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Thomas Bausch

Together with the Alpine Conventi-

on the seven Alpine states pursue 

a policy of protecting and sustainab-

ly developing the Alpine space. The 

145-page Fourth Report on the State 

of the Alps, published in June, exa-

mines tourism and in particular the 

sustainability aspects of this industry 

which is so important to many Alpine 

regions. It analysis the current state 

and indicates how tourism industry 

players in the Alpine space can cont-

ribute more to sustainability.

Demarcation of the Alpine space 
and sustainable tourism

The mandate of the Alpine Conventi-

on is restricted to the territorial area 

demarcated by the Convention (Alpi-

ne Convention 1991), which basically 

matches the geomorphologic borders 

of the Alpine mountain range. For the 

sake of simplicity, the legally binding 

demarcation lines were made to cor-

respond to administrative areas. In 

Bavaria this means the Alpine coun-

ties which in part actually contain 

mountains, in Austria by analogy the 

districts, in Italy the provinces or in 

France the departments. From a tou-

ristic point of view, this demarcation 

must be seen as not quite correct. The 

interdependency between the Alpine 

metropolises such as Munich, Milan, 

Lyon or Zurich and the Alpine space 

itself is obvious. In their promotional 

campaigns aimed at international au-

diences all these metropolises 

emphasis their proximity to the Alps 

and the wide range of easily accessib-

le Alpine attractions. 

This interdependency is also re-

flected in the special situation of the 

Alpine peripheral regions with regard 

to the numbers of day visitors from 

the metropolitan areas to recreatio-

nal areas near them. At many loca-

tions tourists as defined by the UNW-

TO (UNWTO (2010)) intermingle with 

day visitors. Since the early days of 

tourism this intermingling has sha-
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ped development at these locations 

with their high percentage of second 

homes and double traffic loads at the 

weekends. As there is no reliable or 

comparable data on day visitors for 

the Alpine space as a whole, this 

group is not dealt with in the report. 

This also redirected the focus of at-

tention to the tourism system within 

the area demarcated by the Alpine 

Convention.

A further demarcation problem 

lay in defining what exactly sustain-

able tourism and thus the object of 

examination is. It quickly became ob-

vious that above all processes aimed 

at sustainable tourism development 

are of primary interest rather than 

the defining of a fictitious ideal point. 

This thought is reflected in the UNW-

TO definition (UNWTO 2012), which 

emphasizes three aspects. According 

to it, sustainable tourism should

•  Optimally use environmental re-

sources which are a key element in 

tourism development and at the 

same time maintain important eco-

logical processes and help to preser-

ve natural heritage and biodiversity.

•  Respect the socio-cultural authenti-

city of the host communities, pre-

serve their existing cultural herita-

ge and their traditional values and 

contribute to intercultural under-

standing and tolerance.

•  Ensure profitable, long-term econo-

mic activities and generate for all in-

volved equitably distributed so-

cio-cultural benefits. These include 

stable jobs and opportunities to 

earn an income, social services for 

the host communities and a contri-

bution towards fighting poverty.

The report includes further defini-

tions, for example of eco-tourism, but 

itself uses the UNWTO definition. 

Heterogeneous structures lead to 
different policy approaches

In addition, an overview of the legal 

framework conditions and the associ-

ated different policy approaches in 

the seven Alpine states and in the EU 

is given. On a European level approa-

ches to sustainable tourism develop-

ment had in the past failed to materi-

alize because the Member States had 

not given a mandate to the Commis-

sion. It was not until the Treaty of Lis-

bon that the Commission received a 

soft mandate to submit a tourism 

strategy (EC 2010b), which has to be 

integrated into the overall EU 2020 

strategy (EC2012a). There are therefo-

re at the moment no Alp-specific po-

licy approaches on a European level.

On the level of the signatory sta-

tes to the Convention on the other 

hand there is a wide range of compe-

tencies and structures in the tourism 

sector. A main reason for this are the 

different political structures. Whe-

reas France and Italy are still essenti-

ally centralistic states, Austria, Swit-

zerland and Germany are federal re-

publics in which traditionally the 

Länder or the Cantons are responsible 

for tourism. Moreover, the differen-

ces in the economic importance of 

tourism in the different states and re-

gions lead to a considerably different 

weighting of tourism in economic po-

licy. It is therefore not surprising that 

in a district such as Tyrol where the 

direct impacts of tourism contribute 

around 25% to total value added, this 

industry is given special treatment by 

the politicians. The aspect of sustain-

ability is reflected in almost all natio-

nal or regional strategies. Neverthe-

less, it has to be said that this aspect 

is not the primary starting point for 

an integrated policy approach. It is 

rather the case that tourism policy is 

everywhere seen as part of economic 

policy. Sustainability is therefore 

mostly treated from a market per-

spective and thus at present from the 

perspective of an emerging and in-

creasing demand for natural and en-

vironment-friendly touristic offers. 

The Alpine space: a very diverse 
group of destinations

In connection with the negative im-

pacts of tourism on the Alpine region, 
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tourism is frequently subconsciously 

reduced to the big central Alpine ski-

ing areas with their lifts and snowma-

king facilities.

In comparison with coastal re-

gions such as for example the Medi-

terranean, the North Sea and the Bal-

tic Sea however, the Alpine region of-

fers much more diversity: there are 

destinations with mostly winter tou-

rism (ski destinations) or summer 

tourism (big lakes) as well as those of-

fering both types. Added to these are 

destinations with very high tourism 

intensity as well as those with very 

low numbers of visitors, usually in 

peripheral locations with very natu-

ral surroundings. Moreover, there are 

a number of locations which due to 

excellent cultural heritage sites have 

become magnets for visitors from far 

beyond the borders of Europe. 

Natural health remedies in the 

entire Alpine mountain range also 

played a major role in the develop-

ment of a number of locations: ther-

mal and mineral springs as well as 

brine baths are just as important as 

special microclimatic conditions in 

combination with a healthy stimula-

ting climate. Finally, the importance 

of city tourism for the Alpine region 

should not be forgotten. Towns like 

Bolzano, Chambéry, Chur, Innsbruck, 

Salzburg, Sion or Trento with their 

wide range of attractions embedded 

in an Alpine environment attract lar-

ge numbers of visitors usually all year 

round and thus make these towns ga-

Mountain railways 
in Kronplatz, 
Pustertal change 
the scenic 
mountain backdrop 
permanently

  Thomas Bausch

The principle 
elements of the 
tourism service 
chain 

  Nyon Région 
Tourisme aus 
Alpenkonventi-
on(2013), S. 54
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teways to the Alpine region. In additi-

on to this and distributed throughout 

the entire Alpine region is the not in-

significant percentage of business-re-

lated tourism at a number of loca-

tions, supported by congress centres 

or smaller trade fair locations.

The Report on the State of the 

Alps does not deal with every form of 

tourism in connection with selected 

locations. Instead, an analysis is carri-

ed out along the tourism process 

chain to see which problem areas 

with regard to sustainability can be 

identified in Alpine tourism.

The report not only considers the 

problem areas, but also gives ex-

amples of good practice to show how 

these can be solved. An example of 

good practice worth copying is the Al-

bergo Diffuso concept. This concept 

ensures the preservation of historical 

buildings in small Alpine villages by 

converting them for tourism purpo-

ses and at the same time it creates a 

unique and non-reproducible offer 

for the guests. 

Another special issue dealt with 

in the report is mega-events and their 

impacts. Such events are often the 

driving force behind extensive de-

velopment and expansion projects as 

the organizers such as FIS and IOC 

constantly make greater and greater 

demands on the sports facilities. The-

se events have become so economi-

cally important to the organizers, par-

ticularly through the marketing of 

the broadcasting rights, that the na-

tural environment has to be neutrali-

zed as far as possible. It is quite com-

mon for World Cup events or interna-

tional championships to be held on 

white snow tracks in otherwise snow-

free landscapes. 

The Report on the State of the 

Alps is very careful in what it says 

about mega-events. 

It points out that the economic 

effects for the host communities and 

regions are doubtful, the negative im-

pacts on the environment and the de-

struction of the landscape and nature 

on the other hand considerable. Mo-

reover, there is no conclusive eviden-

ce that mega-events provide a lasting 

stimulus to tourism, although orga-

nizers always quote this as an import-

ant reason for applying to hold them. 

Admittedly, it is also pointed out that 

there are few studies on this issue 

which have dealt neutrally and subs-

tantively with the impacts over time.

The report shows one thing clear-

ly: within the process chain the ele-

ments Travel/Mobility, Natural En-

vironment/Sport and Organised Acti-

vities/Events cause many big prob-

lems which have not yet been solved 

for all dimensions of sustainability. 

Moreover, these cannot be conside-

red on a merely local or regional level, 

as considerable greenhouse gas emis-

sions with a global impact are pro-

duced across all links in the process 

Without artificial 
snowmaking there 
is no guarantee 
that mega winter 
sport events can be 
staged – Example 
FIS Alpine World Ski 
Championship 
Garmisch-Parten-
kirchen 2011

  Thomas Bausch
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chain. These intensify climate chan-

ge, which especially in the Alpine re-

gion has significant negative impacts 

on tourism. 

Typology of the destination types 
in the Alpine region

In particular the following aspects 

lead to different types of tourism in 

the Alps.

•  Mountains (M): the height of the 

mountains and the thereby linked 

typography of an area lead to very 

different options for tourism de-

velopment. The great diversity of Al-

pine mountain formations offers 

countless tourist options especially 

in the field of winter sports, hiking 

and climbing as well as for all kinds 

of activities linked to mountain ex-

periences (M). In contrast to this 

many Alpine areas are at the 

foothills of the higher mountains 

with an open cultural landscape and 

a less extreme climate (m). Many la-

kes and Alpine rivers offer options 

for water-based leisure activities. 

Larger villages and Alpine cities are 

often located in river valleys or 

along lakes in the foothills.

•  Resources (R): traditionally, local or 

regional resources in tourist regions 

are used as unique selling points. 

These resources can be nature or 

part of the tangible/intangible cul-

tural heritage created by the native 

population. Very important for tou-

rism are natural resources utilised 

as health remedies, which can be 

found in a broad variety in the Alps: 

mineral and thermal water, fresh air 

with specific additives, mineral 

rocks but also wild herbs or healthy 

local food. Nature itself is a resource 

with rare animal or plant species 

and also glaciers, waterfalls, springs, 

which are only available in a few Al-

pine places. Finally, cultural herita-

ge is also relevant for tourism, com-

bining tangible (architecture, clo-

thes, tools) and intangible (knowled-

ge of food production, music, local 

l a n g u a g e s )  e l e m e n t s .  

In this context, traditional cultural 

landscapes which have resulted 

from centuries-old farming 

practices also play an important 

role. Locations with few resources (r) 

try to enter the Alpine tourism mar-

ket through higher investments in 

artificial attractors. 

•  Accessibility (A): good accessibility 

(A) to a destination is a comparative 

advantage and stimulates tourism 

development and investments. 

Thus the combination of proximity 

to the metropolises around the Alps 

and a good transport infrastructure 

with motorways, dual carriageways 

and railways leads to a combination 

of tourism with overnight stays and 

day visitors from the population 

centres. Alpine cities generally have 

good accessibility, some of them 

also by air transport and therefore 

act as gateways to the surrounding 

valleys. All easily accessible tourism 

areas tend to have a high share of se-

cond homes, which are only used for 

a short period of the year (cold bed 

effect). Peripheral Alpine regions (r) 

mostly develop tourism types with 

a higher average length of stay.

•  Seasonality (S): strong one-sided 

seasonality (S), either winter or 

summer, causes additional strain: a 

seasonal labour market combined 

with short duration of employment 

and with a high risk of temporary 

unemployment, high infrastructure 

capacities to cover seasonal peaks 

(overcapacities) and low utilization 

of tourism facilities outside the 

main season. From a sustainability 

perspective, all-season tourism with 

no great seasonal fluctuations is ad-

vantageous (s). However, even rea-

ching a good balance between win-

ter and summer season is a crucial 

step forward.

•  Tourism intensity (I): The relative 

contribution of tourism to the total 

added value of a regional economy 

is an indicator of the intensity of the 

tourism sector in a region. A high in-

tensity (I), measured by the relation 

of overnight stays to the number of 

inhabitants, can create dependency 

and a one-sided orientation of local 

and regional development policy to-

wards tourism. In many Alpine re-

gions and cities tourism is an im-

portant but not dominant economic 

sector (I).

From the combinations of these fac-

tors we can distinguish seven main 

types:

•  Type 1: Foothill summer destina-

tions

•  Type 2: Health destinations

•  Type 3: Nature experience oriented 

destinations

•  Type 4: Alpine cities and villages

•  Type 5: All-season inner mountain 

destinations

•  Type 6: Ski resorts

•  Type 7: All-season tourism in the 

mountains at the edge of the Alps

SWOT analysis as basis to identify 
options for action

The main strengths and weaknesses 

of each of these main types are sum-

marized in the Report on the State of 

the Alps. In the summaries the focus 

was put on the three main fields of 

sustainability: economic (in particu-

lar the economics of tourism), en-

vironmental and social (in particular 

the impacts of tourism on areas affec-

ting working conditions) strengths 

and weaknesses.

The tourism system is subject to 

continuous change due to long-term, 

exogenous development drivers. In a 

strategy development for the Alpine 

space (Gloersen et.al. 2013, p.42) the 

following were considered particular-

ly important:

•  Climate change

•  Shifts in the energy market

•  Economic globalization

•  Development of the information so-

ciety and economics of knowledge

•  Demographic change

•  Increased mobility of goods and 

people.

The report examines what medium- 

and long-term effects result from the-

se drivers. Taking types 6 and 7 as ex-

amples, the procedure can be briefly 

outlined. At present both types have 

as a strength “attractive ski resorts 

with high-capacity lifts in the winter 

season”. In connection with climate 

change however, the conclusions 

with regard to their strength differ 

for the two types. The report for ex-

ample points out that high-lying ski 

resorts in the central Alpine area 

(type 7) can still expect snow certain-

ty for a long time to come and thus 

initially potentially benefit from cli-

mate change (= opportunity) as lo-

wer-lying ski resorts gradually disap-

pear from the market as snow beco-
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mes less and less of a certainty (= 

threat). Although both types have at 

present a strength in this area, the 

drivers result in the one case in an op-

portunity and in the other case in a 

threat. The methodology chosen cor-

responds to a modified regional de-

velopment SWOT analysis (Veser 

2013). This identifies challenges on 

the basis of opportunities and threats 

for the adaptation of Alpine tourism 

resulting from the abovementioned 

drivers in the sectors environmental 

(EN), social and cultural (SC), econo-

mic (EC) and for cross-sectoral chal-

lenges (CS):

•  EN1: Keeping biodiversity and pro-

tecting natural resources as the es-

sential backbone of Alpine tourism

•  EN2: Reducing the negative impacts 

of all kinds of tourism-induced mo-

bility

•  EN3: Reducing or even stopping land 

consumption caused by new tou-

rism projects

•  EN4: Handling the higher natural 

hazards risk potential

•  SC1: Reducing the social effects of 

seasonality

•  SC2: Balancing price level and inco-

me of local population

•  SC3: Understanding “low-barrier 

spaces” as a matter of quality of life

•  SC4: Keeping cultural heritage as 

the core of a unique way of living

•  EC1: Further improvement of acces-

sibility and regional mobility by 

sustainable transport systems

•  EC2: Saving the labour force poten-

tial of the tourism sector

•  EC3: Securing profitability regarding 

disproportionally increasing energy 

prices

•  CS1: Strengthening the innovation 

and management capacity of the Al-

pine tourism actors for further sus-

tainable development

•  CS2: Improving regional welfare by 

strengthening cooperation between 

tourism and other sectors

•  CS3: Making the benefits of sustain-

able tourism offers more visible to 

consumers in source markets.

Options to achieve more  
sustainability

A report on the state of the Alps 

which is to apply to the entire Alpine 

area and its very heterogeneous poli-

tical systems can in the final analysis 

only indicate general options in the 

sense of fields of action and instru-

ments which appear suitable for 

them. The concrete design of such in-

struments in the form of measures to 

be taken must then always be done on 

the respective local or regional level. 

A differentiation can be made bet-

ween hard instruments (legislation) 

and soft instruments (e.g. incentive 

systems). The Report identifies six 

different steps (L1 to L6) of decreasing 

hardness (Alpine Convention 2013, 

p.125). Finally, the Report indicates a 

number of options to meet the chal-

lenges. Some examples from the ex-

tensive list of options are given below.

Keeping biodiversity and protecting 

natural resources as the essential 

backbone of Alpine tourism can be 

achieved by

•  Developing action plans of a desti-

nation’s positive contribution (par-

ticipatory process) to promoting the 

exchange of information and pro-

ject results dealing with climate ch-

ange adaptation in the Alpine area 

(L4/L5).

•  Designation of sensitive areas in 

spatial planning, where tourism fa-

cilities as well as tourism activities 

should not be developed (further) 

(L2/L3)

•  Preservation of the traditional cul-

tural Alpine landscapes by suppor-

ting environmentally-friendly agri-

culture through an enhanced co-

operation with tourism stakehol-

ders (e.g. promoting farm-based 

products, on-farm holidays) (L3)

•  Promotion of successful activities in 

the field of networking and on-site 

implementation of protection acti-

vities supported by tourism (L4/L5).

To keep the social and cultural frame-

work of tourism balanced, the follo-

wing important social aspects of sus-

tainable tourism must be taken ac-

count of:

•  Improvement of the working condi-

tions in the hotel and catering in-

dustry through labour regulations 

(L1)

•  Enforcement of the principle of low 

barrier planning in developing 

approval procedures of new tourism 

related building projects (e.g. 

entrance areas, public restrooms, 

share of low barrier rooms and res-

taurant places) (L1/L2)

•  Support to all-year-tourism and the 

diversification of the touristic offer 

(L4)

•  Publication and diffusion of plan-

ning guidelines on “how to offer low 

barrier tourism” combined with a 

voluntary network of businesses in 

line with these criteria (L4)

•  Increased promotion of low-season 

holidays (L6).

Keeping a lively cultural heritage as 

core of a unique way of living can be 

supported by

•  Setting up a UNESCO  based inven-

tory of tangible and intangible Alpi-

ne cultural heritage as a unique fea-

ture of Alpine destinations (L2)

•  Developing sustainable tourist acti-

vities, which capitalize on regional 

traditions and local agriculture (L3)

•  Promoting participation of the local 

population in designing and deci-

ding about tourism development 

plans (L5).

Improved accessibility and regional 

mobility with a more sustainable 

transport system provide a competi-

tive edge for strengthening the eco-

nomic dimension of sustainable tou-

rism. This can be achieved by

•  Maintaining and improving the 

connections with long-distance 

trains or the European high-speed 

railways network well connected to 

Schloss  
Neuschwanstein, 
view from the 
north-east with 
mountain 
panorama

  Bayerische 
Schlösserverwal-
tung, Anton Brandl
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regional train and bus systems as 

well as the final destination inclu-

ding luggage transport (L2/L3)

•  Funding “zero emission” local trans-

port systems (e-mobility powered 

by renewable energy) (l2/L3)

•  Strengthening the collaboration 

(service and technology) between 

tourism and local transport provi-

ders in order to elaborate attractive, 

clear, transparent and flexible ser-

vices and offers at affordable prices 

for leisure and tourism transport 

(L3/L4)

•  Improving the provision of infor-

mation on the public transport op-

tions for travelling to, from and wi-

thin a destination (L5).

The Report on the State of the Alps 

lists other options on pages 125-127.

Summary and outlook

The Fourth Report on the State of the 

Alps analyses the “Tourism in the Al-

pine Space” system with regard to 

sustainability. In the process it takes 

into account the diversity of the poli-

tical systems as well as the heteroge-

neity of tourism in the Alps. Through 

a systematic analysis of the strengths 

and weaknesses of the different des-

tination types in the Alps in relation 

to the drivers relevant to tourism 

long-term, the central challenges fa-

cing all aspects of sustainable tou-

rism are identified. A number of ad-

aptation options using instruments 

of varying degrees of hardness to 

meet these challenges are listed. A 

number of good practice examples 

facilitate implementation on a local 

and regional level.

As required, the report starts by 

describing the present state and mo-

ves on to a future-orientated adapta-

tion analysis before indicating pos-

sible solutions.

Many of the points of criticism 

named in the report and the assigned 

possible solutions are neither new 

nor surprising. On the contrary, the 

report makes it clear that a good 20 

years after the signing of the Alpine 

Convention there is no longer a lack 

of knowledge on how to manage tou-

rism in a sustainable way resp. to gra-

dually develop a sustainable form of 

tourism. Market studies also show 

that sustainability is increasingly be-

coming important to consumers, i.e. 

that it can in time offer a significant 

competitive advantage over other 

providers. Thus the focus of further 

activities should above all be on re-

producing existing knowledge and 

experiences by convincing many ac-

tors in the tourism industry that this 

is the direction to take and by enab-

ling them to make use of the options 

indicated in the report for themselves 

and their destinations. 
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