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Promoting sustainable, inclusive and community-based tourism in Europe.

Tourism is a key economic sector in the European Union; however, current models often
generate environmental pressure, seasonal imbalances, and limited benefits for
local communities, particularly in rural and nature-based destinations.

The transition toward sustainable tourism is essential to achieve the objectives of the
European Green Deal, strengthen resilience, and ensure long-term competitiveness of
the tourism ecosystem. Despite progress, significant gaps remain in policy alignment,
monitoring systems, and the practical implementation of sustainable and community-
based tourism models.

The Wildescape EU project demonstrates that ecotourism and community-based
approaches can effectively contribute to biodiversity conservation, local development, and
youth engagement. Piloting activities and stakeholder consultations across Cyprus, Spain,
Ireland, Italy and Portugal highlighted both the potential and structural barriers to scaling
such models.

This document proposes the following priority recommendations:
1. Enable youth leadership:

e Support youth-led tourism initiatives;
e Integrate young people into governance processes;
e Invest in skills and entrepreneurship.

2. Support community-based tourism:

e Strengthen local value chains;
e Promote authentic ecotourism certification;
e Improve access to funding for rural SMEs.

3. Strengthen policy coherence:

e Align tourism with climate, biodiversity and rural policies;
e Integrate sustainability criteria in funding programmes.

4. Invest in skills and capacity building:

e Develop training in sustainability, digitalisation and innovation;
e Support knowledge exchange.
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5. Improve monitoring and accountability:

e Use common indicators (e.g., ETIS);
e Require impact reporting.

6. Promote scalable good practices:

e Replicate proven tourism models;
e Support pilot actions and experimentation.

The Wildescape EU project highlights the critical role of young people as active agents
in the transition toward sustainable tourism. Beyond being beneficiaries, they act as
innovators, entrepreneurs, facilitators of community engagement, and ambassadors of
environmental awareness. Their involvement strengthens the long-term sustainability
and resilience of tourism ecosystems.

These recommendations are addressed to national, regional, and local authorities, as well
as managing authorities of EU funds.

The Wildescape EU project promotes ecotourism as a tool for biodiversity
conservation and sustainable local development. Through stakeholder consultation,
co-creation and pilot actions, it supports young people in designing and implementing
tourism experiences in rural areas.

Findings show that sustainable tourism can address key challenges such as seasonality,
environmental pressure and economic leakage. However, barriers persist, including
fragmented regulation, unclear definitions of ecotourism and limited support mechanisms.

Across participating countries, ecotourism is increasingly recognised as an alternative to
mass tourism. However, understanding varies, particularly in distinguishing authentic
ecotourism from marketing-driven approaches.

Ecotourism is understood here as responsible travel to natural areas that supports
conservation and improves the well-being of local communities.

Young people are central to this transition. Their involvement in co-creation,
implementation and promotion of tourism experiences fosters innovation, strengthens
local identity and supports intergenerational knowledge transfer.

The recommendations presented below are based on the practical outcomes of the EU’s
Wildescape initiative and reflect the European Union’s key strategies:
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1 - The European Green Deal?, which calls for climate-neutral and resource-efficient
tourism;

2 — The transition Pathway for Tourism?, which promotes resilience, sustainability, and
skills development in line with EU priorities;

3 - The European Pillar of Social Rights emphasises inclusion and accessibility.
These recommendations are addressed to:

National tourism ministries;

Regional authorities;

Local governments and destination management organisations (DMOs);
Managing authorities of EU funding programmes.

This recommendation supports the development of resilient and inclusive tourism models:

1. Tourism has a significant environmental, social and economic impact.

2. The European Green Deal, proposed by the European Commission, calls for a climate-
neutral, resource-efficient, and competitive economy, including in the tourism sector.

3. The Transition Pathway for Tourism emphasises advancing the green transition,
strengthening resilience, and promoting skills development across the tourism ecosystem.

4. Traditional tourism models often place pressure on ecosystems and local
communities.

5. A transition toward sustainable tourism requires adopting low-impact, community-
based approaches and promoting meaningful experiences.

6. Local economies benefit from tourism models that support small producers, foster
local value chains, and reduce economic leakage.

7. Accessibility, inclusion, and community participation are key principles of EU policies,
including the European Pillar of Social Rights.

8. Collaborative tourism packages demonstrate the added value of experiential, place-
based, and community-led approaches in enhancing sustainability and fostering
collaborative engagement among stakeholders.

1 https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en

2 https://single-market-economy.ec.europa.eu/news/transition-pathway-tourism-published-today-2022-02-04_en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/european-pillar-social-rights-building-fairer-and-more-inclusive-european-union_en
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9. Developing skills and facilitating the digital and green transitions of small and
medium-sized tourism enterprises are crucial to ensuring the competitiveness and
sustainability of tourism.

Hereby recommends that Member States:
1. Ensure policy alignment

Align national and regional tourism strategies with the objectives of the European Green
Deal, focusing on climate neutrality, resource efficiency, and sustainable growth:
e Create funding schemes for community-based and nature-based tourism
initiatives;
e Prioritise rural areas, SMEs, and youth-led projects;
e Integrate sustainability criteria into EU and national funding programmes.

2. Develop robust monitoring and data systems
Develop and implement monitoring frameworks aligned with EU-level sustainability
indicators for tourism, ensuring comparability and evidence-based policymaking:
e Require sustainability reporting as a condition for public funding;
e Improve data collection at local and regional levels;
e Develop monitoring systems with EU sustainability indicators.

3. Accelerate the Green and Digital Transition

Support the green and digital transitions of the tourism ecosystem in accordance with
the Transition Pathway for Tourism, while strengthening resilience and competitiveness:
e Provide financial incentives and technical support for SMEs adopting sustainable
practices and digital tools;
e Develop targeted training programmes on sustainability, ecotourism, and
digitalisation;
e Support innovation in low-impact tourism services.

4. Promote community-based sustainable tourism initiatives
Foster the transition toward low-impact, place-based and community-oriented tourism
models that respect environmental limits and enhance socioeconomic benefits:
e Support co-creation with local communities;
e Encourage the active involvement of stakeholders in the co-design, governance,
and management of tourism activities;
e Introduce certification schemes to distinguish authentic ecotourism.

5. Ensure inclusion and social fairness
Guarantee accessibility, inclusion and equal participation in tourism, in accordance with
Union principles, including those reflected in the European Pillar of Social Rights:
e Promote accessibility in tourism infrastructure and services;
e Support programmes targeting youth and people in vulnerable situations;
e Encourage slow tourism models and longer stays to reduce environmental
pressure and seasonality;
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e Promote youth participation as active contributors in tourism planning,
implementation and evaluation, supporting youth-led initiatives, entrepreneurship
and community engagement.

Funding Mechanisms:

e Allocate specific funding within EU and national programmes;
e Introduce subsidies, vouchers, and incentives for sustainable tourism initiatives;
e Prioritise youth-led projects and community-based tourism start-ups.

Governance Tools:

e Establish multi-sectoral platforms at the local and regional levels;
e Promote public-private partnerships and community governance models;
e Ensure the active participation of young people in decision-making processes.

Practical examples of sustainable tourism packages:

Cultural and gastronomy experiences (Cyprus)
Rural immersion and slow tourism (Spain)
Community-based gastronomy (Portugal-Azores)
Cultural and storytelling experiences (Ireland)
Nature and community-based experiences (Italy)

In line with the European Green Deal, the EU Strategy for Sustainable Tourism and
the Roadmap for the Transition of Tourism, these recommendations should be
disseminated to stakeholders at European, national and local levels and
incorporated into policy frameworks, funding programmes and institutional strategies.

These recommendations aim to support the systemic transition toward sustainable
tourism in Europe. Their adoption will contribute to environmental protection, economic
resilience, and social inclusion.

The findings of the Wildescape EU project, which connects tourism and ecotourism in
Europe, highlight the urgent need for public policies focused on ecotourism and the
sustainability of territories to be developed or updated.

Continuous monitoring and evaluation are essential to ensuring the long-term impact,
resilience, and sustainability of the tourism ecosystem.
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