










Border zone warning on the path between 
Kabardino-Balkaria (Russia) and Swanetia 

(Georgia). The popular tourist route has been  
closed since the 1990s. 2009 (A. Gunya)

Mount Elbrus, the highest peak of the Caucasian Mountains (5642 m), 2012 (A. Gunya)
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Tourism in the Caucasus holds the 
potential for extending economic 
development in the region as well 
as contributing to a reduction in so-
cial tensions and conflict. The pro-
spect of renewed transboundary 
cooperation in relation to tourism is 
particularly significant, as this could 
improve the image of the Caucasus 
region as a whole. As a beginning, 
however, the positive experiences 
in some Caucasian states and regi-
ons with community-based tourism 
could be extended to new areas, 
thereby contributing to the reemer-
gence of the Caucasus as a rich and 
compelling tourism destination.

Lessons learned

Impact of the recent modes of governance on tourism development
In the North Caucasus, belonging to Russia, the state continues to be the dominant 
force in tourism development, with small businesses and foreign investment play-
ing but a minor role. Government investments for large tourist centers have been 
significant. Thus the official cost of the tourism infrastructure developed for the 
2014 Olympic Games in Sochi was about 7 billion US dollars. In the southern Cau-
casian countries, in contrast, small businesses and NGOs supported by international 
foundations and grants, together with the state, are the driving forces in tourism 
development. Here, there have been many advances in improving the institutional 
environment for tourism development at the local level, including community-
based tourism. 
Despite spectacular natural and cultural landscapes, and high cultural, linguistic 
and biological diversity, tourism in the Caucasus in many places is currently not sus-
tainable, principally because of conflicts, but also due to institutional and market 
deficiencies. Nonetheless, as local people themselves become more mobile, local 
initiatives and the tourist market may become more significant. Community-based 
tourism offers possibilities for innovative approaches with positive effects on social 
and economic development, perhaps helping to overcome some of the distrust of 
tourism that still characterizes many rural localities and villages. However, there are 
strong traditions of hospitality that characterize the region, and in some parts of 
the Caucasus, local tourism initiatives have drawn attention to the need for greater 
regional planning and better environmental protection, particularly of ecologically 
sensitive areas, thereby sending a clear call for a more proactive role by central 
government.
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from hopes and fears  

to sustainable realities

En route for Mururata base camp, Bolivia, 2011 (L. Lerch, Geneva University). 
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Bryce Canyon National Park, Utah, USA, 2008  
(J.-L. Beuze)

Tourism is one of the fastest growing industries in the world, and 

in mountain regions it can give rise to high expectations for de-

velopment. It has the capacity to create jobs and extend services 

and products that support both tourists and local people alike in 

marginal areas. Tourism thus has the potential to reduce poverty 

and provide alternatives to existing economic activities and tradi-

tional livelihoods that may be precarious or otherwise threatened 

by global competition. 

However, as can be seen in the various case studies presented 

here, the development of mountain tourism brings many challeng-

es in terms of social equity, cultural transformation, the protec-

tion of natural resources and ecosystems, and governance, both 

in industrialized and developing countries. The studies brought 

together in this brochure point to a range of conclusions: 

Moving  
from hopes and fears  
to sustainable realities 

Bernard Debarbieux, Matthias Jurek, Thomas Kohler,  Daniel Maselli, 
Mari Oiry Varacca
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Merapi Volcano, Indonesia, 2006 (JB Bing, Geneva University)

Environmental issues

•	 The unique biological diversity and dramatic landscapes of mountains 
provide important foundations for the development of sustainable 
tourism. Mountains furthermore have been valued in many traditional 
contexts, holding significant practical and symbolic roles for local cul-
tures (Mount Kailash provides a particularly salient example). Devel-
opment strategies should aim to strengthen the awareness of local

Social and socio-economic issues 
•	 The economic benefits of tourism development often go to external 

providers and tourism operators, while local communities obtain only 
nominal gains. Sustainable mountain tourism demands a more bal-
anced distribution of costs and benefits. 

•	 Adopting a community-based approach, while prioritizing social cohe-
sion and equity, is one possible route for achieving such a balance. 
Tourism is always a major source of internal social change; traditional 
societies and cultures are in fact always transformed when they ex-
pose themselves to the kind of sustained intercultural contact that 
tourism entails. Therefore, the main social issue for local communities 
is not to preserve their societies as they are, but to anticipate social 
transformation initiated by tourism development.

•	 The sustainability of tourism is stronger when local communities can 
use it to strengthen their social ties and cultural identities. Such so-
cial cohesion is favoured when the various stakeholders are mutually 
dependent and seek common initiatives with broad benefits, bringing 
gains to diverse sectors of the local economy. 

•	 Similarly, tourism is more sustainable when local societies can, at the 
same time as attracting visitors, valorise and protect resources and 
practices which are meaningful to them. The valorisation of traditional 
practices and landscapes (even those that are industrial, such as 
at L’Argentière La Bessée in France), can be a source of both pride 
and income. This is especially meaningful for communities that have 
been marginalized or denigrated in their respective national contexts 
(as can be seen with some ethnic groups and rural populations in 
Morocco and Niger, as well as in certain areas of the Pyrenees and 
Carpathians). This valorisation, however, needs to be conscientious 
and organized so as to avoid the excessive commodification and folk-
lorization of cultural assets. 
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Telouet, Morocco, 2010 (S. Varacca Oiry)

people and tourists alike of the value of a healthy environment, the 
need for conservation, and the importance of monitoring and directing 
local change. 

•	 Nature-based tourism can have long-lasting benefits only if the environ-
mental costs are controlled. There is a need to manage visitor flows in 
order to avoid excessive environmental pressure and degradation (as 
seen, for example, in Western Iran). When establishing or improving 
infrastructure, precautions must be taken to limit environmental im-
pacts. Since environmental assets are often closely linked to cultural 
assets, the management of the environment must consider both bio-
physical and cultural elements.

Political issues

•	 The development of sustainable tourism requires professional and 
sectorial organizations capable of linking local initiatives with external 
partners. It must nonetheless prioritize local associations, which are 
better able to reconcile economic objectives with social and cultural 
ones, and rely on local political authorities, which are the natural part-
ners of national administrations.  

•	 The development of sustainable tourism can benefit from national or 
sub-national policy frameworks, provided these are respectful of cul-
tural and natural resources (as in Costa Rica) and the interests of 
local communities (as in Morocco). Likewise, it can suffer from the 
lack of such frameworks, or when existing national policies - typically 
top-down - do not take into account the local context (as seen in North 
Vietnam, and often in the former Soviet republics). Local sustainable 
development initiatives and associated policies need to be continually 
re-evaluated, and adjusted accordingly, as shown by the example of 
Valais in Switzerland.

•	 Peace building is an essential issue for communities in which tourism 
development is regularly jeopardized by rebellions, international con-
flicts and terrorism, such as in the Aïr Mountains of Niger.

•	 The development of sustainable tourism relies on the building of net-
works, which can provide resources, models and experiences. The 
support of regional NGOs (as in the case of the Eastern Pamir in Ta-
jikistan), UN organisations (as in the case of Northern Laos), bilateral 
agencies working together with national authorities (as in the case of 
Montenegro), or external private-sector investors (as in the case of 
Aspen) can be decisive in community-based initiatives.
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Taking yaks to the high pastures, Batchor, Tajikistan, 2008 (S. Henriod: www.henriod.info)

•	 Because mountain chains often form borders, efforts to promote 
sustainable tourism and the sustainable management of cultural and 
natural resources in mountain regions frequently demand inter-re-
gional and international cooperation and coordination. The develop-
ment of cross-border tourism correspondingly offers an opportunity to 
strengthen cooperation in other relevant fields such as environmental 
protection, regional planning, and public infrastructure. 

Final considerations

•	 There is no “one size fits all” solution that will lead to “perfect” poli-
cies and institutions promoting sustainable tourism for all mountain 
regions. Generally, however, the building of a shared vision for the ob-
jectives and modalities of tourism development, involving local stake-
holders, governmental entities, and private and associative partners 
alike, is critical to the success of any such endeavour. 

•	 Capacity building and skills development are crucial if tourism, espe-
cially community-based tourism, is to succeed over the long term. 
These capacities and skills should be able to address socio-cultural 
concerns, economic change, and environmental management. But 
they should also be attentive to social capital and mastering the rela-
tional resources offered by the interconnected modern world. More-
over, development ideally can be combined with empowerment and 
emancipation, especially for women, as seen in the example of wom-
en’s cooperatives in Morocco.

The initiatives to develop sustainable tourism presented in these case 
studies correspond to relatively recent endeavours, many with short 
track records. It remains to be seen how they develop over time, and if 
their overall positive elements can be confirmed in the years ahead. Mon-
itoring and comparative analysis will be crucial for future development-
oriented research, which should aim to further identify relevant practices 
and lessons learned, while refining policy advice for genuinely sustainable 
tourism development. 





Tignes, France, 2012 (P. Smith: patrick-smith-photography.com). 
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Mountain regions across the globe are important tourist destinations. To-
day, there is practically no region in the world where the special qualities of 
mountains are not acknowledged by tourists. For many mountain regions, 
tourism has become an important economic resource, bringing new jobs 
and incomes, and supporting traditional systems that would otherwise be 
in serious economic crisis. Yet mountain tourism also has the potential to 
destroy the natural and cultural resources on which it is built.
In mountains around the world, private and public actors, at local, nation-
al and regional levels, are working hard to develop and implement pro-
jects that initiate more sustainable and equitable development, promot-
ing and, at the same time, protecting the natural and cultural specificities  
of mountains.
This publication, featuring 28 case studies from many mountain regions, 
aims to provide an overview of the challenges -socio-cultural, socioeconom-
ic, environmental and sociopolitical- of tourism in mountains and to shed 
light on the specific innovative strategies that mountain communities have 
developed to cope with challenges of tourism. It presents a set of lessons 
learned and recommendations to inform associations, policy-makers, devel-
opment experts, businesses and academics who support the development of 
tourism in mountain areas. It aims to enable mountain communities to learn 
from each other’s experiences, gathering inspirational ideas from around 
the world that further promote sustainable forms of mountain tourism.


