through public awareness campaigns; develop-
ment of a “Virtual Observatory” on tourism, as well 
as a number of actions to improve the accessibility 
of tourist services and the professionalism of the 
operators.

The development of a system of indicators for 
the sustainable management of destinations is one 
of the key actions (Action 16) on which the Com-
munication relies. The ETIS aims at contributing 
to the improvement of sustainable management 
of tourism destinations by providing stakeholders 
with a tool capable of identifying trends, develop-
ments and impacts of the tourism system. The 
ETIS “Toolkit” is a vademecum consisting of a 67 
indicator dataset - designed to provide a means to 
control information and facilitate conscious deci-
sion-making while allowing stakeholders to share 
their own progress and performance in an environ-
ment of collaborative benchmarking.

The structure of the paper is as follows. [Sec-
tion 2 summarizes the main development and ap-
proaches in CBM in order to establish a baseline 
theoretical background for the analysis. Section 3 
provides an overall view and evidence from a rel-
evant empirical case study concerning CBM in the 
tourism sector. Section 4 presents the application 
of the ETIS in the ATL del Cuneese both discussing 
the methodological path and the implementation 
strategy. Section 5 presents the main results and 
draws some conclusions.]

CBM: LITERATURE, APPROACH, CASE 
STUDIES

CBM is an approach towards building accountabil-
ity that relies on civic engagement where citizens 
and civil society organizations directly or indirectly 
participate in extracting accountability (Malena 
et al., 2004). CBM is described by Whitelaw et al. 
(2003) as “a process where concerned citizens, gov-
ernment agencies, industry, academia, community 
groups, and local institutions collaborate to moni-
tor, track and respond to issues of common com-
munity concern”.

CBM was developed in the early 1990s under 
the Micro Impacts of Macroeconomic Adjustment 
Policies (MIMAP) Project - Philippines to provide 
policymakers with a sound information base for 
understanding the impacts of socio-economic re-
forms. It consists from an organised procedures 
for data collection, processing and evaluation as 
key steps to monitor phenomena, formulate correc-
tive actions (to mitigate any deviations with respect 
to existing policies) and formulate new policies (for 
local planning). What makes it special, compared 
to any other monitoring program, however, is that 
it promotes evidence-based policymaking and 
program implementation while empowering com-
munities to participate in the process. Examples of 
CBM include water quality (USEPA, 2012), animals 
wildlife (NSSA, 2012) and human resource use 
(NRMN, 2012; Duflo and Rema, 2005).

CBM has also been used in monitoring public 
officials. For example, in Olken (2005) CBM is used 
to monitor corruption in road construction projects 
in Indonesia, even though they experienced some 
problems in actively involving non-elite communi-
ty members, and it is unclear if they had any means 
of influencing outcomes during or at the end of the 
intervention. Banerjee, Deaton and Duflo (2004) 
applied CBM to check the level of absenteeism 
health centre personnel in an Indian state. They 
had no problem in getting reliable information 
but the intervention had no impact in attendance. 
Strömberg (2003, 2004) studied the relationship 
between information dissemination through the 
media and; accountability of politicians to citizens; 
and the mechanism through which citizens can 
make politicians and policymakers accountable.

CBM is considered to have several potential ad-
vantages, both from social and economic points of 
view, as it allows:
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	 Improving data quality of existing databases 
and having constantly updated databases;

	 The preparation of socioeconomic profiles and 
diagnosis as well as the preparation of develop-
ment and investment plans;

	 Advancing the allocation of resources by mak-
ing it easier to prioritize interventions based on 
the diagnosis;

	 Decentralizing monitoring activities thereby 
reducing the cost for the DMOs: it is cheaper for 
the beneficiaries to monitor performances by 
sharing tasks in a  group which can also be bet-
ter informed about the overall status of services 
than an hypothetical external agent assigned to 
supervise.

Public opinion is even more significant, since 
stakeholders involved may also have means of 
punishing, that are not available to others, such as 
verbal complaints or social opprobrium (Baner-
jee and Duflo, 2005). Beneficiaries may be able to 
induce higher effort from workers by providing 
non-pecuniary rewards (social rewards) for good 
performances.

Although many positive aspects to this ap-
proach can be glimpsed, many difficulties can also 
be identified in applying it. DMOs, citizens and 
communities can typically face several constraints 
in initiating local collective action to improve ser-
vice delivery outcomes: 

	 Following Khemani (2006), the lack of reliable 
information on outcomes may be a problem 
that can result from a lack of adequate skills of 
the monitor.

	 Some stakeholders may want to protect their 
interests and therefore may not adequately de-
tect situations that would be important to bring 
out.

	 CBM is possibly subject to large free-riding 
problems since everyone would rather have 
someone else monitor the performance.

	 The community may lack the ability to sanc-
tion poor performances or reward good perfor-
mance.

Naturally, there is no guarantee that community 
monitoring will work even if the community is 
informed and can coordinate actions and there is 

demand for the service. In the end, if and to what 
extent community monitoring works, is an empiri-
cal question: that’s why it could be very valuable to 
have numerous case-studies on this topic.

CBM IN THE TOURISM SECTOR

Ongoing monitoring is not systematically done by 
tourism destinations, even though it is being in-
creasingly recognized as a critical step in making 
a destination dynamic and sustainable and capable 
of timely capturing the destination’s competitive-
ness level. For example the “life cycle of tourist 
destinations”, borrowed from Butler’s (1980) theo-
ries, identifies seven steps of tourism development: 
exploration, involvement, development, consoli-
dation, stagnation and finally decline or rejuvena-
tion. Regular collection of information about tour-
ism situations in destinations that are constantly 
changing, helps fully understand the level of de-
velopment at which a destination lies and as a re-
sult, guide actions to achieve a desirable result or 
objective. Indeed, for a tourism destination to be 
successful, it should be monitored, evaluated, and 
should have a development plan that is updated on 
a regular basis according to DMO’s vision, goals 
and objectives and in line with the principles of 
sustainable tourism development. 

All the major stakeholders of a destination 
should, to some degree, be involved in the moni-
toring process. In a tourism context, the CBM is 
considered a means of sustainable development 
whereby the social, environmental and economic 
needs of local communities are met through of-
fering of a tourism product. It is important, how-
ever, to remember that political decision makers 
are central to the monitoring process and their 
involvement is essential in the ongoing process of 
determining monitoring indicators as well as col-
lecting and evaluating data. In fact, while gather-
ing the monitoring data is a technical process, the 
evaluation of the data becomes very much a “po-
litical” process: leading to decisions and choices for 
balancing and managing the impacts.

Furthermore, monitoring is a highly effective, 
yet resource-intensive, component of a tourism 
destination’s management plans. As such, CBM 
offers a viable solution to the problem of limited 
resources in management, facilitating the estab-
lishment and the continuation of a monitoring plan 
on a lower budget while creating a venue for civic 
engagement and activism.

Below we provide an application on communi-
ty-based monitoring of tourism resources (CBM-T) 
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as an anecdotal case that shows how the ETIS fits 
into this scientific research framework.

CBM-T IN SHIHPAN TRAIL IN LINMEI

This is a very interesting case of tourism flow 
monitoring in a highly popular Chinese tourist at-
traction, developed through involvement of the lo-
cal community (Dau-Jye L., Yu-Fai L., Hiao-Tien 
H. 2010). The Shipan Trail has, on average, over 
200,000 visitors every year. It offers a great vari-
ety of natural attractions on the track with a short 
circular length (approximately 1.7 km). The self-
guided tour has information boards established 
along the way.

Between 2008 and 2009, the National Taiwan 
University (School of Forestry & Resource Conser-
vation), the North Carolina State University (Parks, 
Recreation and Tourism Management department) 
together with the Linmei Village community and 
the Forestry Agency initiated a participatory moni-
toring project in order to establish more informed 
and effective management of the trail. The basic 
idea was to move the monitoring task from the 
government agencies, perennially challenged by 
inadequate funding and staffing, to the local com-
munity.

Items relevant to tourism and visitor safety, 
such as tourism facilities and carrying capacity 
control, were included in the monitoring scheme. 
To detect the required data, the project promoters 
worked with the locals and the forestry agency to 
test appropriate monitoring formats and used at 
last, sheets, Public Participatory Geography Infor-
mation System (PPGIS) and, additionally, spatial 
information provided by Google Earth and Global 
Positioning System (GPS), to identify monitoring 
locations and items. Moreover interviews, focus 
groups and direct observations were used as well as 
a training program for the local rangers to develop 
a standardized format for monitoring records.

The final community-based trail monitoring 
scheme consisted of two parts: one for the quick 
monitoring of the trail conditions to asses every few 
days, and a comprehensive monthly assessment by 
senior staff of the community organization.

The local community showed its capacity to 
successfully implement the monitoring scheme 
and reported to the forestry agency regularly for at 
least 3 months in the spring of 2009 but, unfortu-
nately, not after that, due to limited qualified per-
sonnel that could execute the monitoring activities. 
Nevertheless, this experience made the Forestry 

Agency realize the value of community participa-
tion in tourism management.

CBM-T THROUGH THE ETIS  
IN AN ITALIAN DESTINATION

In this part, we present the results of implement-
ing ETIS in the “ATL del Cuneese” tourist destina-
tion5 in the Piedmont Region of Italy. In particular, 
what the paper wants to highlight, is how the 7 
steps identified by the European Commission - “1. 
Raise awareness”; “2. Create a destination profile”; 
“3. Form a Stakeholder Working Group (SWG)”; “4. 
Establish roles and responsibilities”; “5. Collect and 
record data”; “6. Analyse results”; “7. Enable On-
going Development and Continuous Improvement” 
– can not only be seen in accordance with the prin-
ciples of the CBM-T process, but can also provide a 
clear and structured layout application, which can 
give effective operational support to DMOs and lo-
cal communities.

The application of ETIS in the “ATL del Cu-
neese”, has been developed between 2013 and 2014 
through the cooperation of three institutions that 
have held different roles during the experimenta-
tion: 

	 Piedmont Region: a regional institution that 
has provided the necessary institutional sup-
port. The Region is also part of NECSTouR - 
Network of European Region for a Sustainable 
and Competitive Tourism as a full member;

	 ATL del Cuneese – Cuneo Alps and Cities of 
Art: a hospitality and tourism promotion agen-
cy, which has coordinated the initiative at the 
local level; 

	 SiTI - Higher Institute on Territorial Sys-
tems for Innovation: a non-profit association 
set up by the Polytechnic University of Turin 
and Compagnia di San Paolo that has techni-
cally supported the process. SiTI is also part of 
NECSTouR - Network of European Region for 
a Sustainable and Competitive Tourism as an 
associated member and works within the NIT 
– NECSTouR Indicators Task Force of the Net-
work.

5	  http://www.cuneoholiday.com
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DISTRETTO DEI LAGHI

VALSESIA E VERCELLI

BIELLA

NOVARA

TURISMO TORINO E PROVINCIA

ALESSANDRIA

LANGHE E ROERO

ASTI

CUNEO

THE GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT 
As can be seen in Figure 1, the Piedmont Region 
is divided into 9 ATLs (Hospitality and Tourism 
Promotion Local Agencies), established by the Re-
gional Law No.75/1996. The ATL’s support the de-
velopment of local tourism by communicating and 
coordinating local tourist information and hos-
pitality offices. Moreover, the Piedmont Region, 
through the Regional Tourist Observatory, dissem-
inates some of its tourist data using the 9 ATL areas 
as territorial units.

The “ATL del Cuneese - Cuneo Alps and Cities 
of Art” therefore represents the right dimensions 
for pilot testing the ETIS initiative. The reference 
area covers 180 municipalities and about three-
quarters of the province and it deals with the en-
hancement of local tourism resources through the 
promotion of the mountains and plains of the prov-
ince of Cuneo.

INVOLVING LOCAL STAKEHOLDERS
The first task of the project was to gather people to-
gether, and assure their commitment to the process 
- in particular all those groups of people, without 

whose contribution, the tourism sector would not 
have had a chance to develop in the area. Given the 
importance of adequately communicating the deci-
sion to measure the sustainability of the destina-
tion to the greatest possible number of potentially 
interested stakeholders, an official presentation of 
the ETIS project was organized on October 2013 at 
the offices of the Chamber of Commerce of Cuneo 
(as seen in the “Step 1. Raise awareness” of the ETIS 
Toolkit). To ensure the widest possible dissemina-
tion of the event, “ATL del Cuneese”, Piedmont 
Region and SiTI prepared a joint press release and 
published the news and a summary sheet of the 
project on their websites and social media profiles.

At the end of the official presentation, relevant 
stakeholders (identified following the detailed in-
structions provided by the Toolkit) and local actors 
essential for the implementation of the initiative 
were invited to formally sign their willingness to be 
part of the Working Group (“Step 3: Form a Stake-
holder Working Group (SWG)”). The “core group” 
of local key people engaged in the monitoring was 
formed and was composed by the stakeholders 
listed in Table 1.

ATL di Alessandria

ATL di Asti

ATL di Biella

ATL del Cuneese

ATL di Langhe e Roero

ATL di Novara

ATL “Turismo Torino e Provincia”

ATL “Distretto dei Laghi”

ATL “Turismo Valsesia e Vercelli”

Figure 1. 	 Geographical distribution of the 9 ATLs in the Piedmont Region
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In the ETIS Toolkit, it is recommended that before 
commencing with local activities, it would be im-
portant to have a meeting between the local coor-
dinators and other project personnel to discuss the 
project aims and methods in more detail. In this 
way, in order to avoid misunderstanding, it can 
been emphasized that the aim of the project is not 
to give local people money for their tourism opera-
tions per se, but instead to give them an easy and 
ready-to-go tool to help them understanding the 
actual tourism situation of their territory.

It is well-known, that for successful implemen-
tation of the ETIS initiative, all members of the 
SWG need to be given an opportunity to express 
their opinions and ideas on tourism development, 
but it is also important that someone takes the 
overall responsibility for leading the process. Thus 
the formally formed Working Group has been in-
volved in four working meetings led by “ATL del 
Cuneese” and SiTI:

	 First working meeting: to present the ETIS 
Toolkit in more detail and to reach a clear 
agreement on the roles and responsibilities 
among the members of the group about the in-
dicators to implement (“Step 4. Establish Roles 
and Responsibilities”).

	 Second working meeting: to present the pro-
gress in the implementation of the Dataset. 
Problems and issues that had arisen during 
the work were made clear and related solutions 
were agreed upon.

	 Third working meeting: to show the first rough 
results derivable from the Dataset and receive 
their feedback; to modify the database on the 
basis of the considerations that emerged from 
the discussion with the Working Group.

Table 1. 	ETIS Stakeholder Working Group in the “ATL del Cuneese”

Stakeholder Working Group

Local institutions ATL del Cuneese
Province of Cuneo (tourism and mobility sector)

Local Chamber of Commerce Chamber of Commerce of Cuneo

Private sector representatives Conitours (consortium of tourism operators)
Alps of Mondovì (consortium of tourism operators)

Organizations for the protection of local culture and heritage Monregaltour association

Protected Areas managers Parco Fluviale Gesso e Stura
Natural Park of Maritime Alps

	 Fourth working meeting: to review and analyze 
the results of the implementation of the Data-
set in detail. The meeting was also designed to 
bring out and gather opinions about the ETIS 
initiative.

These meetings were a very important method for 
building team spirit and trust among local partici-
pants and the timing of the meetings was also criti-
cal for maintaining the motivation and interest of 
the community.

Together with the SWG (following “Step 2. Cre-
ate a Destination profile”), a destination profile 
sheet was compiled on “ATL del Cuneese” in order 
to precisely delineate the “boundaries” of the desti-
nation - not only geographically, but also the main 
sights; internal and external accessibility; and the 
number of visitors. This gave all stakeholders a gen-
eral overview of the status of the destination before 
the monitoring phase. 

MONITORING INDICATORS AND  
ASSESSMENT PHASE
After a preliminary check of the feasibility and 
the relevance of indicators proposed by the ETIS 
Toolkit (27 core indicators and 40 optional indica-
tors on “Destination Management”, “Economic Val-
ue”, “Social and Cultural Impact”, “Environmental 
Impact”) to monitor the destination, data was col-
lected in accordance with the responsibilities as-
signed to the Working Groups and implemented by 
SiTI. Furthermore, to get data otherwise difficult 
to find, a survey to tourism enterprises was done 
through an online questionnaire distributed by e-
mail to Chamber of Commerce and A.T.L del Cu-
neese associated tourist members. The survey was 
prepared using a ETIS toolkit template as starting 
point. A response rate of about 25% was reached 
setting the stage for a much more successful future 
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implementation of the system. The ETIS Dataset 
indicators that were actually implemented at the 
end of the testing phase numbered 27. 

The data collected and implemented was ana-
lysed both through the charts already defined in 
the ETIS Toolkit Dataset, and through ad hoc elab-
orations deemed most informative to study the top-
ics of greater interest. Community meetings served 
as a platform for local people to express their opin-
ions, which were then discussed, and local people 
were able to network with those who shared the 
same ideas and eventually start working together 
towards common aims (“Step 6. Analyse Results”). 

THE RESULTS OF THE ETIS  
IMPLEMENTATION

The overall experience of the ETIS testing phase 
within the territory of the “ATL del Cuneese” can be 
seen positively as a successful CBM-T experience. 
The stakeholders that were part of the working 
groups, have participated actively and responded 
promptly to the needs identified during the opera-
tional meetings thus fulfilling the responsibilities 
allocated to them.

The meetings were often an opportunity to 
participate in discussions and a sign of interest to-
wards sustainable management of tourism within 
the destination.

The participants were, from the first work-
ing meeting, aware of the “pilot” and “test” nature 
of this experiment, and perhaps for this reason, 
were so determined to carry out their duties and 
devote genuine effort especially to highlight dif-
ficulties that emerged during the implementation. 
All agreed that it was important to assess the path 
and the procedure, emphasizing weaknesses and 
their possible solutions, in order to constructively 
contribute to the improvement of the system as a 
whole.

During the last SWG working meeting, a focus 
group was designed to collect comments and final 
observations about the ETIS testing phase. The fo-
cus group discussion involved the following areas 
of analysis: 

1.	 Usefulness of ETIS: effectiveness and efficien-
cy

2.	 Effort required to perform the testing in terms 
of time and adequacy

3.	 Willingness to participate in future application 
of the system and provide suggestions for im-
provement.

With regard to the usefulness of ETIS, all the par-
ticipants acknowledged that the potential of the in-
strument relied on its ability to bring together tour-
ism industry actors to talk about its’ management. 
The model was considered useful because it allows 
to picture the current situation of a destination. 
However, it was not clear how to bridge the gap re-
garding the need to delineate significant initiatives 
to enhance sustainability and competitiveness, es-
pecially the “education” of operators. 

The double value of the ETIS lies in its ability 
to be both an incentive to achieve results, and a 
self-assessment tool. What is lacking, perhaps, is 
a summary index for the entire destination. This 
overview index could be compared with other des-
tinations results in a benchmarking exercise.

The effort required to implement the ETIS 
dataset was not too demanding in terms of time 
when the needed data was already available, but 
the lack of clarity of what is required by some indi-
cators, may lead to difficulty in finding the relevant 
data.

Time to implement the monitoring, was 
deemed adequate, and allowed participants to en-
gage in a credible and constant experimentation in 
the initiative. Monthly meetings were held and re-
sponsibility for one or more indicators was attrib-
uted to each member in the group.

The perception of the majority of the working 
group was, that much of the complexity in the ap-
plication of the system, was due to the size of the 
destination, and consequently a destination de-
fined at the municipality level, could have imple-
mented more indicators more easily. It is therefore 
be important to understand, how to apply the sys-
tem in an appropriate manner, on the local level of 
the destination under consideration.

All participants in the working group said they 
were interested and willing to take part in a pos-
sible new application of ETIS if there is an effec-
tive opportunity to compare their territory with 
other similar ones. This contact with good prac-
tices would accelerate the improving process of the 
destination in terms of sustainability. What mat-
tered most to the members of the working group, 
was the exchange of experiences, so it is important 
that the destinations that have adopted ETIS are 
comparable. Another condition deemed crucial to 
ensure that a future application would be useful, is 
greater involvement of political actors in order to 
share produced technical data to support policy 
decisions.

Finally, the focus group proposed that it would 
be better to have a dataset composed by fewer indi-
cators that would still provide an accurate picture 
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of the current situation and also an idea of where 
the destination is directed. Too many indicators 
make the system detailed, but can make the results 
complex to understand.
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THE POTENTIAL GREEN CARE ACTORS’  
INTEREST AND STARTING POINTS TO THE 
GREEN CARE OPERATION IN SOUTH  
OSTROBOTHNIA – SURVEYS RESULTS 
 
M.SC. MARIA SUOMELA

and actors, but the main idea is to use natural ele-
ments to increase the wellbeing of humans. People 
have a natural need to be close to nature, of which 
summer cottages, parks, beaches and natural trails 
are good examples (Tyrväinen et al 2007). The 
most well-known Green Care interventions around 
the world are care farming, animal-assisted inter-
ventions (AAI), social and therapeutic horticulture 
(STH), healing gardens, or facilitated green exer-
cises (Haubenhofer D. K. et al, 2010). This paper 
deals with Green Care in general and in Finland. 
The main focus is on two surveys carried out in 
South-Ostrobothnia. The surveys looked into the 
starting points and interest toward Green Care in 
the region. A discussion about the situation in the 
region and some proposals for the development of 
local Green Care are presented. 

DEFINITION OF GREEN CARE

Many authors have proposed conceptual frames 
for Green Care to clarify the term. Haubenhofer et 
al (2010) and Sempik et al (2010) present some ex-
amples of different definitions, in which they both 
underline the need to pay attention to the outcomes 
of Green Care interventions, and to notice that all 
forms of green used in promoting health, are not 
Green Care. In Green Care, health promoting ac-
tivities should always use biotic or abiotic elements 
of nature and the target should be maintaining or 
promoting the social, physical or mental wellbeing 
of humans. For a more detailed description, they 
have itemized some factors and characteristics of 
Green Care: 

1.	 Green does not have to happen in the nature 
even if it is linked to natural environments.

ABSTRACT

Promoting human wellbeing through natural ele-
ments is an old way to utilize the connection be-
tween human and nature. It is known that natural 
environments usually have positive impacts on hu-
man health and humans seek forests or parks when 
feeling stressed (Korpela et al 2001). Green Care is 
a concept, in which this relationship between hu-
man and nature, is utilized to rehabilitate or em-
power humans. The concept is relatively new even 
though the theory behind it is old. 
Green Care is an umbrella term for a variety of 
nature-based practices aiming to promote human 
wellbeing. The concept is already well known in 
some European countries. However, in Finland it 
is still developing and finding its place as a part of 
social and health care services and tourism. Pilot 
projects have been carried out all over the country, 
and in South Ostrobothnia taking part in this na-
tional development work, has been a topic of inter-
est as well. As a part of a project called “Green Care 
for Health, Welfare and Growth to South-Ostro-
bothnia”, two surveys for figuring out the starting 
points and interest toward Green Care, have been 
carried out. It was noticed that Green Care –relat-
ed practices were commonly known in the region. 
However, more education and understanding of 
the concept are needed. 
Keywords: Green Care, Nature based practices, 
Human wellbeing, South Ostrobothnia

INTRODUCTION

Green Care at its simplest, is an umbrella term for 
the promotion of human wellbeing with the help 
of nature. The definition varies between countries 
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2.	 The content and definition of Green Care varies 
between countries. It is therefore important to 
recognize the basic elements of Green Care; to 
gain health-related, social or educational ben-
efits with the help of nature

3.	 Green Care is not only the act of health-care but 
can also be used for promoting and maintain-
ing health.

4.	 Green Care is not always an appropriate health-
care solution for all: two clients receiving the 
same approach may benefit differently.

There are a number of studies that show the positive 
impacts of nature (Kaplan & Austin 2003, Tyrväin-
en et al 2007, Korpela et al 2010, Nillson et al 2011, 
Sitra & MTT 2013, Sempik et al 2010, Kaplan 1995, 
Herzog et al 1997). The scientific research about the 
effects of nature on human health are usually de-
creased levels of stress symptoms like stress hor-
mones, blood pressure, high pulse etc. Many of the 
studies are based on people’s experience of wellbe-
ing when spending time in natural environment or 
handling natural elements.  The experiences of na-
ture’s healing are commonly described by feeling of 
relaxation, calming down the mind, refreshing the 
whole body and restored ability to work efficiently. 
There are studies to see differences between urban 
environments and forests. There is a dissimilarity 
in the health impacts of built and natural green en-
vironments (Korpela et al, 2010). The results have 
shown that an urban environment is not as effec-
tive as a natural environment in creating positive 
reactions. However, in Korpela et al (2010) the 
impacts of different environments were evaluated 
through people’s favorite places and how they ex-
perienced those affected their recovery. Natural 
favorite places were found to be most effective for 
recovery. However, a comparison between urban 
green environments and totally constructed urban 
areas showed that green areas were experienced to 
be more effective for recovery. (Korpela et al, 2010). 
The significance of the green environments in the 
urban areas were the possibility for outdoor activi-
ties, aesthetic views, peacefulness, a feeling of free-
dom and so on.

Green Care practices are not a new invention. 
Various types of natural care have been used for 
centuries, only the term and concept are relatively 
new. The need for the concept has awaked after 
urbanization, technology, social problems and es-
trangement from the nature have become more 
common in many societies. In addition, the popula-
tion age structure has been changing in many west-
ern countries creating pressure on social services 
and a need for new innovations and development 

of the services (Soini et al, 2011). New opportuni-
ties for rural livelihoods are also needed to ensure 
income in rural areas in the future as well. Green 
Care is now seen as one possible answer. 

GREEN CARE IN FINLAND

In Finland, the habit of spending holidays in the 
summer or vacation cottages is very common as 
33 percent of Finnish’s yearly trips to nature are di-
rected there (Sievänen & Neuvonen 2010). Approx-
imately 96 percent of adults do some outdoor rec-
reation a couple times per week and 47 percent of 
Finns do at least one trip to nature yearly (Sievänen 
& Neuvonen 2010).

In Finland, the term Green Care was present-
ed for the first time in 2006 by Agrifood research 
Finland (MTT) (Soini & Vehmasto, 2014).  Imple-
menting the concept has been quick within Finn-
ish actors in the agricultural and rural sectors. 
For example, Green Care is mentioned as a part of 
Finland’s Rural Policy Programs 2009-2013 and 
2014-2020 (Maaseutu ja hyvinvoiva Suomi, 2009, 
Mahdollisuuksien maaseutu, 2014). In these pro-
grams, Green Care has been recognized as a po-
tential way to improve rural welfare services as a 
part of business and social service development. 
After the concept Green Care had been recognized 
among Finnish actors, there was a need for more 
organized and target oriented development of the 
sector. In 2010, people interested in Green Care 
formed an association called Green Care Finland 
(GCFinland), which acts as a communication and 
development support network for all Green Care 
actors.  The most common Green Care activities 
in Finland are animal involved treatments (horse 
therapy and social pedagogical horse activities) 
and therapeutic gardens (Maaseutu ja hyvinvoiva 
Suomi, 2009, Haubenhofer et al, 2010). 

The basic elements for Green Care in Finland 
have been described in a national project called 
“VoiMaa! – Green Care yrittäjyydestä elinvoimaa 
maaseudulle” (“Rural viability through Green Care 
–entrepreneurship”, 2011-2013). The main chal-
lenge of the project was to clarify the definition of 
Green Care. As a result, the project group defined 
Green Care practices by proximity of nature, social 
relations and functionality. The basic preconditions 
are professionalism, goal orientation and responsi-
bility (Soini & Vehmasto, 2014). Furthermore, two 
different Green Care service markets were classi-
fied: Green Rehabilitation and Care (luontohoiva) 
and Green Empowering (luontovoima) (Figure 1). 
In Green Rehabilitation and Care, the main idea is 
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to use nature as a part of a healing or rehabilita-
tion process. The main focus groups in this sector 
are elder people, mental health patients or mentally 
disabled people. In the Green Empowering sector, 
the Green Care clients are not classified into cer-
tain groups because the nature’s recovering im-
pacts can be useful for anyone. In Figure 1, the clas-
sification of different Green Care service markets 
are described.  Other main differences between 
these two sectors besides the focus groups are the 
actors. In the Green Rehabilitation and Care sec-
tor, public organizations are usually the payers and 
the providers of these services. Activities need to 
be implemented by health sector professionals. 
For example, a farmer can offer an operational en-
vironment for Green Rehabilitation and Care, but 
without health-care professionals activities cannot 
be implemented. In the Green Empowerment sec-
tor there are no restrictions for the service provid-
ers except for those imposed on all service provid-
ers’ (eg. law on consumer safety (Finlex, 2011)). 

The detailed definitions and contents for Green 
Care activities in Finland are still under the de-
velopment. However, VoiMaa project’s outcomes 
make it easier to inform about the basis of the con-
cept and its main targets to those who are still un-
familiar with or unsure about the concept.

GREEN CARE FOR HEALTH, WELFARE 
AND GROWTH IN SOUTH-OSTRO-
BOTHNIA

Various projects for piloting and studying the op-
portunities and interests toward Green Care are 
and have been ongoing in different areas of Finland. 
In South-Ostrobothnia, the Vocational Adult Edu-
cation institution “Sedu” produced a preliminary 
study “Green Care in South-Ostrobothnia” (2011 - 
2013) for promoting Green Care knowledge in the 
region. After the preliminary project, Sedu started 
Green Care education for rural companies. In 2013, 
Seinäjoki University of Applied Sciences and Ru-
ralia institute, University of Helsinki, participated 
in regional Green Care development with a pro-
ject: “Green Care for Health, Welfare and Growth 
to South-Ostrobothnia”. The project aims evaluate 
the possibilities for Green Care in the region, to 
promote Green Care development in the area and 
create a regional strategy for Green Care. To reach 
these objectives, data of the current status and in-
terest toward Green Care in South-Ostrobothnia 
was collected and the results of these data collec-
tion surveys are presented in the next sections.

Green Care markets 

Care, 
rehabilitation and 
activating social work

Social pedagogy 
and education

Refreshing and 
wellbeing

Rehabilitation
Care

Activation 
Preventation
Empowering

Exercise
Learn

Experience

Eg. animal-assisted 
therapy

Eg. animal-assisted social 
pedagogy for children 

Eg. unobstructed 
natural trails

Eg. employment 
through farm activities 

Eg. environmental 
pedagogy

Eg. activities for welfare 
at work

Eg. family support, 
social activities 
in nature

Eg. environmental 
education, nature and 
environmental schools

Eg. farm tourism

GREEN RAHABILITATION AND CARE;
Responsibility of organizing public services: 
public and private service providers/public 
service buyers 

GREEN EMPOWERING
No responsibility for organizing 
services: private service 
providers/private service buyers

Figure 1. 	 Markets for Green Care and examples of the activities in different sectors (Soini &Vehmasto, 2014)
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Figure 2. 	Interest to Green Care: Do you find Green Care 
interesting and topical in the company you are 
presenting? (N=76)

Yes
67 %

No
12 %

Maybe
21 %

SURVEY FOR POTENTIAL PRIVATE  
SECTOR GREEN CARE ACTORS IN 
SOUTH-OSTROBOTHNIA

In the project Green Care for health, welfare and 
growth to South-Ostrobothnia, one of the aims was 
to map potential Green Care actors in the region 
and to find out the level of the knowledge regarding 
Green Care interventions. In this survey, the target 
group were actors in the private sectors; houses 
for assisted living, kindergartens and companies 
in welfare tourism. The target group was chosen 
to represent the type of enterprises that could use 
Green Care as a part of their activities. The main 
targets were to find out the current status of and 
interest toward Green Care and if there are some 
common challenges in Green Care activities.

METHODS
From the potential target group, 120 actors were 
invited to participate in the interview by a phone 
call. 76 agreed to participate. The main reason for 
refusing, were changes in the organization or lack 
of interest toward the topic. 

Three different categories were separated in 
the interviews: houses for assisted living (54 com-
panies), kindergartens (15 companies) and compa-
nies in welfare tourism (7 companies). The same 
questionnaire was used for all groups and the in-
terviewing was done by phone. There were eight 
questions in the questionnaire. The interviews 
were carried out in the spring of 2014. A short defi-

nition of Green Care was given to all interviewees 
at the beginning of the interview. 

RESULTS
In all persons interviewed, the majority expressed 
interest toward Green Care (49/76) (Figure 2). 17 
did not know what to say or the answer was “may-
be”. Only nine of the interviewed were not interest-
ed in Green Care and said the reason was upcoming 
changes inside the organization or small amounts 
of resources. The highest number of interested in-
terviewees were in houses for assisted living, from 
which 79 percent expressed their curiosity toward 
Green Care (Figure 3). Among kindergartens, the 
number of interested people was 53 percent and in 

Figure 3. 	Interest toward Green Care
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welfare tourism companies 57 percent. The highest 
number of non-interest was in kindergartens (3/7). 

Backgrounds in Green Care differed between 
the enterprises (Table 1). In houses for assisted 
living, the common Green Care practices were 
gardening and animal-assisted activities like care 
dogs, pets and animal farm visits. Some of the spe-
cialties mentioned were geocaching, lean-to trips 
and healing gardens with edible flower beds. In 
kindergartens, trips to the forest and farms were 
mostly mentioned as Green Care practices. Other 
Green Care elements mentioned were local food, 
animals and environmental education. There were 
no notable differences in practices between differ-
ent customer groups. However, riding was not done 
with the elderly but different kinds of trips could be 
offered for all customers (see table 2). 

In the welfare tourism companies Green Care 
-related (nature-based) activities were always pres-

ent. The activities included services for welfare at 
work, farm tourism and natural treatments with 
natural ingredients (eg. honey). The levels of activi-
ties varied between self-directed tourism to orga-
nized activity packages (eg. canoeing trips).

When asking about the Green Care services 
already offered, it was apparent that the concept 
is still somewhat unknown. Nine of the houses for 
assisted living and seven of the kindergartens told 
that they do not have any Green Care activities. 
However, houses for assisted living still mentioned 
activities like day trips to the nature or horse riding 
for mentally disabled and kindergartens told about 
trips to forests or farms. Only one of the houses for 
assisted living did not mention any activities re-
lated to Green Care. In kindergartens, three of the 
interviewees did not specify activities they do. The 
most common practices of different companies are 
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. 	Most common Green Care related practices done in all interviewed groups

Green Care related practices Houses for assisted living Kindergartens Welfare tourism Total

Trips; forest/farm xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxx   32

Gardening xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 
xxxxx xxxxx     30

Care dogs or other animals xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 
xxxxx xxxxx xx x   33

Riding xxxxx   x 6

Nature used in degoration or 
utilized as an surrounding xxxxx xxxxx xx xxx xx 17

Fishing xxxxx     5

Activities in nature(eg. canoeing, 
orienteering, natural trails) x   xxxx 5

Natural treatments     x 1

Environmental education xx xxx   5

Local food   xxxx   4
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Table 2. 		 Green Care related practices in houses for assisted living according to customer groups

Green Care related practices Elderly (27) Mental health patients 
(19)

Mentally disabled 
(14)

Child welfare 
clients (6)

Trips; forest/farm xxxxx xxxxx x xxxxx xxxxx x xxxxx xx xxxxx x

Gardening xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 
xxxx xxxxx xxxxx xxx xxxxx x xx

Care dogs or other animals xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx 
xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxxxx xxxxx xx xxx

Riding x xx xx

Nature used in decoration or 
utilized as an surrounding xxxxx xxx xxxxx xxx xx

Fishing x x xx x

Activities in nature(eg. canoeing, 
orienteering, natural trails) x

Natural treatments

Environmental education xx

to even ask some extra money for Green Care. In 
welfare tourism companies, the extra payment for 
Green Care had already been included in the costs. 
Because of this, the interviewees in these compa-
nies thought that the customers are willing to pay 
some extra when they choose the services to buy.

There was also a question about the feedback 
customers had given regarding the offered Green 
Care- related practices. The feedback had been 
usually positive. Only a couple neutral comments 
had been given, which did not refer to natural ele-
ments but to social situations during the practices 
or possibilities to have a cigarette when being out-
doors. However, the positive feedback was com-
monly referred to the diversity and change com-
pared to usual activities that Green Care related 
practices enabled. Social situations in the activities 
and freshened feelings that customers experienced 
after the practices, were also mentioned. Many 
looked forward to animals and some houses for 
assisted living mentioned that Green Care was the 
reason the customers came.

Finally, estimated or experienced Green Care 
development needs were asked. The most common 
needs in all answering groups were education, re-
sources and co-operation. Help for building up or 
maintaining Green Care environments were also 
mentioned (eg. garden, natural trails or paddocks). 

The target groups differed from each other in their 
customers and possibilities for Green Care –related 
activities. In houses for assisted living, customers 
were the elderly, mental health patients, mentally 
disabled or child welfare clients. The biggest group 
was organizations working with the elderly (36/54, 
table 2). In welfare tourism, the typical customers 
were private customers or other organizations.

Houses for assisted living and kindergartens 
typically said that the municipality pays for the re-
sources needed to implement Green Care practices. 
In houses for assisted living, the municipality paid 
at least some of the costs (98 % of respondents). 
Only one company said that the customers are the 
only payers. About half of the interviewees told 
that the costs are divided between the municipality 
and the customer (Figure 4). In kindergartens, the 
costs for Green Care activities were usually shared 
between the municipality and the families. In wel-
fare tourism companies, the responsible payer was 
usually the customer with some help from the mu-
nicipality or some other authority. 

The interviewees’ opinion about customers’ 
willingness to pay more for Green Care was also 
asked. In kindergartens and houses for assisted 
living, the common view was that the customers 
would not pay more. Especially in kindergartens, 
the interviewees thought that it would be unequal 
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Nevertheless, many of the interviewees could not 
mention any particular needs or actors who should 
help them with Green Care development. In kin-
dergartens, almost half mentioned that they are 
not in need of any help. 

SURVEY FOR POTENTIAL GREEN CARE 
ACTORS IN SOUTH-OSTROBOTHNIA

The second survey aimed to find out Green Care 
awareness among the public sector and their the 
interest to being involved in Green Care develop-
ment of in South Ostrobothnia as well as experi-
ences or impressions regarding the challenges of 
Green Care development.

METHODS
The questionnaire was sent, by email, to approxi-
mately 300 recipients of which 51 answered. An 
electronic questionnaire with 10 questions (4 yes/
no questions, 6 open questions) was used. The link 
was sent to social and education services, the re-
gional hospital district, associations and other lo-
cal actors in the field of nature. The collection of 
answers was done in the spring 2014. 

RESULTS
The term “Green Care” was unfamiliar to almost 
half of the interviewees. 23 of the respondents did 

not know the term. However, even if the term was 
unknown, the content was usually familiar. Most of 
the interviewees gave examples of nature-related 
practices even when they said they did not know 
the term Green Care.

When asked about the target groups of Green 
Care, most of the answers referred to the people in 
need of social assistance; mentally disabled people, 
the elderly, mental health patients, drug rehab pa-
tients as well as children and youngsters (Figure 5). 
The biggest groups mentioned were the elderly and 
children (mentioned in 23/36 answers received). 
The group “other” included target groups such as 
employees, farmers or other entrepreneurs and 
relatives of those who are being rehabilitated.

The payment of Green Care practices was 
found difficult. Many of the interviewees could not 
say who should act as a payer (24/51). From those 
who mentioned some actor, the most usual answer 
was the municipality. Other options mentioned 
were customers, projects or associations. 

One of the questions aiming to collect informa-
tion and opinions about Green Care as an added 
value. The main result was, that Green Care was 
commonly seen as an added value to services al-
ready offered by increasing diversity of the activi-
ties (Figure 6). Green Care or nature-based practic-
es were noted to increase the activity of customers. 
Green Care was also seen as a possibility for sec-
ondary income for farms as well and opportunity to 
expand livelihoods alternatives in rural areas. En-
vironmental education, good experiences and well-
being were also outlined as a parts of added value.

Figure 4. Who is paying the Green Care activities offered? n=76
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Interviewees found the biggest challenges for 
Green Care development to be negative attitudes 
and limited knowledge of the concept. Deficiency 
in resources and Green Care actors were common-
ly mentioned as well. Some employers, employees 
and authorities were perceived to have negative at-
titudes towards Green Care due to the lack of inter-
est or knowledge towards the concept. Lack of time 
was also seen as problematic for already overload-
ed employees. Even though there is interest, there 
is not enough staff to start the activities because of 
the limited resources.

Interest toward taking part in regional Green 
Care development work, was also asked. About half 
of the interviewees expressed that they would like 
to take part in local Green care development work 

(25/51). However, those who could name some 
particular role in the development work, were few. 
Many of the interviewees told that they would at 
least like to follow the development, but also take 
some part if needed. Some of them said they would 
like to test the practices at their own workplace or 
were ready to take part in new pilot projects. From 
the interviewees, 16 expressed a will to comment 
the upcoming regional Green Care strategy paper.

CONCLUSION OF THE SURVEYS

Both of the surveys aimed at figuring out the level 
of Green Care -awareness in South Ostrobothnia. 
Results from both questionnaires indicate that the 
term is still unfamiliar to many, even if the content 
is known. Green Care as a term includes the na-
ture’s healing or empowering impacts, which can 
be seen as differing from common nature-based 
practices. Interviewees were not always aware of 
this difference when asked about Green Care prac-
tices included in offered services. Many of the an-
swers referred to nature-based practices - not only 
Green Care practices. This is important to notice 
when analyzing the results. Green Care practices 
were this common in most of the public and private 
sector’s services offered. However, there is a need 
for clarifying the term and its content.

In the first survey for private sector companies, 
the main Green Care –related activities were ani-
mal-assisted practices and trips to forests or farms. 
Care dogs or other pets were commonly used for 
all target groups and liked among customers. For 
the development of Green Care, the practices ap-
plicable for different groups are important because 
those can be used among many actors. In the sec-

Figure 5. 	
Green Care target groups according to 
interviewees. n=36
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Figure 6. 	Does Green Care bring some added value to 
your work? (n=51)
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ond survey for public actors, existing practices 
were not enquired. However, opinions for Green 
Care as an added value were enquired. The an-
swers referred mainly to the diversity of activities 
and the refreshing impacts that Green Care offers 
to customers and employees. Similar answers were 
received from the first survey’s question about the 
feedback customers have given regarding Green 
Care practices. These indicate that Green Care is 
seen as a potential and positive alternative for ser-
vices offered.

Interviewees of both surveys identified edu-
cation and knowledge of the concept as the main 
problems for Green Care development. The short-
age of resources was another challenge commonly 
mentioned in both surveys. The need for more 
knowledge can also be related to the need for more 
resources. The concept and related practices are 
still unfamiliar for many. Green Care practices do 
not necessarily need much money or effort to be 
implemented. Trips to the forest, for example, can 
be completed with Green Care interventions with 
low expenses. However, the problem might be that 
there is no time and money to educate employees 
even regarding these simple activities. To solve this 
problem, it could be useful to take the education to 
the workplaces, if possible. In this way, limited time 
could be utilized efficiently. It was also noticed that 
many interviewees felt that they need profession-
al gardeners or farmers to take care of the Green 
Care environments, because the interviewees do 
not have the know-how to grow plants themselves. 
This may again relate to the lack of understanding 
of Green Care practices. A simple garden can eas-
ily be maintained without professionals. However, 
based on these answers, it would be important 
to offer easy and cheap education in Green Care. 
Green Care practices that are simple to learn and 
maintain, could be a good way to start to increase 
common knowledge of the concept among different 
actors. Education could also help with the negative 
attitudes mentioned as a problem in the second 
survey. Possible suspicions can usually be reduced 
by increasing knowledge and understanding of 
the subject. It was commented by some of the in-
terviewees that the term should be translated into 
Finnish for easier understanding and marketing of 
the concept. 

In both surveys, the municipality or a munici-
pality with the customer were seen as responsible 
for paying for Green Care practices. This is under-
standable as the biggest interviewee group were ac-
tors in the social or healthcare sector. Because of 
this, it is natural that Green Care is seen as a part 
of the possible services offered, not a specialty that 

customers should pay for separately. The excep-
tions for these views were among representatives 
from the welfare tourism companies. They usually 
saw the customer as the main payer. Herein it is 
important to remember the two markets for Green 
Care presented in the introduction section (Figure 
1), in which the responsibility for payment relates 
to the responsible [actor for organizing and offering 
the services] (Green empowering  vs. Green reha-
bilitation and care). The possible group of actors in 
the market for Green Empowering was very small 
in these surveys (only welfare tourism companies). 
Thus only suggestive conclusions for this sector can 
be done. However, in both surveys the question of 
payment for Green Care was found difficult among 
interviewees. 

Finally, the interviewees’ activity in regional 
Green Care development work, can be expected 
to increase. In the second survey, an interest to 
be part of the development work, was expressed 
by half of the interviewees. In the first survey, an 
interest toward nature-based practices could be 
noticed among actors through the activities al-
ready implemented. By informing and educating 
local actors, interest toward Green Care could be 
increased. It was noticed from the surveys’ results 
that the attitudes among actors in the public and 
private sectors toward Green Care are relatively 
positive. However, spreading knowledge requires 
more work, and possibilities to experience and try 
the Green Care practices locally, must be offered. 
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STRATEGY THROUGH STORYTELLING;  
A STRENGTHENED IDENTITY FOR THE  
RUPELSTREEK 
 
THE REGIONAL NARRATIVE OF THE RUPELSTREEK AS PART OF 
THE STRATEGIC PROJECT 
 

ELIZABETH VAN DEN BERGH6

INTRODUCTION

The regional narrative or strategic storytelling of 
the Rupelstreek is an essential part of the broader 
strategic projects 2010- 2013 and 2014- 2017 that 
focus on transforming the fragmented area into a 
coherent, recognisable area.7 The regional narra-
tive started out as a small project and serves today 
as an anchorpoint for all strategic work in the Ru-
pelstreek. The strategic projects are built on four 
pillars; mobility, experiencing the area, economy 
and nature and landscape.8

This paper will analyse the regional narrative, 
not the entire strategic projects of which the nar-
rative is a part.  The regional narrative is analysed 
through the model of the golden triangle of sus-
tainability from the Project Management for Sus-
tainable Development (PM4SD) methodology. It is 
worth noting that the regional narrative includes a 
list of recommended actions.

SUSTAINABLE TOURISM

’Sustainability‘ is a concept (Barbone, 2013), which 
inspires policy makers and tourism planners, but 
is still difficult to implement. The concept of ‘sus-
tainable tourism’ has grown out of the concept 
of ‘sustainable development’. Literature is filled 
with numerous definitions of sustainability. Many 
dimensions of sustainability have emerged; the 
United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UN-
WTO) defines the tourism dimension as follows:

7	  Ontwerpbureau Baileul, 2013
8	  interview Verreet and Denissen

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the regional 
narrative or the story of the Rupelstreek and check 
whether the three dimensions (socio-cultural, eco-
nomic and environmental) of the golden triangle of 
sustainability are represented. 6

The regional narrative of the Rupelstreek is 
made up of the story of the Rupelstreek as well as 
a list of well-defined actions. The Rupelstreek is an 
area in the Province of Antwerp in Belgium, with 
five municipalities (Rumst, Boom, Niel, Schelle 
and Hemiksem) characterised by a tidal river and a 
history of clay extraction and brick production and 
pools in the former clay pits.

The regional narrative is an example of story-
telling used for strategic purposes; in this case the 
strengthening of the regional identity to support 
tourism development. Information is obtained 
through desk research as well as interviews and a 
site visit. The regional narrative of the Rupelstreek 
is analysed following the dimensions of the golden 
triangle of sustainability. 

The question that this paper will try to answer 
is “are the socio- cultural, economic and environ-
mental dimensions present in the regional nar-
rative?”  The conclusion will confirm whether the 
three dimensions of the golden triangle of sustain-
ability are represented in the regional narrative of 
the Rupelstreek.
Key words: Golden triangle of sustainability; 
Socio-cultural, environmental, economic; Sustain-
able tourism; Regional narrative; Strategic story-
telling; Clay, water, landscape; Identity

6	 Tervuursesteenweg 431, 1982 Elewijt. montisonline.be	
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“Sustainable tourism development meets the 
needs of present tourists and host regions 
while protecting and enhancing opportunity 
for the future. It is envisaged as leading to 
management of all resources in such a way 
that economic, social, and aesthetic needs can 
be fulfilled while maintaining cultural integri-
ty, essential ecological processes, biological di-
versity, and life support systems”, or expressed 
simply: 

“Sustainable tourism is tourism that takes full 
account of its current and future economic, 
social and environmental impacts, addressing 
the needs of visitors, the industry, the environ-
ment and host communities.” 

THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE OF  
SUSTAINABILITY

The UNWTO further (Barbone, 2013) stipulates 
that “sustainability principles refer to the environ-
mental, economic and socio-cultural aspects of 
tourism development, and a suitable balance must 
be established between these three dimensions to 
guarantee its long-term sustainability.” 

The principles are represented in the golden tri-
angle of sustainability in the PM4SD methodology: 

Image recreated from original image in (Barbone, 2013)

Thus, sustainable tourism should:
1)	 Make optimal use of environmental resources 

that constitute a key element of tourism de-
velopment, maintaining essential ecological 

processes and helping to conserve natural re-
sources and biodiversity. 

2)	 Respect the socio-cultural authenticity of host 
communities, conserve their built and living 
cultural heritage and traditional values, and 
contribute to inter-cultural understanding and 
tolerance. 

3)	 Ensure viable, long-term economic operations, 
providing socio-economic benefits to all stake-
holders that are fairly distributed, including 
stable employment and income-earning oppor-
tunities and social services to host communi-
ties, and contributing to alleviating poverty. 

It is clear from this concept that sustainable tour-
ism does not refer to one type of tourism (e.g. na-
ture tourism), but that all forms of tourism have the 
responsibility to become more sustainable. 

BACKGROUND INFO ON THE  
RUPELSTREEK

The Rupelstreek in the Province of Antwerp in 
Belgium offers huge touristic potential because of 
the presence of water and unique landscapes. As a 
result of the extraction of clay in the past to make 
bricks and tiles, a lot of clay pits were dug. Today, 
these pits are filled with water and waste. 

The river Rupel served as a waterway to trans-
port bricks. Along the Rupel, one can walk or cycle 
on the dykes. In and around the former clay pits, 
new and wonderful fauna and flora has emerged. 
One brick factory is still active. The area’s tour-
ist attractions are developed around themes from 
the regional narrative; clay, water and landscape. 
The Rupelstreek has a unique history and current 
standing in Flanders. Over centuries, the tidal river 
Rupel has left its mark on the landscape. The Ru-
pel comes with a very specific ecosystem featuring 
mudflats and associated fauna and flora. 

Unique to Flanders is the fact that a geologi-
cal layer (stratum) touches the surface in this area. 
This particular layer offers clay that is perfect for 
the production of bricks. Brick production activ-
ity reached its peak in the last century and saw 
the erection of dozens of brick factories along the 
river. At that time, demand for bricks was high, clay 
was available, around 5,000-6,000 workers ready 
to work, and the river Rupel was in the vicinity to 
transport the bricks on ships to places across Bel-
gium and further afield where construction was 
bustling.9

9	  Ontwerpbureau Baileul, 2013
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The brick factories closed one by one at the end of 
the sixties, leaving the area desolated. Most of the 
retired brick factory workers stayed, spending their 
last years in poverty because of small pensions.  A 
lot of industrial waste was dumped in the area be-
tween the late seventies and the early nineties.10 In 
1986, the Province of Antwerp bought the domain 
De Schorre from the municipality Boom, following 
political agreement on the revaluation of the Ru-
pelstreek. Hit by poverty, pollution and unemploy-
ment, this first step injected new life into the Rupel-
streek. In the following years, De Schorre became a 
well-known recreational area. It is also the location 
of the renowned music festival Tomorrowland.11 
The two strategic projects mentioned earlier aim to 
further develop the area. 

THE REGIONAL NARRATIVE 

The story of the Rupelstreek is told in a handful of 
small museums and on information boards. There 
are often different and fragmented versions but 
the story is told with the best intentions by a few 
and with few resources at hand. Nowhere does the 
visitor get the full story; nowhere does the visitor 
find information about the context, connecting all 
the parts of the narrative. Yet the same narrative 
offers new opportunities for this extraordinary 
area, a place with a strong identity, a place where it 
is pleasant to live, work and visit. Because of these 
new opportunities, the regional narrative that con-
nects people and places has been drafted for the 
Rupelstreek in the form of a brochure.

The Rupelstreek is characterised by the follow-
ing: 12

	 A green area in the middle of a densely popu-
lated territory

	 A common past among different municipalities
	 Local and fragmented initiatives telling the 

story

THE REGIONAL NARRATIVE OF CLAY,  
WATER AND LANDSCAPE
The Rupelstreek has three assets13: clay, water and 
its landscape. These three elements form the basis 
of the regional narrative, linking locations, sub-
themes and initiatives. The regional narrative or 
strategic storytelling is developed for the future 
based on what has been done already. 

10	 Deposit of industrial waste, 2010
11	  Op ontdekking in de Rupelstreek, 2009
12	  Ontwerpbureau Baileul, 2013
13	  Ontwerpbureau Baileul, 2013

The focus of the regional narrative is on:
	 The rediscovery of the Rupel, the water and 

new natural areas 
	 Economic activity 
	 Tourism and recreational activities

THE AIM OF THE REGIONAL NARRATIVE 
A global narrative on how the region’s inhabitants 
interact with their surroundings appeals to them. 
Every inhabitant knows a piece of the overall story. 
The regional narrative puts all these pieces togeth-
er in a bigger context and gives more meaning to 
them. The regional narrative invites inhabitants to 
find out about other snippets of the story and helps 
them build a stronger regional identity. This princi-
ple also works for visitors. Many of the visitors are 
familiar with the area because of bike rides on the 
dykes, an event at De Schorre or because friends or 
family live there. These visitors could also be in-
vited to discover the bigger picture via the regional 
narrative that covers Rupelstreek’s three assets. 

But a solid narrative on an area is not enough to 
attract day-trippers, let alone short-term overnight 
tourists. One goal is to develop touristic entrance 
gates to the area. Four specific places are suitable 
for this role: 
1.	 Noeveren, which present the history of brick 

production in the area
2.	 The water tower of Rumst presenting active 

clay extraction 
3.	 The abbey of Hemiksem, that could potentially 

become a tile museum with international at-
traction

4.	 Boom and De Schorre, an infrastructural junc-
tion. De Schorre is well-known already, with 
a dyke that is a favourite starting point for cy-
clists 

As entrance gates, these sites point tourists to other 
sites for further exploration. This way, a network of 
referrals and sites emerges, making the entire area 
attractive for tourists. Each entrance gate will cover 
all three aspects of the narrative.14

It is important to note that the Rupelstreek 
does not profile itself as a destination as described 
in the PM4SD methodology. PM4SD refers to the 
concept of destination defined by the World Tour-
ism Organisation, as follows: “A local tourism 
destination is a physical space in which a tourist 
spends at least one overnight. It includes tourism 
products such as support services and attractions 
and tourist resources within one day’s return travel 
time. It has physical and administrative bounda-

14	 Ontwerpbureau Baileul, 2013
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ries defining its management, and images and 
perceptions defining its market competitiveness. 
Local destinations incorporate various stakehold-
ers often including a host community, and can nest 
and network to form larger destinations.”15 

OVERVIEW OF STAKEHOLDERS

POLICY:
	 For the previous Strategic Project: only the mu-

nicipalities Boom and Rumst 
	 For the current Strategic Project: all five munic-

ipalitis: Rumst, Boom, Niel, Schelle, Hemiksem
	 At municipality level: the aldermen and the of-

ficials of: spatial planning, environment, mo-
bility, culture and tourism.

ENTREPRENEURS: 
	 NV Wienerberger (last active brick factory), 
	 the company Coeck (concrete) in Niel, 
	 Paul Cornelis (owner of industrial areas Hoek 

76 and Scherpenhoek).
All these entrepreneurs collaborate with the Prov-
ince of Antwerp to create an industrial area that is 
as sustainable as possible with attention for biodi-
versity. 
	 Cummins: a company in Rumst that collabo-

rates for civic engagement. It is an American 
company that abides by American policy re-
questing every employee invests 1% of his time 
for society. The Province of Antwerp proposes 
projects and they put together a team for execu-
tion. They have for example collaborated on an 
inventory project on a heritage site in Hellegat.  

NATURE AND ENVIRONMENT STAKEHOLDERS:
	 Natuurpunt Rupelstreek
	 Regionaal Landschap Rivierenland
	 Agentschap Natuur en Bos

TOURISM STAKEHOLDERS:
	 Toerisme Rupelstreek
	 Toerisme Provincie Antwerpen

OCCASIONAL STAKEHOLDERS:
	 Hiking clubs
	 Heritage association in the region

15	  A Practical Guide to Tourism Destination Management, UNWTO, 
2007

ANALYSIS OF SUSTAINABILITY  
DIMENSIONS IN THE REGIONAL  
NARRATIVE

OPTIMAL USE OF ENVIRONMENTAL 
RESOURCES
The regional narrative focuses on the environ-
mental resources present. Regarding the three el-
ements of the regional narrative - clay, water and 
landscape - we see a clear reference to the environ-
mental resources present. The clay extraction is at 
the origin of new landscapes and new eco-systems. 
Water is present as a river and in numerous pools. 

A good example of how environmental resourc-
es are being put forward to visitors is the pedestrian 
and cyclist path that was created in 2011 within the 
first Strategic Project for the Rupel between the vil-
lages of Reet and Terhagen.  This path is a shortcut 
for pedestrians and cyclers through a former clay 
extraction area. New and endangered fauna such 
as the natter jack, the crested newt and the sand 
martin have moved into the areas that have been 
recently exploited for clay winning.  The depart-
ment of Sustainable Environmental and Nature 
Policy has created pools for these species, together 
with the only remaining operational brickworks, 
Wienerberger. These pools can be seen from the 
path and are promoted among tourists. Migratory 
birds are drawn towards the former pits and water 
sources.

Walking through the natural area of Walen-
hoek, de Schorre or the clay pits of Rumst and Ter-
hagen, visitors can discover different eco-systems 
and their particular flora and fauna. But to be suf-
ficiently attractive to tourists, the landscape as well 
as the particular development of nature, should be 
explained in a way that is accessible to visitors and 
walkers. Visitors may see a green area, but prob-
ably do not wonder how it came about; the regional 
narrative helps by introducing the themes clay and 
water.

SOCIO-CULTURAL AUTHENTICITY OF 
HOST COMMUNITIES 
The aim of the narrative is to strengthen the area’s 
identity. A strong regional identity starts with a 
strong feeling of identity among its inhabitants. 
The regional narrative wants to establish exactly 
that. The socio-cultural authenticity of the host 
communities is therefore well respected via the 
storytelling of the regional narrative. The cultural 
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heritage is found in the recent history of the clay 
extraction and its surrounding  brick production 
industry. 

Some examples of places crucial in the preser-
vation of socio-cultural authenticity of host com-
munities:
	 Café de Koophandel in Noeveren, still in busi-

ness and managed by the same family for over 
100 years is regarded as an important historic 
venue. 

	 Site Frateur in Noeveren, a well-preserved site 
for seeing the brick production process. More 
attention will be given to the display of the story 
of the brick production.

	 Site Lauwers in Noeveren, similar to Site Fra-
teur. Because they are similar the story of the 
life around the factory will be privileged here 
instead of the brick production process so both 
sites complement each other and offer more 
value to visitors. 

	 The objectives for the Museum Rupelklei is to 
bring a bar or a restaurant onsite, strengthen 
the link with the water and focus instead on 
geomorphology and natural development. 

	 The Abbey of Hemiksem hosts the Gilliot & 
Roelants Tile Museum as well as the National 
History museum Heymissen. After refurbish-
ment and improved exploitation, this museum 
has the potential to draw a new kind of visitors 
to the regions, those interested in cultural her-
itage. 

Together with other places of interest, the above ex-
amples focus entirely on the socio-cultural heritage 
and how to present it best to visitors. Existing ini-
tiatives often overlap; better organisation of these 
initiatives will ensure they complement each other; 
this is clear in the objectives for Site Lauwers and 
Site Frateur, both situated in Noeveren. 

ECONOMIC DIMENSION VIA AUTHENTIC 
BARS AND RESTAURANTS
The economic dimension is an important aspect of 
the golden triangle. Tourism will only be sustain-
able when it is as well competitive.  Sustainability is 
interdependent with competitiveness as stated by 
the World Tourism Organisation. 

Some examples in the economic dimension of 
the regional narrative:
	 Café de Koophandel, an authentic brick mak-

er’s bar in Noeveren is still open; a selection of 
regional dishes could be considered.

	 Restaurant ‘t Steencayken situated next to the 
Nautical Visitor Centre and visible from the 

dyke along the river Rupel. The Nautical Visitor 
Centre could enhance its focus on the aspect of 
water in the regional narrative. A better con-
nection with the dyke should be established. 
Restaurant ‘t Steencayken could become more 
visibly part of the story of the water with a wa-
ter themed stage setting. 

	 Tolhuis-Veer, a well-known restaurant and a 
former tollbooth, with an active ferry service 
adjacent to it, would be a good location to pre-
sent the story of the transport on water. 

	 The existing bar at the Abbey of Hemiksem 
could attract more customers.

	 One of the objectives for the Museum Rupelklei 
is to bring a bar or a restaurant onsite.

Actions to improve economic activity are men-
tioned in the regional narrative. However, more fo-
cus could be put on viable, long-term economic op-
erations and how to ensure them. There is potential 
for paid water recreation activities on the river. Ac-
commodation infrastructure for staying overnight 
is not mentioned in the regional narrative.

Social economy is an important part in the 
development of the area. This part is currently on 
hold because the approval of the new laws on so-
cial economy in Belgium was not obtained on time 
by the Belgian parliament before the elections of 
May 2014. There is already social employment in 
the region and this should be expanded. Improving 
mobility is also part of the regional narrative’s ac-
tion plan, although not developed in this paper. Im-
proving mobility improves access to the area and 
this, in turn, is good for local economic activities. 

CONCLUSION

All three dimensions of the golden triangle are 
present in the regional narrative. This makes the 
regional narrative a solid strategic contributor to 
the touristic development of the area and a tool for 
leadership and good governance. The environmen-
tal aspect is strongly represented in the regional 
narrative. Efforts should be sustained and tourists 
further attracted with good marketing and com-
munication. 

The socio-cultural aspect is strongly represent-
ed in the regional narrative. This aspect is impor-
tant because of its direct link to identity building. 
Today the regional narrative and its list of actions 
truly engage inhabitants and visitors around one 
story. 

The economic aspect is present, but it seems it 
could be strengthened.  What is missing is an ex-
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plicit mention of an active policy to employ people 
living in the area in the local tourism initiatives. 
Once more visitors start to come to the Rupel-
streek, more business investment in for example 
recreational activities on the water or hotels might 
follow. 

The strategic strength of the regional narra-
tive is that it connects all touristic initiatives to one 
story of clay, water and landscape. Any new initia-
tive can easily be linked and added to it because the 
narrative functions as an umbrella story. 

The regional narrative therefore bears the 
seeds to further successfully transform what once 
was a poor, polluted and heavily fragmented area 
into an attractive area known for its beautiful na-
ture, good bars and restaurants, recreational and 
sports activities and local history and culture. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

From the PM4SD perspective, the use of indicators 
as an effective tool for addressing sustainability 
principles at project level for the Rupelstreek, is 
recommended. 

The European Commission (European Tour-
ism Indicator System Toolkit, 2013) has developed 
a “European tourism system of indicators for sus-
tainable management (ETIS)”: a comprehensive 
system, a toolkit of indicators, simple to use, flex-
ible and especially suitable for tourism destina-
tions. ETIS is designed as a locally owned and led 
process for monitoring, managing, and enhancing 
the sustainability of a tourism destination. It would 
be sensible for the Rupelstreek to create a set a suit-
able set of indicators. 

Examples of ETIS indicators are:
	 The percentage of visitors who note that they 

are aware of destination sustainability efforts 
(Section A: Destination Management, Subsec-
tion 4: Information and Communication)

	 Direct tourism employment as a percentage of 
total employment (Section B: Economic Value, 
Subsection 3: Quantity and Quality of Employ-
ment)

	 Percentage of the destination covered by a pol-
icy or plan that protects cultural heritage (Sec-

tion C: Social and Cultural Impact, Subsection 
Protecting and Enhancing Cultural Heritage, 
Local Identity and Assets)

	 Percentage of local enterprises in the tourism 
sector actively supporting protection, conser-
vation, and management of local biodiversity 
and landscapes (Section D: Environmental Im-
pact, Subsection Landscape and Biodiversity 
Protection)

The use of indicators would help the Rupelstreek 
become more sustainable and the process would 
allow all stakeholders to be involved. Thus creating 
even bigger leverage for sustainability.  
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HERITAGE AND LANDSCAPE SUSTAINABLE 
MANAGEMENT IN THE TOURISM INDUSTRY  
CASE STUDIES FROM LEBANON 
 
ABOU ARRAGE, JAD16; KHREIS, ALI; EL-KURDI, AMAL; MIKHAEL, MAHA; AND 
NASR, FAHD17

The research findings confirm the value of using 
a holistic sustainability measurement tool par-
ticularly in terms of balancing the environmental, 
social, economic, and management dimensions of 
sustainable tourism. The results highlight several 
concerns in achieving sustainable tourism man-
agement of cultural and natural landscapes in Leb-
anon. They also show the lack of innovative tools 
and new technologies used in landscape manage-
ment and protection, especially in terms of biodi-
versity conservation. Moreover, they demonstrate 
the importance of legal protection frameworks and 
integrated management systems to ensure tourism 
development that respects all dimensions of sus-
tainability.

Keywords: Sustainable Development, Sustain-
able Tourism, Sustainability Indicators, Landscape 
Management, Destination Management.

INTRODUCTION

Tourism literature is replete with accounts of ad-
verse social, economic, cultural and environmen-
tal impacts, caused by mass tourism. The list of 
observed impacts ranges from localized inflation, 
potential increases in crime, economic exploitation 
of local populations to social dislocation, destruc-
tion of heritage and severe environmental damages 
(Hall & Page, 2002; Mason, 2003; Budeanu, 2005; 
Schianetz et al, 2007). This is especially true in 
fragile landscapes such as coastal zones and rural 
areas where the lack of proper sustainable tourism 
management and the development of infrastruc-
ture can contribute to the degradation of the natu-
ral and cultural resources. However, if correctly 
planned and managed, tourism can also contribute 
to environmental protection and conservation of 

ABSTRACT

The application of the Sustainable Development 
Concept (SDC) in the tourism industry has been 
debated for over twenty years. Many studies have 
been conducted on the social, environmental and 
economic sustainability of tourism destinations. 
However, little comprehensive research took into 
consideration the holistic approach of sustainable 
landscape and heritage management. 1617

This paper reports on testing a holistic ana-
lytical framework for tourism sustainability in ten 
Lebanese landscapes and tourism destinations 
distinguished by their rich and diverse cultural 
and natural heritage. The studied areas offer many 
types of tourism services and activities with dif-
ferent management approaches. The analytical 
framework tackles four dimensions of sustainabil-
ity: economic, social, environmental, and manage-
ment, with emphasis on the ecological issues and 
on the role of local communities and municipali-
ties in managing and sustaining their tourism re-
sources.

The study was conducted between February 
2013 and February 2014 by a team of researchers 
from the Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality Man-
agement (FTHM) of the Lebanese University. In-
depth interviews were made with 16 stakeholders 
in 10 different sites. The stakeholders are involved 
in the sites’ management, preservation, as well as 
tourism services provision. They are represented 
by municipality members, nature reserves manag-
ers, tourism facilities owners, tourism experts and 
NGOs. 

16	Jad ABOU ARRAGE, Phone: 00961 3 567 880, Email: jad.abouar-
rage@	

17	 Lebanese University – Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality Manage-
ment. Faculty of Tourism and Hospitality Management. Bir Hasan 
– UN Street. Salwa Abdel Hadi and Sons Building	
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biodiversity, and to the sustainable use of natural 
resources (Bruzzi et al, 2011).

In the last three decades concerns grew about 
the physical environments of destinations used for 
tourism. Mass tourism activities in the Mediterra-
nean basin are causing irreversible damages on the 
natural and cultural landscape. Mediterranean re-
gions are systematically losing their attractiveness. 
Moreover, it is becoming evident that, over the next 
few decades, more pressure will be placed on at-
tractive Mediterranean landscapes. In this context, 
Lebanon’s rural areas are experiencing important 
changes at many scales. The local communities’ 
and governments’ responses to these changes will 
have a significant influence on cultural diversity, 
ecological, economic and social values in the fu-
ture. Sustaining these values while using them in 
the tourism industry cannot be achieved without 
building a common understanding of sustainable 
landscape and tourism management. The man-
agement of tourism destinations needs to be sup-
ported, realized and valued according to specific 
criteria and indicators. Therefore, the monitoring 
and evaluation of the tourism impacts on the land-
scape, through a clear list of sustainability indica-
tors, is a necessity. 

Nowadays, such approach cannot be imple-
mented without the use of new technologies and 
innovative tools in the tourism sector, in order to 
help all stakeholders in the planning and decision 
making processes, and to guarantee sustainable 
landscape management. Therefore, the aim of this 
paper is twofold: 
A)	 Understand the gap that still seems to exist 

between tourism development and sustainable 
landscape management in Lebanon; and 

B)	 Show how local communities and municipali-
ties can use sustainable tourism indicators in 
order to assess their actual situation and to 
base their future decisions and actions on new 
innovative approaches in heritage and land-
scape management.

The main question of the research is to explore, if 
there is any difference in the level of tourism sus-
tainability between protected landscapes and non-
protected ones. The hypothesis is “protected land-
scapes in Lebanon tend to be more sustainable in 
terms of tourism development and management”.

CONCEPTUAL LINKAGES:  
LANDSCAPES, TOURISM, AND  
SUSTAINABILITY

The relationship between landscape and tourism is 
essential. This relationship emerges from the tra-
dition and practice of both cultural geography and 
tourism studies and from the socio-cultural evolu-
tion of the landscapes of tourism per se (Terkenli, 
2002; Terkenli, 2005).

An increasing human population and pressure 
on land use is damaging natural and cultural re-
sources around the globe, resulting in the modifi-
cation of the world’s most significant landscapes. 
The conditions of these natural environments and 
man-made landscapes are very important in de-
termining the viability and attractiveness of tour-
ism destinations. Hence, the tourism industry has 
traditionally constituted a source of pressure on 
natural resources. Typically, the concern of tour-
ism stakeholders has been how tourism develop-
ment may provide enhanced opportunities for the 
effective management of environmentally sensitive 
areas and the preservation of unique landscapes. 
Therefore, designs and plans that will achieve a 
sustainable use and management of landscapes 
are becoming increasingly critical, especially in the 
tourism industry. (Dwyer et al, 2009; Gordon et al, 
2009; Selman 2004)

Landscapes are an abundant natural resource 
and form an important basis for the tourism indus-
try (Pérez, 2002). Lovell & Johnston (2009) define 
multi-functional landscapes as “landscapes which 
provide multiple environmental, social and eco-
nomic functions and are able to achieve multiple 
societal needs including energy and food produc-
tion, management of waste, conservation of biodi-
versity and the management of water quantity and 
quality across the landscape; the improvement of 
landscape heterogeneity and therefore resilience; 
and the provision of recreational opportunities”. 
However, the improper planning and management 
of tourism and recreational activities can easily 
disturb fragile landscapes that may eventually lose 
their values and attractiveness.

The concept of landscape health is based on 
principles of landscape ecology and function. 
Landscape health is defined by the capacity of 
landscapes to: (i) maintain basic processes such as 
capturing energy, retaining water and cycling nu-
trients; (ii) provide habitats, food, and shelter, for 
sustaining populations of all native animals, plants 
and microorganisms at appropriate scales in time 
and space and (iii) provide people with their cultur-
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al, spiritual, aesthetic and livelihood needs (White-
head et al, 2000). According to Selman (2004) the 
maintenance of valued landscapes often requires 
the active collaboration of local communities in 
their planning, management and sustainable de-
velopment.

The tourism industry has been repeatedly de-
nounced as an exploiter, a defiler of landscapes, 
and as a modern medium of globalizing or homog-
enizing standards of identity and development for 
contemporary landscapes (Terkenli, 2005).

The issue of sustainable tourism development 
has received substantial scholarly attention in the 
past three decades, and various definitions have 
been formulated. A widely used one is that of the 
United Nation World Tourism Organization (UN-
WTO): “Sustainable tourism development meets 
the needs of present tourists and host regions 
while protecting and enhancing opportunities for 
the future. It is envisaged as leading to manage-
ment of all resources in such a way that economic, 
social and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while 
maintaining cultural integrity, essential ecological 
processes, biological diversity and life support sys-
tems” (WTO, 2001). Thus, sustainability in the con-
text of tourism, means regulating the use of tourist 
resources so that they are not consumed, depleted, 
or polluted in such a way as to be unavailable for 
the use by future generations of tourists. Sustain-
able tourism is also oriented toward the economic 
viability of the tourism industry, referred to as the 
“economic sustainability of tourism” or “tourism 
imperative”. It can also refer to a business that per-
severes and flourishes over a long period of time 
or an industry that acknowledges biophysical and 
social limits and intentionally remains small in 
scope. (Baros & David, 2007; Burton, 1995; Holden 
2000; Larson & Poudyal, 2012; McCool & Moisey, 
2008)

Ólafsdóttir & Runnström (2009) consider that 
the expansion of tourism provides innovative re-
sources for an economic boost to many peripheral 
communities. However, the natural ecosystems are 
extremely vulnerable. It is therefore of vital impor-
tance for such communities to plan the growth of 
tourism sustainably. To achieve sustainable tour-
ism development in fragile environments, tourism 
should be maintained in a way that would not cause 
negative disturbance to nature, culture, society and 
economy. Therefore, tourism development is sus-
tainable only when none of the core components 
are neglected over others. (Baros & David, 2007; 
McGehee et al, 2013)

In order to secure long-term benefits from tour-
ism, decision makers need straightforward plan-

ning tools, with which they can monitor the impact 
of tourism with regard to environmental, cultural 
and economic sustainability. Variations in the sen-
sitivity and vulnerability of both natural and cul-
tural heritage of each site, must be recognized and 
mapped. The challenge is to provide the infrastruc-
ture that tourists need, as well as to identify viable 
strategies for sustainable use of natural resources. 
(Ólafsdóttir & Runnström, 2009)

Since the Rio World Summit of 1992 and with 
the emergence of the sustainable tourism para-
digm, tourism practitioners and scholars have 
made many researches understand how tourism 
sustainability can be objectively achieved, assessed 
and measured. Ko (2005) argues that if sustainable 
development is one of tourism industry’s major con-
temporary objectives, then the industry needs to be 
able to measure its performance and impacts. Sev-
eral researches on tourism sustainability indicators 
assume the existence of an integrated relationship 
between the social, economic, and environmental 
dimensions. Therefore, destinations’ managers 
should adopt sustainability principles to underpin 
tourism development. This is consistent with the 
widespread view that destinations should measure 
tourism success, not by the number of visitors, but 
by “yield” per visitor, defined narrowly as an eco-
nomic measure or more broadly as incorporating 
economic, social and environmental dimensions 
(Dwyer et al, 2009). Mitchell et al (2013) consider 
that there is much social and political support for 
tourism sustainability, but very little empirical re-
search into its value, particularly in public sector 
organizations. Many studies proved that local au-
thorities play an important role in tourism man-
agement through planning activities, policies and 
programs (Richins, 2000; Andriotis, 2002; Harril, 
2004; Emilsson & Hjelm, 2007; Bruzzi et al, 2011). 
Moreover, recent studies have shown the important 
links between governance features and the sus-
tainability performance of tourism with the need 
for multi-stakeholder debates that should consider 
these links (Dinica, 2009; Eagles; 2009). There-
fore, besides the three main dimensions of sustain-
ability, the management and governance dimen-
sions will be also adopted in this study. (Figure 1)

From an environmental perspective, Bruzzi et 
al (2011) link the tourism sustainability concept 
with the need to harmonize the protection of the 
environment with satisfactory economic and so-
cial development. The misuse of natural resources 
can cause a degradation of the tourist appeal of the 
destination, bringing it finally to economic decline. 
Hence, environmental sustainability plays an im-
portant role in sustainable tourism because it is 
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the precondition and assessment standard. (Jiang, 
2009)

To understand how the sustainable tourism 
model may function in this context, this study 
gives specific attention to the measurement of tour-
ism sustainability indicators, especially in terms of 
management and local governance. In 2004, the 
WTO referenced Sustainable Indicators as “Infor-
mation sets which are formally selected for a regu-
lar use to measure changes in key assets and issues 
of tourism destinations and sites” (WTO, 2004). 
However, the utilization of sustainability indica-
tors in the tourism industry is a complex process. 
In order to measure and value such indicators in an 
accurate and efficient way, baseline information of 
tourism policies should be provided, especially for 
a highly fragmented tourism sector, where impacts 
are often hidden by this fragmentation. Secondly, 
indicators are supposed to streamline statistical 
systems and data collection - in an industry where 
the weakness of the statistical data is often under-
lined. Thirdly, the construction of indicators is, 
at least in theory, linked with a decision-making 
process, and should be developed alongside with a 
policy process. (Dubois, 2005)

METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH 
DESIGN

This study combines qualitative-descriptive and 
quantitative-analytical methods as well as the hy-
pothetical deduction method. The study was con-
ducted between February 2013 and February 2014 
by the HELAND team at the Faculty of Tourism 
and Hospitality Management (FTHM) of the Leba-
nese University. The HELAND project is funded 
by the European Neighborhood Partnership Ini-

tiative (ENPI) involving 10 partners from 6 Medi-
terranean countries. The duration is 40 months 
(2012-2015). The main objectives of the project are 
the exploitation and promotion of cultural herit-
age and landscape protection to foster quality and 
sustainable tourism. HELAND aims at addressing 
the needs and challenges of concerned stakehold-
ers in the management of touristic sites in order to 
enhance their capacities in the field of sustainable 
tourism through the improvement of management 
tools, the adequate investment in new technolo-
gies, and the adoption of innovative policies.

Based on a literature review and field observa-
tions, 10 important Lebanese landscapes, consid-
ered as tourism destinations, were selected. The 
choice of the sites took into consideration their 
significant socio-cultural and ecological values and 
their important contribution to the rural tourism 
sector in Lebanon. To assess and measure the sus-
tainability of each site, a set of indicators were used 
and regrouped in four dimensions, as determined 
in Figure-1. Each dimension contained a number of 
criteria based on the following considerations:
1.	 The management dimension analyses the ca-

pacity of the site-destination to engage in tour-
ism development and management. Tourism 
is a people-oriented business and depends on 
planning and quality management. Under-
standing the actual and potential tourism man-
agement schemes and procedures for a destina-
tion is critical in determining to what degree a 
community can meaningfully participate in the 
development of sustainable tourism.

2.	 The socio-cultural dimension gauges the com-
munity’s involvement and acceptance of tour-
ism activities within its landscape. 

3.	 The economic dimension explores the positive 
impact of tourism on the local economy and its 
potential to address rural development prob-
lems such as employment, income generation, 
and poverty alleviation.

4.	 The environmental dimension measures the 
influence of tourism infrastructure, services, 
and activities on the natural resources and po-
tential benefits for landscape protection and 
biodiversity conservation.

Each of the four dimensions gives rise to a number 
of indicators as essential factors in assessing and 
measuring tourism sustainability. These indicators 
are derived from a considerable extent of litera-
ture on the various positive and negative impacts 
of tourism and from various tourism sustainabil-
ity frameworks and matrixes. (WTO, 1993; WTO, 
1995; WTO, 1998; WTO, 2004; Dubois, 2005; Gut-

Figure 1. 	 Integrated approach of tourism sustainability 
indicators
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ierrez et al, 2005; Ko, 2005; Cernat & Gourdon, 
2007; OECD, 2008; Jovicic & Ilic, 2010; Jovici, 
2013; EU, 2013).

A draft version of 88 indicators was tested on 
the field before elaborating the final list with a total 
of 51 indicators. The final list and the quantitative 
analysis of the indicators took into account the lack 
of quantitative data in Lebanon, especially in the 
rural tourism industry. The following tables (1-2-
3-4-5) show the detailed list of indicators used. In 
order to transform the qualitative indicators into a 

measurable form to assess the level of sustainabil-
ity, two different scoring systems were adopted. 
For the Yes or No answers the following scores 
were used: 0 if not existing, 1 if existing but needs 
improvement, and 2 if existing and well governed 
and managed. As for the level of application, a Lik-
ert scale was used with the following scores: 0 for 
weak, 1 for fair, 2 for good, and 3 for very good. Each 
dimension was weighted in percentage, depending 
on the total score, so that the overall sustainability 
score totalled 100%.  

Table 1. 	 Indicators for Management Sustainability

Number of indicators: 11 Scoring system

Existence Not 
existing

Exists but needs 
improvement

Exists and is well governed  
and managed

Existence of a management organization 0 1 2

Existence of a strategic plan 0 1 2

Existence of a management plan 0 1 2

Existence of an action plan 0 1 2

Existence of a monitoring and evaluation plan 0 1 2

Existence of databases 0 1 2

Existence of safety and security measures 0 1 2

Qualitative assessment Weak Fair Good Very good

Consultative management 0 1 2 3

Communication of sustainability efforts to visitors 0 1 2 3

Networking and partnerships 0 1 2 3

Databases information quality 0 1 2 3

Total score: 26 (Weight 20%)

Evaluation: 0-4 very weak; 4.1-8 weak; 8.1-12 fair; 12.1-16 good; 16.1-20 very good

Table 2. Indicators for Economic Sustainability 

Number of indicators: 7 Scoring system

Existence Not 
existing

Exists but needs 
improvement

Exists and is well governed  
and managed

Existence of training programs 0 1 2

Qualitative assessment Weak Fair Good Very good

Tourism contribution to the destinations’ economy 0 1 2 3

Income distribution from tourism 0 1 2 3

Visitors spending in the destination 0 1 2 3

Tourism contribution to local employment 0 1 2 3

Utilization of local resources, fair trade goods, and 
services 0 1 2 3

Gender equity in employment 0 1 2 3

Total score: 20 (Weight 15%)

Evaluation: 0-3 very weak; 3.1-6 weak; 6.1-9 fair; 9.1-12 good; 12.1-15 very good
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Table 3.	  Indicators for Environmental Sustainability 

Number of indicators: 22 Scoring system

Existence Not 
existing

Exists but needs 
improvement

Exists and is well governed  
and managed

Existence and usage of local/soft mobility transport 
services 0 1 2

Existence of climate change adaptation strategy or 
planning 0 1 2

Existence of Solid Waste Management plan 0 1 2

Existence of Wastewater Management plan 0 1 2

Existence of fresh water management plan 0 1 2

Existence of landscape protection scheme 0 1 2

Existence of biodiversity protection scheme 0 1 2

Existence of biodiversity management plan 0 1 2

Existence of biodiversity databases 0 1 2

Existence of biodiversity monitoring and evaluation 
plan 0 1 2

Qualitative assessment Weak Fair Good Very good

Involvement of tourism enterprises in climate change 
mitigation schemes 0 1 2 3

Solid Waste reduction and recycling 0 1 2 3

Wastewater treatment 0 1 2 3

Utilization of new technologies to reduce water 
consumption 0 1 2 3

Utilization of renewable energies in tourism 0 1 2 3

Landscape protection level 0 1 2 3

Biodiversity protection level 0 1 2 3

Tourism enterprises supporting nature conservation 0 1 2 3

Quality of information in the biodiversity databases 0 1 2 3

Respect of the carrying capacity of the site 0 1 2 3

Utilization of new technologies in landscape 
management and monitoring 0 1 2 3

Utilization of new technologies in nature 
conservation and monitoring 0 1 2 3

Total score: 56 (Weight 43%)

Evaluation: 0-9 very weak; 9.1-18 weak; 18.1-26 fair; 26.1-35 good; 35.1-43 very good
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Table 4. 	Indicators for Socio-cultural Sustainability

Number of indicators: 11 Scoring system

Existence Not 
existing

Exists but needs 
improvement

Exists and is well governed  
and managed

Existence of databases on cultural sites 0 1 2

Existence of schemes for cultural sites protection 0 1 2

Existence of code of conduct 0 1 2

Qualitative assessment Weak Fair Good Very good

Residents satisfaction with tourism in the destination 0 1 2 3

Gender equity in tourism management and 
employment 0 1 2 3

Accessibility for disabled 0 1 2 3

Cultural databases information quality 0 1 2 3

Integration of cultural sites in tourism products 0 1 2 3

Level of cultural sites protection 0 1 2 3

Level of application of the code of conduct 0 1 2 3

Level of conflict resolution arising from tourism 0 1 2 3

Total score: 30 (Weight 22%)

Evaluation: 0-4.5 very weak; 4.6-9 weak; 9.1-13 fair; 13.1-17.5 good; 17.6-22 very good 

Table 5. Overall Sustainability

Dimensions Weighted score

Management sustainability 20%

Economic sustainability 15%

Environmental sustainability 43%

Social sustainability 22%

Total score: 100%

Evaluation: 0-20% very weak; 21-40% weak; 41-60% fair; 61-80% good; 81-100% very good

Between February 2013 and September 2013, the 
HELAND research team at the FTHM conducted 
10 field visits to the 10 selected sites for data col-
lection. In-depth semi-structured interviews were 
held with 16 key informants involved in landscape 
management and tourism development. The or-
ganizations and institutions represented included 

municipalities, nature reserves, tourism business-
es, and non-governmental associations. Between 
October 2013 and December 2013, the key inform-
ants’ interviews, the field observations, and the col-
lected data were transcribed and entered into the 
analytical model for processing. 
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LANDSCAPES AND TOURISM IN  
LEBANON: BETWEEN DEGRADATION 
AND CONSERVATION

Located on the eastern Mediterranean, Lebanon is 
in many ways a microcosm of the urbanizing Medi-
terranean problematic (Makhzoumi et al, 2012a). 
Although small (10,452 square kilometres), Leba-
non is known for its rich and diverse cultural and 
natural heritage. The Lebanese rural landscape is 
a combination of natural ecosystems and cultural 
heritage, characterized by a rich and diverse mo-
saic of woodland patches and scattered villages in 
addition to terraced perennial cropping of olives 
trees, fruit trees, and vineyards. Four principal 
factors have interacted to produce the exception-
ally rich and unique landscapes of the country: 
biogeography, geology, ecology and historic human 
settlements. Coastal areas, mountains, hills, val-
leys, the inland plain, and rivers provide a climatic 
diversity that harbours a wealthy biodiversity with 
many endangered and endemic species.

Strongly affected by land management plans, 
the natural and cultural landscapes of Lebanon 
are facing tremendous challenges. Land manage-
ment practices contribute to the erosion of the 
country’s natural resources and landscapes (soil, 
forests, caves, rivers, springs, mountain peaks, 
valleys, etc.). Landscape degradation problems are 
pertinent for rural and mountain areas, where tra-
ditional agriculture systems are still the main car-
riers of values and landscape pattern.

Failure in planning and management are fur-
ther aggravated by political marginalization that 
has left rural communities in Lebanon in need of 
social and economic development. Civil war (1975-
1990), Israeli occupation in south Lebanon (1978-
2000), unbalanced reconstruction and develop-
ment plans neglecting the three dimensions of 
sustainability (1990-2006), and the 33 days war in 
July 2006, depopulated much of the countryside, 
disrupted traditional rural lifestyles and under-
mined traditional rural economies. (Makhzoumi 
et al, 2012b)

The old land use systems have, for the last fifty 
years, been under a strong processes of change 
towards simplification and homogenization, lead-
ing to a decrease in both authenticity and multi-
functionality. Over the years, the landscapes of 
Lebanon have been threatened by a multitude of 
factors that have caused the loss of biodiversity, the 
fragmentation or destruction of habitats and dif-
ferent forms of pollution. Human activities have 
caused pollution through urban sprawl, land en-

croachment, industrialization, improper manage-
ment and discharge of wastewater and solid waste. 
Among these human activities, uncontrolled tour-
ism infrastructure development and mass tourism 
forms constitute an increasing pressure and threat 
on the natural and cultural resources.

In response to the degradation of the natural 
landscape, between 1992 and 2013 the Ministry 
of Environment, the Ministry of Agriculture, and 
the Ministry of Tourism designated a number of 
Protected Areas. In 2013, the existing classifica-
tion of Protected Areas in Lebanon included 13 
Nature Reserves, 3 UNESCO Man and Biosphere 
Reserves, 24 Natural sites, 5 Himas (tradition way 
of landscape protection by municipalities and local 
communities), 12 Protected Forests, 14 Touristic 
Sites. In total, these protected areas cover around 
6% of the Lebanese territory. A multitude of other 
landscapes and natural landmarks (forests, valleys, 
rivers basins, mountain peaks, caves, specific geo-
logical landforms, etc.) remain without any form of 
protection, and are facing many challenges. Most 
of these sites constitute an important asset for the 
tourism industry in Lebanon, in particular rural 
and nature-based tourism forms. 

The tourism industry in Lebanon has always 
been an important economic sector, constituting 
one of the main sources of income and employ-
ment. Between 1990 and 2002 tourism has rebuilt 
itself in parallel with the reconstruction of the ba-
sic infrastructure of the country. Tourism services 
and activities grew mainly in urban and coastal cit-
ies, while they remained neglected in most of the 
rural and mountainous areas. Since 2002, despite 
the unstable political situation in the last ten years, 
the Lebanese tourism industry has witnessed posi-
tive changes. New market trends are appearing 
and new tourism types are prospering all over the 
country, particularly nature and adventure -based 
tourism, which take place in many rural areas and 
natural landscapes. To benefit from this trend, all 
concerned stakeholders need to be prepared to 
welcome more domestic and international tourists 
in the near future. Tourism development in rural 
areas and natural landscapes should be planned, 
and the management of the attractions should be 
improved, in order to prevent damages to natural 
and cultural heritage, and to maximize benefits for 
local communities.

The application of the SDC in the public sector 
in Lebanon, is becoming more and more signifi-
cant. In the last five years, an important number 
of municipalities initiated local development pro-
jects with support from local and international do-
nors. However, these projects remain scattered in 
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time and space. Very few municipalities integrate 
sustainable development dimensions in long-term 
visions and policies, especially when it comes to 
landscape management and tourism development. 
Moreover, the SDC is not clearly reflected in the 
managerial procedures and skills of municipali-
ties’ members and employees. In this context, this 
study will focus on 10 major cultural and natural 
landscapes in Lebanon used as tourism destina-
tions. The studied sites are spread all over the 

country: eight are located in mountainous areas 
on the Western slopes of Mount Lebanon facing 
the Mediterranean sea; and two are located in the 
Beqaa plain. Each landscape offers one or several 
types of touristic services and activities (cultural, 
nature-based, adventure and sport, educational, 
and recreational tourism), with different land own-
ership patterns, management systems, and protec-
tion schemes. The following table shows the main 
characteristics of the 10 sites (Table 6).

Table 6.	 	 Characteristics of the studied landscapes and tourism destinations

Site name
Type, legal protection, 
year of establishment

Management & 
Governance

Tourism  
exploitation

Land  
ownership

Shouf Biosphere 
Reserve (SBR)

Nature Reserve Law
1996

Ministry of Environment
Reserve Committee
Reserve management 
team

Open for tourists 
since 2000 Public

Bkassine Pine Forest 
(BPF)

Protected Forest 
Decision
1997

Ministry of Agriculture
Local Municipality 
Private (business)/Public 
management system 
since 2013

Open for tourists 
since 2000 Public

Baatara Pothole
(BP)   

Protected site
Decision
2004

Local Municipality
Private (NGO)/Public 
management system 
since 2012

Open for tourists 
since 1996 Private

Tannourine Cedars 
Forest Nature 
Reserve (TCFNR )

Nature Reserve
Law
1999

Ministry of Environment
Reserve Committee
Reserve management 
team

Open for tourists 
since 2004 Public

Bcharreh Cedars 
Forest (BCF)

World Heritage Site & 
Protected Forest
Decree
1997

Ministry of Agriculture
Ministry of Tourism
Ministry of Culture
Local committee

Open for tourists 
since 1998 Private 

Qadisha Valley 
(QV)

World Heritage Site & 
Protected Site
Decree
1997

Ministry of Tourism
Ministry of Culture
Local committee
Municipalities

Open for tourists 
since 1998

Public (20%)
Private (80%)

Kfardebian Village  
(KFR) No protection

Municipality
Local community
Ministry of Tourism for the 
Faqra ruins

-Faqra ruins open 
for tourists since 
1996
-Ouyoun el Siman 
open for tourists 
since 1960
- Faqra bridge 
restricted access 
and controlled by 
the municipality

Private
(Except for 
Faqra ruins and 
the high moun-
tain of Ouyoun 
el Siman)

Aammiq Wetland 
(AW )

Private protection
1996 Land owners

Exclusively for 
educational tour-
ism and research

Private

Taanayel Farm
(TAN)

Private protection
2008

Land owners in partner-
ship with local NGO

Open for tourists 
since 2009 Private

Baskinta village 
(BKT) No protection

Municipality
Local community
Local NGO for the 
Baskinta Literary Trail

-Open for tourists 
since 1960s
-BLT open for tour-
ists since 2008

Private
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The study findings are presented in the following 
tables and figures with a comparison of the 10 stud-

ies landscapes. Table 7 and Figure.2 show the man-
agement sustainability level.

Table 7. 	Comparison of the management sustainability 

Indicator
Scores of the sites/landscapes

SBR BPF BP TCFNR BCF QV KFR AW TAN BKT

Existence of a management organization 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 1

Existence of a strategic plan 2 2 1 2 1 1 0 1 2 0

Existence of a management plan 2 2 2 2 2 1 0 1 2 0

Existence of an action plan 2 2 1 2 2 1 0 0 2 0

Existence of a monitoring and evaluation 
plan 2 0 0 2 1 0 0 0 1 0

Existence of databases 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 0

Existence of safety and security measures 2 2 0 2 2 1 1 1 2 1

Consultative management 3 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 3 1

Communication of sustainability efforts to 
visitors 3 3 2 2 1 1 1 2 3 0

Networking and partnerships 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 1 3 1

Databases information quality 2 0 0 2 1 1 0 2 2 0

Total score (over 26) 24 18 13 21 18 13 7 12 23 4

Weighted score (20%) 18.5 13.8 10.0 16.2 13.8 10.0 5.4 9.2 17.7 3.1

Evaluation VG G F VG G F W F VG VW
 
VW: very weak, W: weak, F: Fair, G: good, VG: very good.

Figure 2.	 	Comparison of the management sustainability
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The Shouf Biosphere Reserve, the Tannourine 
Cedars Forest Nature Reserve, and Taanayel 
Farm have very good management sustainabil-
ity (18.5/20, 16.2/20, and 17.7/20). Baskinta and 
Kfardebiane villages have very weak and weak 
management sustainability (3.1/20 and 5.4/20). 
At this level of sustainability, the hypothesis is ac-

cepted since the SBR and the TCFNR benefit from 
public and legal protection schemes, and the TAN 
has a private protection; while KFR and BKT do 
not benefit from any public or private protection 
schemes. Table 8 and Figure 3 show the economic 
sustainability level.

Table 8.	 Comparison of the economic sustainability 

Indicator
Scores of the sites/landscapes

SBR BPF BP TCFNR BCF QV KFR AW TAN BKT

Existence of training programs 2 2 0 1 1 1 0 1 2 1

Tourism contribution to the destinations’ 
economy 3 2 1 2 3 1

2 1 2 2

Income distribution from tourism 2 2 1 2 2 1 2 1 2 1

Visitors spending in the destination 2 2 1 1 3 1 2 1 2 2

Tourism contribution to local employment 3 3 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Utilization of local resources, fair trade goods, 
and services 3 3 1 2 2 1

1 2 3 1

Gender equity in employment 3 3 1 2 2 1 1 2 3 1

Total score (over 20) 18 17 6 12 15 8 10 10 16 10

Weighted score (15%) 13.5 12.8 4.5 9.0 11.3 6.0 7.5 7.5 12.0 7.5

Evaluation VG VG W F G W F F G F

Figure 3.	 Comparison of the economic sustainability
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Shouf Biosphere Reserve and Bkassine Pine For-
est have very good economic sustainability (13.5/15 
and 12.8/15). Baatara Pothole and Qadisha Valley 
have weak economic sustainability (4.5/15 and 
6/15). At this level, the hypothesis is rejected since 
all the four sites benefit from public and legal pro-
tection schemes. Moreover, we notice that the SBR 

benefiting from the highest protection scheme (by 
law) has the highest economic sustainability level, 
while TCFNR which also benefit from protection 
by law has a fair economic sustainability level 
(9/15). Table 9 and Figure 4 show the environmen-
tal sustainability level.

Table 9.	 Comparison of the environmental sustainability 

Indicator
Scores of the sites/landscapes

SBR BPF BP TCFNR BCF QV KFR AW TAN BKT

Existence and usage of local/soft mobility 
transport services 1 2 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 0

Existence of climate change adaptation 
strategy or planning 2 0 1 2 1 1 0 1 2 0

Existence of Solid Waste Management plan 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0

Existence of Wastewater Management plan 2 2 2 0 1 1 1 1 2 1

Existence of fresh water management plan 0 0 2 2 0 0 1 2 2 0

Existence of landscape protection scheme 2 0 1 2 2 2 1 1 2 0

Existence of biodiversity protection scheme 2 0 0 2 2 1 0 2 1 0

Existence of biodiversity management plan 2 0 0 2 2 1 0 1 1 0

Existence of biodiversity databases 2 0 0 2 0 1 0 2 1 0

Existence of biodiversity monitoring and 
evaluation plan 1 0 0 2 2 0 0 1 1 0

Involvement of tourism enterprises in 
climate change mitigation schemes 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 0

Solid Waste reduction and recycling 2 2 1 0 0 0 1 1 2 0

Wastewater treatment 2 3 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Utilization of new technologies to reduce 
water consumption 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 2 0

Utilization of renewable energies in tourism 2 2 2 2 1 1 0 2 2 0

Landscape protection level 3 2 2 3 2 1 1 2 3 0

Biodiversity protection level 3 0 0 3 2 1 0 2 2 0

Tourism enterprises supporting nature 
conservation 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 1

Quality of information in the biodiversity 
databases 3 0 0 3 0 1 0 2 1 0

Respect of the carrying capacity of the site 1 2 1 3 1 1 1 3 2 1

Utilization of new technologies in landscape 
management and monitoring 3 1 1 2 1 0 0 1 3 0

Utilization of new technologies in nature 
conservation and monitoring 3 1 0 2 0 0 0 1 2 0

Total score (over 56) 42 20 18 35 20 14 7 29 38 3

Weighted score (43%) 32.3 15.4 13.8 26.9 15.4 10.8 5.4 22.3 29.2 2.3

Evaluation G W W G W W VW F G VW
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None of the studied sites have a very good environ-
mental sustainability level. The Shouf Biosphere 
Reserve, Tannourine Cedars Forest Nature Re-
serve, and Taanayel Farm have good environmen-
tal sustainability (32.3/43, 26.9/43, and 29.2/43); 
Ammiq Wetland has a fair environmental sustain-
ability (22.3/43), and the other 6 landscapes have 
weak and very weak environmental sustainability. 

For this dimension, the hypothesis can be accepted 
since the SBR, TCFNR, TAN, and AW are all pro-
tected by law and by private initiatives; while the 
two sites with the lowest environmental sustain-
ability, BKT (2.3/43) and KFR (5.4/43), do not 
benefit from any form of protection. Table 10 and 
Figure 5 show the social sustainability level.

Figure 4.	 Comparison of the environmental sustainability
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Table 10. 	Comparison of the socio-cultural sustainability 

Indicator
Scores of the sites/landscapes

SBR BPF BP TCFNR BCF QV KFR AW TAN BKT

Existence of databases on cultural sites 2 2 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2

Existence of schemes for cultural sites 
protection 1 1 1 1 1 1

1 0 1 0

Existence of code of conduct 2 0 0 2 2 1 1 1 2 1

Residents satisfaction with tourism in the 
destination 3 2 2 2 2 2

2 2 2 2

Gender equity in tourism management and 
employment 2 2 1 1 1 1

2 2 2 1

Accessibility for disabled 2 2 0 0 2 1 1 1 3 1

Cultural databases information quality 3 2 1 1 3 3 2 2 2 3

Integration of cultural sites in tourism 
products 3 1 0 1 3 3

1 1 2 3

Level of cultural sites protection 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1

Level of application of the code of conduct 3 0 0 2 2 1 1 2 3 1

Level of conflict resolution arising from 
tourism 2 2 2 1 2 1

1 1 3 1

Total score (over 30) 25 15 9 13 22 17 15 15 23 16

Weighted score (22%) 18.3 11.0 6.6 9.5 16.1 12.5 11.0 11.0 16.9 11.7

Evaluation VG F W F G F F F G F
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The Shouf Biosphere Reserve has a very good social 
sustainability (18.23/22). Bcharreh Cedars Forest 
and Taanayel Farm have good social sustainability 
(16.1/22 and 16.9/22). Only Baatara Pothole has a 
weak socio-cultural sustainability. Among the sites 
assessed as fair in terms of socio-cultural sustain-
ability, we have protected (BPF, TCFNR, QCF, AW) 
and non-protected (BKT and KFR) landscapes. 
Therefore, for this dimension, the hypothesis is re-
jected.

Figure 5. 	Comparison of the socio-cultural sustainability
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The overall sustainability measure, with the four 
dimensions combined, shows that SBR has the 
highest score and was considered a “Very Good” 
landscape where social, environmental, and eco-
nomic dimensions are being managed in a pro-
fessional way with a clear strategy and objectives. 
The TCFNR and TAN are considered “Good” 
landscapes in relation to sustainability issues. The 
scores of the BPF, the BCF, and AW gave them a 
“Fair” sustainability evaluation. As for the land-
scape sustainability of the BP, the QV and BKT it 
was evaluated as “Weak” (Table 11). 

Table 11.	Comparison of the overall Sustainability

Dimension Weighted 
score SBR BPF BP TCFNR BCF QV KFR AW TAN BKT

Management sustainability 20% 18.5 13.8 10.0 16.2 13.8 10.0 5.4 9.2 17.7 3.1

Economic sustainability 15% 13.5 12.8 4.5 9.0 11.3 6.0 7.5 7.5 12.0 7.5

Environmental sustainability 43% 32.3 15.4 13.8 26.9 15.4 10.8 5.4 22.3 29.2 2.3

Social sustainability 22% 18.3 11.0 6.6 9.5 16.1 12.5 11.0 11.0 16.9 11.7

Overall sustainability 100% 82.6 53.0 34.9 61.6 56.6 39.3 29.3 50.0 75.8 24.6

Evaluation VG F W G F W W F G W
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Table 12 shows the sustainability ranking com-
pared with the score and the evaluation of the 10 
visited sites for the 4 studied dimensions, as well as 

the overall sustainability, the average sustainability 
(50.4%) and the standard deviation (19.0).

Table 12. 	Sustainability ranking for the 10 visited landscape sites

Site

Management Economic Socio-cultural Environmental Overall Sustainability
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SBR 1 18.5 VG 1 13.5 VG 1 18.3 VG 1 32.3 VG 1 82.6 Very 
Good

TAN 2 17.7 VG 3 12.0 G 2 16.9 G 2 28.7 G 2 75.8 Good

TCFNR 3 16.2 VG 5 9.0 F 7 9.5 F 3 26.9 G 3 61.6 Good

BCF 4 13.8 G 4 11.3 G 3 16.1 G 5 15.4 W 4 56.6 Fair

BPF 4 13.8 G 2 12.8 VG 6 11.0 F 5 15.4 W 5 53.0 Fair

AW 6 9.2 F 6 7.5 F 6 11.0 F 4 21.9 F 6 50.0 Fair

QV 5 10.0 F 7 6 W 4 12.5 F 7 10.8 W 7 39.3 Weak

BP 5 10.0 F 8 4.5 W 8 6.6 W 6 13.8 W 8 34.9 Weak

KFR 7 5.4 W 6 7.5 F 6 11.0 F 8 5.4 VW 9 29.3 Weak

BKT 8 3.1 W 6 7.5 F 5 11.7 F 9 2.3 VW 10 24.6 Weak

Average for all sites 50.8%

Standard Deviation 19.2

The results presented in Table 12 provide a clear 
answer to research question and prove the hy-
pothesis. Landscapes protected by a law (SBR and 
TCFNR) are ranked among the top three. Land-
scapes protected by decisions and decrees, and 
protected privately owned lands, are ranked from 
number 4 to 8 with fair and weak overall sustain-
ability. Taanayel Farm, a protected privately owned 
property, is an exception and is ranked number 2. 
While the two landscapes containing public and 
private owned lands without any form of protec-
tion are ranked in the bottom with weak overall 
sustainability.

To conclude, it is worth mentioning that land 
ownership is a crucial factor that affects the man-
agement of tourism destinations and the protection 
of landscapes in Lebanon. Actually, the Lebanese 
legislation does not include any law or mechanism 
for the protection of privately owned lands. There-
fore, private land ownership can be a major obstacle 
that hinders the protection of very important land-
scapes. Moreover, the absence of strategic manage-
ment plans at the local level of the municipalities 
is leading to uncontrolled and chaotic development 
resulting in the deterioration of the physical and 
natural aspects of many landscapes.

CONCLUSION AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS

This study examined the usefulness of a tour-
ism sustainability evaluation matrix, formed of 4 
dimensions and a list of 51 indicators, for the as-
sessment and evaluation of sustainable landscape 
management. The successful application of this 
tool depends on the availability of data and on the 
cooperation of all concerned stakeholders in pro-
viding accurate and up-to-date information about 
the landscapes they are managing or using for 
tourism purposes. Further landscape and natural 
and tourism destinations should be assessed, and 
the assessment tool developed in this study, should 
be refined and revised in order to adapt to the con-
tinuous advancement in the tourism industry, es-
pecially in terms of technology and innovation. 

The analytical landscape and tourism sustain-
ability framework was useful for understanding 
the relationship between landscape protection and 
the level of tourism sustainability. It was impor-
tant in demonstrating that sustainability-oriented 
management is possible in any landscape and tour-
ism destination. This approach should be adopted 
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by local stakeholders and public institutions, espe-
cially municipalities, which should improve their 
managerial skills.

Recognizing that there is still a gap between 
tourism development strategies and landscape 
management and protection tools and techniques, 
results in awareness of a need to act. Researchers, 
teachers, policy-makers, technical staff, local com-
munities and others who are concerned with those 
landscapes cannot continue assisting the same 
trends without reacting, rethinking and becoming 
involved.

Stakeholders involved in local tourism develop-
ment and management should monitor their man-
agement approach in order to avoid and reduce 
negative impacts on the cultural and natural herit-
age and should adjust their plans to better sustain 
the landscapes of Lebanon.

A sustainable strategic orientation for land-
scape management and tourism exploitation 
should incorporate regulation and harmonization 
of high quality tourism services and activities, pro-
fessional public and corporate governance with 
local participation, visionary long-term manage-
ment, development of innovative and adaptive poli-
cies and the use of new technologies.

Tourism stakeholders have, to some extent, the 
opportunity to fashion the future to their needs 
rather than simply to regard future events as be-
yond their control. In an increasingly turbulent and 
rapidly changing world, innovation and develop-
ment driven by both internal and external circum-
stances will continue, but destinations and firms 
not adjusting their strategies as their environments 
change will have difficulty maintaining competi-
tive advantages. How the country will manage its 
natural heritage will set the pace for rural and na-
ture-based tourism in the future.
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THE EUROPEAN TOURISM INDICATOR SYSTEM 
 
CINZIA DE MARZO18

ETIS BACKGROUND

The European Tourism System of Indicators 
(ETIS) for Sustainable Management at Destination 
Level, was launched by the Tourism Policy Unit on 
22 February 2013, together with a toolkit (guide-
lines), available in all EU languages on EC website: 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/sectors/tourism/
sustainable-tourism/indicators/index_en.htm. 18 

ETIS is specifically intended for tourism desti-
nations. It is designed as a locally owned and led 
process for monitoring, managing, and enhancing 
the sustainability of a tourism destination. It has 
been developed as a result of lessons learned from 
previously existing indicator system initiatives and 
fine-tuned as a result of feedback collected from 
field testing, in a number of different destinations 
in Europe. 

The main goal of ETIS is to help local authori-
ties in measuring and monitoring the sustainable 
tourism performances of their destinations, pro-
viding a simple and user friendly system, aiming at 
sharing and benchmarking their progress.

The System is made up of a set of Indicators, 
a Toolkit, and a Dataset sheet, to record and store 
indicator data and it has a structure of 27 core and 
40 optional indicators. 

18	National Expert, European Commission, DG Internal market, indus-
try, 	

These can be used on a voluntary basis, together 
or integrated into existing destination monitoring 
systems. The System is flexible. It can be expanded 
or contracted to meet the needs of the destination, 
the interest of local stakeholders, and the specific 
sustainability issues that the destination faces.

The sustainability of tourism covers a number 
of aspects: the responsible use of natural resources, 
taking into account the environmental impact of 
activities (production of waste, pressure on water, 
land and biodiversity, etc.), the use of ‘clean’ energy, 
protection of heritage and preservation of the natu-
ral and cultural integrity of destinations as well as 
the quality and sustainability of jobs created, local 
economic fallout or customer care.

Facing those challenges requires us to make 
intelligent decisions (particularly policy makers) 
based on useful information collected through spe-
cific indicators such as single aspect of business.

USING THE INDICATOR SYSTEM

To establish the System in a tourism destination, 
there are 7 steps to follow, briefly explained in the 
table below:
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Step 1 – Raise Awareness Communicate the destination’s involvement with ETIS to as many people as 
possible, particularly local stakeholders.

Step 2 – Create a Destination Profile Destination Profile Form, including basic information about the geography, 
tourism amenities, transport links and visitor numbers in the destination.

Step 3 – Form a Stakeholder Working 
Group (SWG)

It will be essential to have representatives from the private sector and desti-
nation management organisation, or tourism authority playing an active role 
in the SWG.

Step 4 – Establish Roles and 
Responsibilities

Once the SWG is established, there must be a clear agreement on responsi-
bilities of the SWG members and time line for data collection.

Step 5 – Collect and Record Data Data collection should be a process of bringing the various data sources 
together in one place to build a detailed picture of the destination’s tourism 
industry.

Step 6 – Analyse Results The SWG then review and analyse the results, decide on some realistic 
benchmarks or targets, and agree a plan on how to achieve these.

Step 7 - Enable On-going Develop-
ment and Continuous Improvement  

Once the SWG has an action plan in place to tackle immediate priorities, a 
strategy for longer-term improvement can be developed.

The outcomes of the first testing pilot phase that 
aims at developing and improving the system, were 
presented. Also 6 destinations have been selected 
through a call for expression of interest, in order 
to present their experiences on having tested ETIS 
during the workshop.

The Commission has received about 49 mid-
terms reports (out of 106 destinations), coming 
from Bulgaria, Croatia, Spain, England, Montene-
gro, Italy, Norway, Germany, Spain, Greece, Slove-
nia, Netherland.

The ETIS pool of experts are supporting the 
work of the Commission in making the preliminary 
analysis of those documents and in collecting the 
information about ETIS visibility (events, articles 
on magazines, etc.) and aiming at improving the 
promotion of ETIS.

After the end of the second ETIS pilot phase 
(December 2014), the pool of experts together with 
ETIS team, will make the analysis of the final ques-
tionnaires and will draft the recommendations to 
improve the system.

Around March 2015, a technical meeting will 
be organized in Brussels with ETIS pool of experts, 
in view of the organization of the ETIS final confer-
ence, foresee by summer 2015.

REFERENCES

European Union. (2013, February). The European 
Tourism Indicator System - Toolkit for Desti-
nations.

What are the main benefits of using ETIS
	 Developing and creating awareness
	 Assisting destinations in developing tourism in 

more sustainable manner
	 Working together, as an interdisciplinary team
	 Generating economic benefits, including im-

proved destination reputation and greater visi-
tor satisfaction

	 Increasing visibility as sustainable destinatio

ETIS IMPLEMENTATION

The first pilot testing phase started in July 2013 
and ended in April 2014. Through a dedicated call 
for expression of interest, around 100 destinations 
applied from all across Europe such as: Belgium, 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, Italy, Latvia, Ireland, 
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Greece, Scot-
land, Netherland, Lithuania, Croatia, Sweden, 
England, Portugal, Turkey). 

The second pilot testing phase started in May 
and will last the end of December 2014. About 106 
destinations across Europe (also non EU countries 
like Albania, Montenegro, Macedonia and Nor-
way), have volunteered to test the ETIS this time. 
As for the first pilot testing phase, the interest re-
mains quite high from destinations from Croatia, 
Italy, Spain, Greece, Slovenia and Hungary. There 
are also destinations from France, Germany, UK, 
Ireland, Romania, Lithuania, Sweden, Austria, 
Malta, Portugal and Bulgaria.  

On 4th July 2014, the Tourism Policy Unit or-
ganized a dedicated workshop on ETIS in Brussels. 



73LEADERSHIP AND GOVERNANCE FOR SUSTAINABLE TOURISM: PROCEEDINGS OF SUMMER SCHOOL 2014
SUSANNA KESKINARKAUS, ANNE MATILAINEN, SILVIA BARBONE AND ANNE-MARIA MÄKELÄ (EDS.)

STAKEHOLDER MANAGEMENT  
IN SUSTAINABLE TOURISM DEVELOPMENT – 
TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES 
 

MIKE DOLLIN

	 Strategy and policy-making level which is cov-
ered by corporate or Programme Management

	 Directing level covered by the Project Board
	 Managing level covered by the Project Manager 

and project support
	 Delivering level covered by the Team Manager

So the question is, what tools or techniques could 
help. Here are some ideas that can be used to keep, 
firstly our internal stakeholders aware of the pro-
ject and their involvement, followed by the external 
stakeholders.

The key for any form of management, is to un-
derstand roles and responsibilities, followed by 
communication needs. For a sustainable project, 
PM4SD gives us an organizational component, 
which defines the roles within the project from the 
Project Board level down. The Project Board is bro-
ken down to three main roles of Senior User, Exec-
utive, Senior Supplier and a shared role of sustain-
ability. Each of these different roles need to be kept 
informed of the progress of the project as well as 
being available to give advice and make decisions 
as required. Progress can be seen through reports 
such as the frequent highlight report from the Pro-
ject Manager as well as the end stage reports and 
viewing and approving updated project manage-
ment products such as the project plan, business 
case and benefits realization plan to name a few.

For the teams working on the delivery of the 
projects products, they have been given the in-
struction for work to be done in a work page which 
will contain the details of how they are to keep the 
Project Manager informed of the progress of their 
work. 

We will now look at some of PM4SD’s products 
and techniques that can help which tie in with the 
twelve related motives and reasons for multi stake-
holder collaboration as listed below.

Principle techniques in Project Management range 
from verbal reports to very detailed written reports 
which unfortunately are not always read and di-
gested fully unless a post mortem is being under-
taken. PM4SD picks up on this point and the fact 
it is the number one cause of Project failure. Here 
I want to look at some possible tools and their uses 
within a PM4SD project.

When teaching PM4SD or any other Project 
Management Approach or methodology, I focus on 
the importance of getting the right project manage-
ment team in place: people that know and under-
stand their given roles and responsibilities. This is 
fine for the actual stakeholders managing the pro-
ject but what about those stakeholders outside the 
project management team?  Also what do we mean 
by the term stakeholder?

Prince2 states that a stakeholder is anyone that 
can have an impact or be impacted by a project. For 
this purpose, a suggested template for a Communi-
cations Management Strategy is given. Agile is very 
similar except that setting up clear and concise 
communication between the different areas and 
levels of an organization and external stakeholders 
is not an easy task. Agile gives various suggestions 
that can be used by other project management 
methodologies and approaches, to overcome this.

PM4SD starts by recognizing that the four in-
terests within the project need to be represented 
within the project management team and therefore 
has the minimum of four internal types of stake-
holders represented. This minimum of four is also 
applied to the Project Board’s interests (Business, 
User, Supplier and Sustainability). The Project 
Board are normally known as the primary stake-
holders in a project and therefore need a very clear 
set of responsibilities to be set and understood by 
each of the board members.

Looking at the project as a whole PM4SD rec-
ognizes the following internal stakeholders.
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1.	 To reflect multiple aims and agree on common 
targets

2.	 To ensure inclusiveness and equity
3.	 To sharpen focus and co-ordinate action
4.	 To raise awareness and engage those with pow-

er over outcomes
5.	 To link components in the tourism value chain
6.	 To strengthen long-term support and commit-

ment
7.	 To pool knowledge and skills
8.	 To strengthen resources and funding
9.	 To widen contacts and strengthen communica-

tion
10.	 To add value and creativity 
11.	 To share costs and risks – economics of scale
12.	 To cross boundaries

Starting with the Principles of PM4SD which have 
a very strong emphasis on a collaborative approach 
to working such as learning from experience, roles 
and responsibilities, managing by stages along 
with management by exception ensures that teams 
are empowered to get on with the work within 
agreed tolerances. Within the PM4SD components 
we deal with risk issue and change management, 
the Organization structure, Quality, Planning as 
well as progress control.

PM4SD also has a number of processes that 
help with all the stakeholders needs. The Project 
Board has a project direction process, with the Pro-
ject Manager having Project Initiation, Stage Defi-
nition & Planning, Stage Control & Project Delivery 
as well as a Project Closure Process

However as communication is undertaken with 
stakeholders we need to remain very clear on each 
requirement and ensure that it is recorded as to en-
sure all stakeholders are kept informed. Our stake-
holders need to be managed but also viewed more 
as an asset to the project in acting as an early in-
dicator of any potential risks. Therefore we should 
encourage our communication as a two way rela-
tionship.

CASE STUDY FOREST HOLIDAYS 

BLACKWOOD FOREST MICHELDEVER, 
HAMPSHIRE ENGLAND
The original plan, submitted March 2008 for ap-
proval to the local council was for up to 150 log 
cabins to be built within Blackwood Forest which 
was being managed by the Forestry commission as 
commercial woodland with informal recreational 
uses. Richard Palmer, as development director of 

Forest Holidays, said: “Blackwood Forest was iden-
tified by the Forestry Commission as a possible lo-
cation for this kind of low impact tourism scheme 
in which Forest Holidays specializes, because of its 
proximity to rail and road networks.

“The submission of the scoping report is just 
one step in a long process of establishing whether 
the woodland would accommodate holiday cabins 
without detriment to the character and therefore 
a suitable location. Forest holidays now needed to 
wait for Winchester City Council to consult a num-
ber of statutory bodies. They also needed to iden-
tify anything else they would need to be included in 
the environmental impact assessment.” Mr. Palmer 
said rural tourism led to economic and social ben-
efits for the local community. But the proposals 
worried some local residents living nearby.

Five years later in June 2013 the holiday village 
opened with 60 log cabins sleeping between two 
and ten people, hidden deep in a 270 hectare beech 
forest. Built in harmony with their woodland sur-
roundings and furnished with every comfort im-
aginable, the Blackwood Forest cabins now delight 
guests. The Blackwood Forest cabins were devel-
oped with the environment in mind. They are heat-
ed using wood pellets generators, which efficiently 
and ‘carbon neutrally’ convert biomass, in the form 
of wood pellets into heat while giving off almost 
no wood smoke. The carbon dioxide released by 
burning is balanced by that absorbed by the trees 
during their growth. The ash from the wood pellet 
fuel, which is rich in minerals, is then recycled to 
fertilize the forest.

Of course, at the end of the day, it is normally 
the customers’ opinions that really matter, and it 
seems they liked the development since opening 
a year ago. In 2013 an externally conducted phone 
survey revealed that 96.6% of guests would wish to 
holiday with the company again. On checking Trip 
Advisor (22June2014) 211 people had reviewed the 
Blackwood Forest cabins, of which 140 rated as 
excellent, 54 as very good, 13 as average, 2 as poor 
and 2 as terrible. The rating summary showing no 
less than 4/5 for each category.

So we have a development that has been scaled 
back by working with all stakeholders to deliver a 
sustainable holiday development for the future. 
The local community has benefitted from new jobs 
as well as an increase in spending in the area. Visi-
tor numbers are continuing to rise after a year for 
not only the cabins but also for other attractions in 
the area.

This is a good example where managing a pro-
ject based on PM4SD has a future. Too often tourist 
developments have focused on the financial return 
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of the investment made in the development rather 
than looking at the wider stakeholder picture. Here 
we have the developers working with and listening 
to all the stakeholders to ensure the end product 
not only makes the return of investment worth-

while, but more importantly has created a sustain-
able holiday park in the middle of a forest. Wildlife 
as well as the local community stand to benefit for 
years to come.
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GREEN CARE AND SUSTAINABLE TOURISM – 
INSIGHTS GAINED FROM FINNISH GREEN  
CARE AND A MULTI-ACTOR GREEN CARE  
DEVELOPMENT PROCESS IN SOUTH SAVO, 
EASTERN FINLAND 
PÄIVI PYLKKÄNEN19, ANNE TÖRN20 AND SARI IIVONEN21

 
ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the definition and establish-
ment of the emerging Green Care (GC) entrepre-
neurship in Finland. Over the past years, Green 
Care, or “luontohoiva” in Finnish, has been used 
as an inclusive term for many intervention types 
that use either the farm or natural environment 
as a framework in which to create processes to im-
prove or promote human health and well-being. 
More specifically, this paper looks at the South 
Savo region, and investigates how the first Green 
Care actors understand the term and what tour-
ism has to do with the emerging field. Although 
sustainable tourism is not a dominating focus of 
the green-care approach, the Finnish notion of 
the term clearly points in the direction where the  
Green Care concept and sustainable tourism come 
together under the notion of green recreation. In 
the end we discuss how Green Care and sustain-
able, nature-based tourism could benefit from each 
other through stronger dialogue and co-operation 
in sustainability claims and beyond. 19 20 21

INTRODUCTION 

The concept of Green Care is not universal. In many 
countries the term Green Care (GC), or its national 
language equivalent (e.g. Grön Omsorg; Inn på Tu-

19	University of Helsinki, Ruralia Institute, Lönnrotinkatu 7, FI-50100 
Mikkeli, Finland. Email paivi.pylkkanen@helsinki.fi	

20	University of Helsinki, Ruralia Institute, Lönnrotinkatu 7, FI-50100 
Mikkeli, Finland, Email anne.torn@helsinki.fi	

21	University of Helsinki, Ruralia Institute, Lönnrotinkatu 7, FI-50100 
Mikkeli, Finland. Email sari.iivonen@helsinki.fi		

net) refers principally to care activities in the farm 
context. Reference is thus made to the utilisation of 
agricultural farms – their animals, plants, garden, 
forests and landscape – as a base for promoting hu-
man health (physical and mental) and well-being 
(Dessein and Bock 2010). Since the release of the 
seminal Farming for Health Community of Prac-
tice (www.farmingforhealth.org) and the ensuing 
Green Care in Agriculture COST initiative (http://
www.cost.eu/domains_actions/fa/Actions/866), 
research has revealed a wide variety of Green Care 
practices throughout Europe and beyond (see e.g. 
Dessein et al. 2013; Haubenhofer et al. 2010). 

Modern Green Care is claimed to bring togeth-
er sectors that were not formerly linked. However, 
the idea cannot be considered a novelty of the 21st 
century. For example Stock and Brickell (2013) 
discuss 19th century asylums as a genealogical 
precursor to today’s Green Care and care farming 
movements. 

In the following we will discuss the framing 
and demarcation of the Green Care notion in the 
region of South Savo (Finland), and more broadly 
in Finland as a whole. We will take a closer look at 
the sustainability aspect associated with the term, 
while analysing the Green Care notion. 

For comparative purposes sustainable tour-
ism, particularly nature-based tourism, is brought 
into the discussion. We discuss the sustainability 
claims of both fields, and also reflect more broadly 
how these related fields could enrich each other.    
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THE NOTION OF GREEN CARE IN THE 
SOUTH SAVO REGION AND IN FINLAND  

As stated above,  Green Care is taken to refer to 
farm-based activities in many countries.  Along 
this line, the notion of multifunctional agriculture 
is commonly seen as a general policy and frame for 
directing research. However, Dessein et al. (2013) 
argue that the multifunctional agriculture frame 
does not sufficiently grasp the multiple and com-
plex reality of the Green Care field. Interestingly, a 
broader understanding of the field seems to have 
prevailed in Finland from the beginning, as can be 
seen from the South Savo and Finland materials.  

South Savo is a typical Finnish rural area lo-
cated in the eastern part of the country. The region 
has a large surface area (18 000 km2), low popu-
lation density (11 /km2), abundant inland waters 
(25% of the total surface area) and ample forest 
resources. Tourism plays an important role in the 
economy, especially during the summer. The South 
Savo Green Care development project (2012–2014) 
brought together 20 small businesses interested in 
GC, to participate in related training, networking 
and product development activities organised by 

the project partners (Mikkeli University of Applied 
Sciences, University of Helsinki Ruralia Institute 
and  ProAgria Advisory Centre for South Savo).  
Under the applied research components, 17 en-
terprises enrolled in the Green Care development 
project (2012–2014) were interviewed to study e.g. 
their initial ideas of GC, the related networks and 
future aspirations. The business fields of the partic-
ipant enterprises varied: eight offered nursing, car-
ing or/and housing services for special groups, five 
gaind their main income from agriculture or horse 
riding, and four were associated with rural tour-
ism. The enterprises were micro- to small-scale or-
ganisations, employing from none to a few salaried 
staff, the biggest employing 40. All the enterprises, 
with the exception of one, estimated that their GC-
specific activities would grow in the future.   

But what does Green Care entail for these first 
interested actors in the region? The entrepreneurs 
were asked to define their own understanding of 
the term in the interviews conducted at an early 
stage of the South Savo Green Care project (2011–
2012). Table 1 shows the main lines of reasoning 
with three selected direct quotes illustrating each 
discourse (Table 1). 

Table 1. 		  Answers in response to the question: “What do you understand by Green Care”? 

Discourse Illustrations

1. Green Care is about nature, farms and 
gardens

“Well, you can take that the green is for nature, so it is like nature, or natural 
care”.

“In my case, I guess, ‘green care’ and ‘natural care’ work as synonyms. 
Green Care particularly relates to the nature element, the utilisation of 
nature elements as a part of care and education work”.

“For me Green Care is ideally a farm that involves a bit of everything: a nice 
environment, proximity to nature, forests, lakes and a mixture of animals, 
not only productive ones, but also pets”.

 (excerpts from interviews no. 2, 10, 11, 14 as translated by the authors) 

2. Green Care is about therapy and/or  
professional care

“Gardening therapy has been around for a long time as a concept. That 
gives an idea what Green Care could be”.
  
“I take it that the utilisation of nature in professional care work is a good 
alternative definition for Green Care”. 

“It is nature-assisted care work”

(excerpts from interviews no. 1, 2, 9 as translated by the authors)  

3. Green care should be broader than 
therapy and professional care

“It is about the conscious creation of activities and wellness services where 
nature, in particular, is a central element”. 

“When breaking down the term into parts: “green” and “care” the definition 
somehow leads only to professional care… hmm…  I see it somehow in a 
broader way, and for that, there perhaps should be another name for it…   
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“Well, my idea is that Green Care activities could build around a [foster] 
farm. That’s where different kinds of group exercises could be developed 
for children or for other markets (e.g. individuals active in working life look-
ing for recreation), according to demand. It does not really matter which 
audience it is about, all is fine”. 

“When you add the word ‘care’ [professional care], it seems that it goes 
towards the professional care sector, more towards formal rehabilitation… 
I would think that in this case Green Care is not a suitable concept for what 
we do – What we do and offer is, although potentially therapeutic, a more 
preventive kind of Green Care. 

(excerpts from interviews no. 5, 8, 10, 15 as translated by the authors)  

	

All the interviews revealed an association between 
the green concept and nature. Thus, Green Care is 
connected to the utilisation of green elements or to 
nature and animals in some way or an other. It was 
also commonly viewed that the “green” in Green 
Care could refer either to “wild” nature, or to farms 
and gardens. It was broadly believed that nature 
would bestow various health and welfare benefits. 

Two broad lines of thought, either emphasising 
professional care and therapy, or taking a wider 
perspective on the healing elements of nature were 
revealed in the interviews. The lowest row in Table 
1 illustrates how certain actors wished to broaden 
the notion of Green Care beyond professional care. 
Many felt that the use of animals, gardens, plants 
and the landscape would promote health for all 
humans, not just for specialised groups in need of 
professional therapy. The last quotes also show how 
a new concept can be negotiated to refer to several 
nature-bound services that have market potential. 
Broadening the concept is principally in the inter-
ests of actors working beyond the professional care 
sector.  

When examined jointly,, the actor interviews in 
South Savo show that several actors rooted in the 
rural contexts wished to see themselves as poten-
tial Green Care actors on an equal footing. Many 
actors also recognised a wider trend favouring 
green and natural values as a marketing tool. The 
concept hence also raised expectations regarding a 
new marketing label for nature-based business or 
emerging business ideas.  

An example of an emerging Green Care busi-
ness from the South Savo region is the case of 
Kuusenkuiske. Translated into English the name of 
this newly established micro enterprise  would be 
“Spruce Whisper”.  This case is interesting for il-
lustrating a rural enterprise that could be classified 

and branded as either a Green Care or a nature-
based tourism business. The entrepreneur in this 
case is a trained biologist offering e.g. guided wild 
herb collection walks as well as guided relaxation 
in the natural environment (http://kuusenkuiske.
blogspot.fi). The entrepreneur participated in the 
training, product development and study trips or-
ganised by the South Savo Green Care development 
project and assessed the project as an invaluable 
inspiration and support in developing the business 
concept.  

Parallel developments in a number of Green 
Care initiatives occurred across the country con-
currently with the early development efforts and 
discussions in South Savo, and supported by the 
related research, continued to establish the defini-
tion of Finnish Green Care. The result was a notion 
of Green Care as a two-fold and multi-marketed 
field (Figure 1).

  According to the prevailing broad definition 
adopted in Finland, Green Care is taken as an um-
brella concept to refer to various goal-oriented, 
professional and responsible uses of nature and ru-
ral environments in the social, health, educational 
and well-being services. Two different subdomains, 
markets and service types are acknowledged in 
the field: 1: Green Care, referring to cure, care and 
rehabilitating aspects of the term, and Green Em-
powerment, referring more to the recreational and 
well-being -related aspects of the term (Soini 2014; 
Vehmasto 2014; Green Care Finland ry 2014). By 
the broad definition of GC, potential actors and 
operational environments are not limited to farm-
ers or farm environments, but to all potential ac-
tors purposefully utilising the health-promoting or 
empowering aspects of nature as they are broadly 
understood.
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SUSTAINABILITY CLAIMS AND  
CRITERIA IN THE CONTEXT OF FINNISH 
GREEN CARE

By the prevailing understanding in Finland, Green 
Care is described by the principles of goal orienta-
tion, professionalism and the responsible use of na-
ture and the rural environment for social, health, 
educational and well-being services (Vehmasto 
2014; MTT, THL and Lapin AMK 2014, 12).   

But what is sustainability in the field of Green 
Empowerment? The goal of the Green Empower-
ment field as a dimension of the Green Care notion 
in Finland is, by definition, to be target-oriented, 
professional and responsible. According to Ve-
hmasto (2014, 42) and MTT et al. (2014, 12) the re-
sponsibility principle in the GC is taken to refer to 
environmental, clientele and societal aspects.  The 
aspects of sustainability are hence discussed under 
the principle of responsibility.  

In the following we briefly discuss the claims 
suggested by the entrepreneurs concerning the as-
pects of “responsibility” or “sustainability”. 

In the entrepreneur interviews associated with 
the South Savo Green Care development project, 
sustainability or responsibility was constructed 
primarily from the direction of social responsibil-
ity. It referred to a thoughtful attitude towards the 
clients – many of whom would come from particu-
larly vulnerable groups. Some actors also referred 
to a specific commitment towards traditions and 
towards the surrounding rural community. A 
largely shared commitment existed to preserve or 
even revitalise something seen as fading and under 

threat. It should be noted that references to certain 
responsibility dimensions emerged as a side result 
of the interviews, which primarily explored aspects 
of networking and co-operation. The discussion 
was hence not exhaustive regarding the theme of 
sustainability.  

Green Care Finland ry., the umbrella interest 
association of Finnish actors engaged in the field 
of Green Care, discusses the natural environment 
and responsibility as part of the Green Care ethical 
principles. 

“A Green Care service provider takes into con-
sideration the impacts of her/his activities on na-
ture, and furthers the preservation of  nature for 
coming generations. S/he seeks solutions compat-
ible with sustainable development. In the activi-
ties, s/he takes into account national and local cul-
ture, local people and their sources of livelihood. 
In operating within the natural environment, the 
Green Care actor maintains a respect for nature, 
and the common rights such as Everyman’s rights 
“jokamiehenoikeudet.” (Green Care Finland 2012. 
Translated by the authors) 

The above quote shows that organised Green 
Care actors associate sustainability with entrepre-
neurial ethics. The stated ethical principles make 
an explicit reference to environmental and socio-
cultural sustainability aspects.  

What makes the responsibility claim under the 
Green Care umbrella credible? Discussions in con-
nection to various Green Care initiatives in Finland 
have been pointing in the direction that an increas-
ing need exists for a more articulated quality assur-
ance system for the Green Care field, or a set of sub-
systems varying by service. So far any Green Care 

Figure 1.	
Establishing the Green Care and Green 
Empowerment markets (Vehmasto 2014).
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quality claims are principles without a certification 
system in place. 

According to Lääperi (2014) the next stage in 
Green Care development in Finland is to promote 
the creation of a quality control scheme. Each of 
the stated principles characterising the field, be 
it responsibility, professionalism or goal orienta-
tion, would therefore be subjected to closer proof 
and (external) assurance. A voluntary manual cur-
rently exists to assist enterprises in structuring and 
documenting their quality-enhancing work (MTT, 
THL and Lapin AMK 2014). Considering the wide 
spectrum of Green Care markets and clients, it is 
more likely that somewhat differentiated quality 
schemes and certificates will be implemented for 
services directed at caring and empowering effects. 

ON THE NOTION OF SUSTAINABLE 
(NATURE-BASED) TOURISM

Both Green Care and nature-based tourism in Fin-
land are mainly based on natural environments. 
Clean and quiet natural environments are the main 
features that attract tourists to visit the northern 
region of Europe (e.g. Järviluoma 1999, 2006; Törn 
2007). Nowadays, the definition of nature-based 
tourism is very close to sustainable tourism. Both 
definitions include the environmental, social and 
economic aspects of tourism (Mowforth & Munt 
1998; Swarbrooke 1999) to achieve a ‘balanced’ or 
‘wise’ use of natural resources and the well-being 
of local residents in planning and development ac-
tions (Ecotourism Society 1993). 

The United Nation’s World Tourism Organiza-
tion (UNWTO) has taken a stance on sustainable 
tourism. According the UNWTO’s definition, sus-
tainable tourism is: 

“Tourism that takes full account of its current 
and future economic, social and environmental 
impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the in-
dustry, the environment and host communities”. 

It is evident from the abovementioned quote 
that UNWTO expands the definition of tourism, 
and expects its development to also consider long-
term sustainability.

In general, ecological or environmental sus-
tainability means minimising the effects on the 
natural environment (e.g. Törn 2007, 2008a, 
2010), including physical and/or biological effects 
(e.g. Davies 1978; Sun & Liddle 1991, 1993). Physi-
cal impacts may include changes in soil and pollu-
tion (e.g. Chappell et al. 1991; Chapin & Shaver 1981; 
Törn 2008a), and the biological impacts include 

e.g. changes in vegetation and the risk of spreading 
alien species (e.g. North 1991; Törn 2010). Changes 
in soil and vegetation are easily caused by tourism 
or Green Care activities such as hiking, horse rid-
ing and camping. All of them may cause trampling 
of vegetation, as well as erosion. Horse riding and 
other animal-based Green Care activities may also 
cause the risk of spreading alien species via horse 
manure. The risk of alien species is especially high 
at farms and should therefore be carefully taken 
into account.  

On the other hand, and from the perspective of 
social sustainability, nature-based activities may 
concurrently assure the local services, employment 
and the quality of life of local residents and provide 
quality experiences for hosts/tourists (Williams 
& Fennell 2002). Furthermore, maintaining the 
traditional cultures and traditional forms of land 
use such as agriculture, and e.g. the conservation 
of historical buildings are important goals for so-
cially and culturally sustainable tourism (e.g. Törn 
2007). Likewise, the Green Care activities on farms 
could serve these social and cultural sustainability 
goals.

Sustainability also features in the tourism 
policy of Finland. Finland’s Tourism Strategy for 
2020 (TEM 2014) states that tourism solutions 
supporting sustainable choices are very important 
for future consumers. This means that sustainabil-
ity should be taken into account in programme ser-
vices and activities. Developing immaterial experi-
ences is considered an important potential income 
for tourism enterprises. 

It is critical to note that the attractiveness of na-
ture as a stimulus to tourism may in fact decrease 
due to the detrimental effects of tourism on the en-
vironment (Kuss & Grafe 1985). Business responsi-
bility is nowadays an important and obvious part of 
product quality development.  In the future, it may 
go without saying that sustainability /responsibil-
ity in the Green Care services also means better 
quality. However, neither sustainability nor qual-
ity can ever be perfectly achieved. There is no end 
in trying to achieve higher sustainability or better 
quality.   

It would be worth learning from sustainable 
nature-based tourism in the development of Green 
Care, in addition to the Green Care ethical prin-
ciples and the development of quality thought in 
Finnish Green Care (Lääperi 2014). Some quality 
schemes exist for sustainable tourism in Finland. 
An example is the Green Tourism of Finland® 
(GTF).  GTF is a network of Finnish nature tourism 
enterprises that share a service label and a quality 
scheme designed for Finnish tourism enterprises 
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providing farm accommodation, well-being, na-
ture experiences or food services. The enterprises 
have committed themselves to the principles of 
sustainable development. The main aims of the 
GTF are high quality, safety, cultural conservation 
and social and environmental awareness. In this 
system, the enterprise is committed to following an 
environmental quality programme and standards, 
and a safety plan. A participating enterprise is also 
expected to prioritise the use of local products and 
services, and the employment of local people when 
applicable. Criteria also exist concerning sustain-
able and professional communication, e.g. in terms 
of transparency, networking, customer satisfaction 
and the use of experiential environmental educa-
tion. A GTF-certified enterprise is also expected 
to provide services that promote the physical and 
mental well-being of the customer and that have 
been produced in an environmentally friendly 
manner (GTF 2014).  

GTF criteria might well also be applied to the 
of Green Care field on account of the similar values 
and service ideas prevalent in the nature tourism 
and Green Enterprise businesses. Looking beyond 
the sustainability criteria, increased networking or 
co-operation between the Green Care and nature-
based tourism actors could result in several generic 
benefits. Mutual inspiration could open up new op-
portunities for service innovation. Well-being tour-
ism and one of its current trends, mindfulness, is 
perhaps only one example of the concepts that are 
intriguing for both fields. Green Care/Empower-
ment services could be provided by tourism enter-
prises themselves as an additional service option. 
The infrastructure and environment of a tourism 
enterprise could alternatively serve as a platform 
for Green Care service sub-contracted from a spe-
cialised Green Care/Empowerment actor. 

CONCLUSIONS

Introducing a new concept, such as Green Care in 
Finland, calls for definition and demarcation of the 
topic. When the Green Care notion is broadened, 
the separation between Green Care and other na-
ture-bound activities becomes vague.    

Actors within the field in Finland have reached 
a relatively broad consensus that two main lines of 
Green Care exist: one entailing care, therapy and 
rehabilitation, and the other entailing empower-
ment and recreation.  The line of Green Empower-
ment comes intuitively close to the nature-based 
tourism field. 

Both Green Care and nature-based tourism involve 
sustainability and/or responsibility claims. So far 
sustainability has been utilised as a rather free ar-
gument in many fields. , Taking the aspects of sus-
tainability/responsibility into thoughtful consid-
eration is important when further developing the 
Green Care concept and services.  

The Green Care field commonly claims that 
“not all that appears green, e.g. any activity in the 
natural environment, automatically qualifies as 
Green Care”. The distinction comes from the spe-
cific Green Care principles, referring to profes-
sionalism, goal orientation and responsibility. The 
specific distinction claim suggests, and indeed re-
quires, the need for a more institutionalised quality 
assurance system - and work for such a system is 
currently in progress. 

The criteria for Green Care and Sustainable 
Tourism do not conflict with each other and can be 
concurrently met. Existing nature-based tourism 
businesses may often qualify for the emerging qual-
ity criteria of Green Care and benefit from them. 
Likewise, some of the quality systems already in 
place for nature-based tourism can inform the on-
going sustainability and quality work in the Green 
Care field. Collaboration between these fields also 
opens up possibilities for product innovation and 
revitalisation of rural economics, where new busi-
ness ideas and openings are in great demand.  
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BEST PRACTICES IN COMBINING TOURISM 
AND GREEN CARE 
CAROLA D’AGOSTINO22 SONIA CERULLO23

ABSTRACT

RICICLO’22-23 reusing with style and taste24, is a 
community-based project planned and imple-
mented by a public-private partnership. The pro-
ject is based on workshops, which involve local 
restaurants. The main idea is to create menus with 
local products grown at “Zero Miles” and based on 
ecological cooking, “Zero Waste” cooking, and to 
include these in eco- gastronomic tours promoting 
rural and mountain tourism in these areas. 

INTRODUCTION

The project “RICICLO’ -  reusing with style and 
taste” -  is a community-based project planned 
and realized  by a public private partnership and 
funded by “Fondazione con il Sud”, an Italian foun-
dation that funds projects  with a strong  social 
impact. The partnership is composed of the CIF 
(Centro Italiano Femminile) province of Avellino, a 
voluntary association for women as the leader part-
ner; the Municipality of Vallesaccarda, a little town 
in the South of Italy25; the Association Agorà and; 
Percorsi Società Cooperativa. 

22	Via Archi 14 /a, 83100 Avellino, ITALY e.mail caroldago@libero.it  - 
Percorsi società cooperativa a responsabilità limitata.	

23	Via Torello, 200, 83050 Vallesaccarda, ITALY e.mail  soniacerullo@
gmail.com- Agora’- Associazione di Promozione Sociale	

24	The project is and funded by “Fondazione con il Sud”, an Italian foun-
dation that funds projects with a strong social impact. The partnership 
includes CIF (Centro Italiano Femminile) -a Voluntary Association for 
Women as the Lead Partner in the province of Avellino; the Munici-
pality of Vallesaccarda - a little town in the South of Italy; Association 
Agorà and; Percorsi Società Cooperativa. The lead partner participates 
in a national network (with 500 local associations based in every Italian 
region:  about 500 members in the Campania region and about 10,000 
members in Italy) and two international networks: the “World Union 
of Catholic Women’s Organisations” and the “European Women Lob-
by”.

25	Campania, about 100 km from Naples

The project introduced workshops for local res-
taurants. The idea was to create menus with local 
products grown at “Zero Miles” and based on eco-
logical cooking with minimum waste – thus named 
“Zero Waste”. 

The purpose of the project is to push local 
restaurants to purchase and use  local crops. Lo-
cal products are of top quality and include organic 
farming. The project also develops ecological reci-
pes based on local food heritage. The objective is 
to spread this culture all over the territory making 
the residents the first actors involved in welcom-
ing rural and mountain tourists in these areas. The 
project also aims to develop the local touristic of-
fer to strengthen food tourism in a little rural area. 
The first step is to involve one little town, Vallesac-
carda, but this pilot could then be a model for other 
nearby towns.

Research on trends in consumer preferences 
confirmed the potential of tourism oriented to 
smaller areas with excellent food offer. They could 
be called “Slow destinations” according to the Slow 
food philosophy. These attractive areas are often 
characterized by a healthy environment and a 
strong presence of a traditional style of life. Accord-
ing to national estimates (Isnart-Unioncamere), in 
2012 peculiar wine and food offer at a destination 
has driven tourism choices of about 5% of inbound 
and domestic tourists in Italy. Moreover, about 10 
% of Italian wine and food tourists attribute their 
travel choices to their awareness of health issues. In 
fact, thanks to its nutritional properties, the Medi-
terranean diet represents one of the best nutri-
tional regimes for human health. Thus, Italian food 
can also attract people for its healthy properties. 
Information about nutritional attributes of Italian 
food, in addition to its culinary and cultural value, 
should be promoted among consumers, producers 
and tourist operators to take advantage of the rich 
cultural and economic potential of the Mediterra-
nean Diet. 

There is a growing interest in the domestic and 
the foreign market for new touristic destinations 
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like small and unique towns in mountain areas 
of Italy (source: Italian National Tourist Board). 
These destinations are seen, especially by tourists 
from Northern Europe, as places where you can 
feel the Italian “life style”. Short breaks and week-
ends are spent, not only in major European cities, 
but also in lesser known areas. 

The current time of economic crisis has led to 
a need for small producers (that supply small ru-
ral tourism) to position themselves as focusing on 
quality, recovering traditions and strengthening 
eco-sustainability.

Involvement of local restaurants has opened the 
way for an “upgrade project”: eco- gastronomic 
itineraries. Sightseeing is used to strengthen the 
processes of socialization and sharing allowing 
new forms of self-sustenance. Trips usually last for 
one day or longer and a percentage of the fee paid 
by the participants and their families is donated to 
CIF. These autonomous activities are episodic and 
very unstructured. The future goal of is to offer 
“eco-gastronomic routes” in other areas as well.
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SUCCESSFUL TOURISM STRATEGIC PLANS FOR 
DESTINATIONS 
 
DR. VARMA, DIRECTOR OF TECHNICAL COOPERATION AND SERVICES,  
UNWTO

The key components of a successful tourism strat-
egy are:
	 Strengthening industry leadership and coordi-

nation mechanisms;
	 Identification of priority source markets;
	 Marketing/destination branding and position-

ing;
	 Education, vocational training and skills devel-

opment; 
	 Quality standards;
	 Physical planning and land use plans; 
	 Tourism regulation and investment facilitation;
	 Statistics and research.

It cannot be overemphasized that strategic plans 
for tourism are gaining greater significance as des-
tinations compete to attract tourists and provide 
them with the highest quality of experience, and at 
the same time, manage the social and environmen-
tal impacts of tourism on host communities, while 
also optimizing economic growth.

It is pertinent to mention that destination ap-
peal and experiences offered are shaped by a wide 
variety of factors, including (among other things) 
attractions, services, facilities, accessibility, human 
resources, image, character and price. A strong co-
alition of participating stakeholders is required to 
ensure successful coordination of these elements 
towards a collective, sustainable destination vision. 

The earlier development models of VERB (visi-
tors, environment, residents and businesses) and 
VICE (visitor, industry, community and environ-
ment) have now been taken over by other models 
such as partnerships and an ecosystem approach. 
The partnership concept involves the visitors or 
the users, private sector actors (tourist services 
and facilities), governments (regulate the industry), 
global sales and distribution networks (better out-
reach), and citizens and communities as end ben-

The development of a strategic tourism plan draws 
on the goals and priorities set by relevant stake-
holders on planning, development, and manage-
ment of tourism at national and/or destination 
level. A tourism strategy is an integrated frame-
work that provides a roadmap /action plan for the 
achievement of policy objectives through the im-
plementation of programs, projects, targeted ac-
tions and the allocation of human and financial re-
sources. It guides the entire policy implementation 
process and provides a platform for interaction be-
tween various stakeholders. It articulates the roles 
and responsibilities of various partners which are 
essential to achieve the envisioned goals.

A successful strategic plan for tourism identi-
fies priority areas and actions, and remains flex-
ible to change. It allocates human and financial 
resources and prescribes a time-bound action plan 
for the implementation of activities. At the same, it 
ensures the implementation of joint activities in an 
inclusive and collaborative manner. All in all, it sets 
tourism in the overall context of destination and 
national development. 

A typical tourism strategy structure would in-
clude the following major elements:
	 Situation Analysis. An introduction to the ex-

isting policy vision and objectives; a realistic 
analysis of the current tourism scenario and; 
identification of key issues and challenges.

	 Way Forward. Strategic directions and recom-
mendations and; detailed actions to be taken in 
each sub-sector.

	 Action Plan. Prioritization of actions in the 
short, medium and long term; identification 
of lead agencies; an estimated timeframe for 
implementation of activities; estimated budget 
and; success criteria. 
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eficiaries of any tourism development processes. 
As to the ecosystem approach, it uses ecological 
metaphors derived from nature and sees the sector 
(as organisms) as pro-active. 

Partnerships have to be result-driven. All the 
partners have to engage, plan, invest, implement 
and monitor strategically. They have to reach the 
optimal comprehensive alignment and there has 
to be succesfull operational coordination. The 
partnership should capture all available capacities 
including planning, development, investment and 
marketing.   

To sum up, a successful strategic plan for tour-
ism of a destination should:
	 Reflect a collective destination vision;
	 Inform and attract visitors to the destination;
	 Set the framework for delivering a quality expe-

rience in all destination elements;
	 Forge strong, healthy and beneficial partner-

ships;

	 Make optimum use of available human and fi-
nancial resources; and 

	 Safeguard the progress and sustainability of 
the destination/host community in all respects 
– economic, social and environmental.   

Some examples of successful thematic destination 
strategic plans include:
	 Product specific: sun/sand/sea (Ibiza), culture 

(Rome), nature (the Grand Canyon), iconic (Taj 
Mahal, India and Angkor Wat, Cambodia), 
shopping (Hong Kong)

	 Product enhancement: Maldives
	 Product diversification: Egypt – from culture 

to holiday and leisure
	 Economic diversification: Las Vegas
	 New destinations: Croatia and Slovenia
	 High-value, low volume: Bhutan, Uganda (Go-

rilla tracking) 
	 Repeat visitation: London, New York
	 Long stay: Bali (Indonesia), Phuket (Thailand)
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