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Abstract: Mountains are perceived as places of biodiversity, as attractive places with breathtaking

aesthetic views and epitomized by their unique landscape features. As mountains are the second

most demanded outdoor destination category at a global level after beaches and islands, the steady

growth of tourism places high pressure on sensitive mountain ecosystems. As can be observed from

tourism practice in mountain environments, the distribution of tourism activities is highly uneven. In

the Alps, one of the best-known regions with relentless tourism growth, a substantial concentration

of tourism intensity can be traced to specific locations and valleys, whereas other parts have to cope

with trends of marginalization. In this situation, many concerned stakeholders have long advocated

for more balanced economic and tourism development. The initiative of “Mountaineering Villages”

promoted by the Alpine Convention is one of a few respective actions to shift perspectives and

persuade tourists to engage in sustainable tourism activities. The paper explores how these activities

are linked to the balanced use of cultural landscapes and the narratives that are exposed as convincing

development models in these regions.

Keywords: mountain tourism; ecotourism; mountaineering; outdoor activities; landscape development;

destination management; local development; agritourism; Alpine Convention; rural amenities

1. Introduction

Mountains are seen as particularly attractive destinations for tourism encompassing
areas of specific aesthetic interest, cultural and spiritual relevance, and alternative places
appropriate for emotional experiences in a non-urban atmosphere. Of course, these per-
ceptions, feelings, and ways to capture the “nature” of mountains have been shaped by
humans and are dependent on the specific cultural contexts we live in. Generalizing the
ways in which mountains’ relevance for large parts of societies is understood, it can be
observed that mountain regions have become increasingly attractive for specific groups
of people to relocate there, visit specific areas, enjoy landscape features, and/or value the
existence of such remote places, in significant contrast to lowlands and agglomerations in
many of their physical traits and sociocultural specificities.

For a long time, tourism development in mountain regions has been conceived as an
opportunity to cope with marginalization threats and to enable inhabitants of mountain
regions to gain enhanced incomes and take part in modern lifestyles. However, tourism
development has remained concentrated in few places or regions, leading to “hot spots”
of tourism intensity in the Central and Western Alps of Europe, and specific locations
throughout the other mountain ranges of the world (e.g., Machu Picchu, Peru; Grand
Canyon National Park, USA; Great Smoky Mountains National Park, USA; Kilimanjaro,
Kenya/Tanzania; some Himalayan locations, Nepal/India; Picos de Europa, Spain, etc.).
Many of these are famous for their iconic locations or views, with specific spots booming
due to the desire to participate in social media (self) representations. Due to the tighter lim-
itations in accessing difficult topographies of mountains, in general, intensity in mountain
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tourism does not reach as high levels as urban centers or beach resorts at a regional scale.
The cases where “over tourism” is actually experienced are often restricted to a specific lo-
cation (e.g., viewpoint, summit, cable car access, nature attraction, lakeside resorts, cultural
places, or events), except for a few regions with a high tourism intensity throughout almost
all local communities. Early assessments of the rise in mountain tourism over the second
half of the 20th century acknowledge the concentration in specific spots. Martin Price
highlights five themes that are particularly relevant for this type of tourism: “accessibility;
temporal dimensions; types of tourists; changes in communities as perceived by tourists;
and changes in the sociocultural structure of tourist communities” [1] (p. 87).

Discussions about alternative perspectives for mountain tourism were advanced by
some local actors, stakeholders, and concerned experts who were afraid of the negative
consequences of extreme tourism intensity for the environment and social fabric of local
communities. Alternatives of ecotourism [2] and adapted tourism approaches that address
issues of the social impact of mountain tourism [3] were seen as relevant opportunities
for many mountain areas. The assessment of the explosion of tourism throughout the
mountains in all parts of the world points to the high diversity in different types of
activities of tourism, yet also acknowledges the slow adaption towards sustainable tourism
realities [4]. The discourse intensified over recent years, underpinning the variety of
mountain tourism developments in different global mountain ranges [5] and the increased
need for shifting towards sustainable mountain tourism [6] in order to preserve the inherent
qualities of these environments.

In the European Alps, the concern for shaping tourism activities in such a manner
that it respects the natural environment, socioeconomic development, and local cultures
emerged very early. Particularly, the International Commission for the Protection of the
Alps (CIPRA) urged for a reversed perspective on tourism in this mountain range and
combined policy strategies to respect the ecological quality as the main resource for future
attractiveness and use of the area already since the 1950s. Eventually, the Alpine Convention
was established in 1991, providing the first legal treaty for steering policies in mountain
areas. As a comprehensive strategy, activities extend to a wide set of topics that are
perceived as largely intertwined in their implementation, territorial, sociocultural, and
ecological effects.

With this remit, to foster sustainable development in the Alps, the Alpine Convention
compiled a review of the challenges and status of implementation of sustainable tourism
action across the Alpine regions [7]. This report highlights the significant obstacles to
achieving an effective shift in the tourism strategy, but also includes a wide set of good
practices available from local and regional actors. Relevant examples include the diversi-
fication of tourism activities, with a contribution to regional added-value; promotion of
natural and cultural heritage; prudent use and the preservation of natural resources; spatial
planning tools to reduce soil sealing, urban sprawl, and protect landscapes; adaptation
in mobility and energy issues; and social and cultural aspects of tourism development.
Given the tensions and ecological and social impact of the tourism sector as one of the
leading economic sectors, alternative approaches to enhance low-intensity tourism action
that is particularly suitable to mountain environments was sought by pilot action as well.
The “Mountaineering Villages” is a prime example of an initiative of local development
action that seeks to nurture opportunities for specific small-scale communities. This type of
mountain tourism is based on a long mountaineering and hiking tradition and the com-
mitment and attachment of Alpine club nature experiences that are not yet overwhelmed
by intensive tourism development but dispose of significant “mountain” characteristics
and potential [8].

This paper will explore the background and experience of this action, first elaborated
in Austria but recently extended to the other adjacent Alpine regions as well. Before
presenting findings from the analysis of this initiative [9], the discourse of mountain
tourism will be analyzed. The focus is put on those aspects that draw on the particular role
of landscape development as a foundation for respective tourism opportunities and place-
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specific attractiveness for low-intensity tourism concepts. The widely shared recognition
that tourist activities might represent a major source of (additional) income for mountain
dwellers in many mountain regions can draw on a large body of studies and significant
policy support to spot, nurture, and foster emerging activities. Against this background,
the relevance of cultural landscapes in the framing of mountain tourism in the Alps,
exemplified by the “Mountaineering Villages” (MV) initiative, will be explored. Its crucial
impact is working towards both ends: the need to preserve the characteristics and assets of
landscapes and the conclusions for adapted forms of mountain tourism. This might have
important repercussions for mountain tourism in the future, and in general.

2. Literature Review

At the turn of this century, a particular focus was placed on mountain development
potential, as can be seen in the emerging research commitment addressing global change
implications for mountains [10], the discussion of mountains’ roles in sustainable devel-
opment at UN global development conferences (e.g., Rio 1992, Johannesburg 2002 and
Rio 2012), the installation of the UN’s International Year of Mountains (in 2002), and the
creation of mountain network institutions (such as the Mountain Partnership, the Mountain
Research Initiative, etc.). Godde et al. pointed to an increased awareness of the growth of
tourism, including mountain tourism, and “seriously question(ed) the impacts of tourism
on the biosphere as well as on people and their cultures and societies”, but, at the same
time observed that “we are starting to take more directed action toward the sustainable
maintenance of precious resources” [11] (p. 1).

Against these concerns of generating forms of tourism that are respectful to the
environment and sociocultural systems, the scale of mountain tourism has expanded along
with general tourism growth. UNEP argued that “mountain areas are second only to coasts
and islands as popular tourism destinations, generating 15–20 percent of annual global
tourism, or US$70–90 billion per year” [3] (p. 11). According to the recent estimation by
UNWTO [12] (p. 7), mountain tourism accounts for about 9% to 16% of total international
tourist arrivals, with significant differences between countries and regions. As main drivers
for the high attractiveness of mountain destinations, a series of mutually reinforcing drivers
are mentioned: specific climate conditions, clean air, unique landscapes and wildlife, and
also scenic beauty based on topography, impressions of local culture, history and heritage,
and the opportunity for specific outdoor activities, including sports (winter and summer)
and nature-related activities. As a large share of these tourism flows is concentrated in the
Alps, scientific interest and respective policy elaboration were taken up very early and are
particularly advanced for that region.

The Working Group of the Alpine Convention on Tourism Development estimated
that about 95 million long-stay tourists and 60 million day-trip visitors spend more or less
long recreation time in the Alps every year [7] (p. 27). Long-stay tourists are predominantly
foreigners, but according to the specific regions, a significant number of tourists is through
domestic tourism as well. This brief overview already indicates that measuring the ex-
tent of tourism is not always as easy as supposed, since various forms of staying in the
regions and newly emerging types of accommodation overlap. As such, the figures on the
quantity of Alpine tourism might be an underestimation. In particular, forms of “amenity
migration” [13] through stays in secondary residences, apartments, split-ownership ar-
rangements, chalet renting, etc. are hardly visible from official national statistics.

In conceptual terms, various concepts of mountain tourism types can be discerned [14]
which represent divergent strategies but nevertheless might overlap to some extent. In
particular, these refer to “rural tourism”, “agritourism”, “ecotourism”, “community-based
tourism”, “cultural tourism”, and different types of “niche tourism” which, e.g., might
link to gastronomic features, sports, or other well-being focuses. The Alps were realized
very early as a model of mountain tourism for other mountain ranges [4]. Similar to
the Alpine Convention, the global assessment of mountain tourism performance called
increasingly for prioritizing sociocultural needs and environmental impacts [3] and local
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community development [6] as core drivers for shifts towards sustainable development
trajectories [11,15–17].

Retaining the particular attractiveness of the Alpine regions is a key concern of di-
verse sector policies and territorial actors as mountain landscapes represent a key driver
for regional economies [18]. In Austria in 2018, tourism amounted to 7.3%, including
tourism-related activities, to 15.3% of the national GDP [19], implying that in high-intensity
tourism destinations of mountain regions in West Austria, this level would even be consid-
erably higher.

Several decades ago, tourism in the Alps reached such an intensity that warnings of the
destruction of internal values were raised [20] and the scale of mountain tourism in specific
places led to concerns about the negative effects on the environment and socioeconomic
development of those areas. Within the elaboration of the Alpine Convention, calls for a
renewed strategy and alternative forms of tourism gained relevance and contributed to a
search for sustainable mobility and focus on less-intensive tourism strategies [21]. Since
those early wake-up calls, the situation has intensified and issues of “over tourism” are
also linked to some mountain destinations. The call for discussing alternative pathways of
tourism development, particularly for those areas that were not as highly developed and
often constituted areas of marginalization and population decline, was taken up in pilot
schemes to foster approaches for less intensive tourism destination strategies. Sustainable
tourism had been defined as “tourism which is (carried out) in a form which can maintain
its viability in an area for an indefinite period of time” [22] (p. 36). Moreover, it would
not “degrade or alter the environment (human and physical) in which it exists to such a
degree that it prohibits the successful development and wellbeing of other activities and
processes” [22] (p. 35). However, the maintenance of growth strategies challenges more
and more the limits and system boundaries of tourism development [23]. This calls for
an integrated perspective in mountain research, linking place-based economic and social
activities to implications on land use, landscapes, and natural resources [24] and uptake of
adapted local development approaches in different spatial contexts of the Alps [25] and
mountains in general [14].

This perspective is strengthened by practical concerns for the compatibility of tourism
extent with the affected mountain systems. The concept of “carrying capacity” is hence
“an attempt to define the level of tolerance or compatibility between tourist activities
and demands” within an area and its “ecological, social, cultural, and economic support
systems” [26] (p. 3). Although estimating the upper limits of tourism incomers to avoid
overload in mountain regions [27] is a fundamental prerequisite to pursuing sustainability
objectives, thresholds addressed through MV are usually set at lower levels than capacity
considerations would allow. These lower thresholds are argued specifically through the
needs of a holistic perspective and beneficial outcomes of low-intensity tourism settings.
As local or small-scale tourism agencies are often competing with other regions, the policy
and managerial implications of such schemes are huge and require the consideration of
spatial interrelations, cooperation, and scale of action [16] (p. 77).

In this paper, we will focus on a specific initiative promoted by the Alpine Convention
since the late 2000s, targeted at the outdoor recreation and sports potential of high Alpine
mountains through mountaineering activities. This reconsideration of the foundational
amenities of mountain areas builds on the aesthetic appeal of the landscapes with the
iconic value of many of its places. It refers to the unbalanced tourism development which
shows that tourism in the Alps is concentrated in less than 10% of mountain municipal-
ities. According to the Working Group on Demography and Employment of the Alpine
Convention, almost half of the tourist beds in the Alps (46%) are concentrated in 5% of
the municipalities [28] (p. 8). These pressures are particularly visible in the western part
of Austria, in the Swiss mountains, several valleys of Italian mountains, and French “hot
spots” of tourism concentration.

In Austria, for example, it has led to efforts for more balanced coverage of regions with
tourism demand since the 1980s, involving small-scale local development schemes under
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the term of “endogenous development”, albeit with limited effects. Nevertheless, niche
tourism activities promoted some new small regions, enhanced the recognition of cultural
landscapes as a backdrop for these actions, and inspired emerging learning processes [29].
It seems particularly important to link economic renewal with sociocultural legacies and
specific expression of nature-related resources, above all as experienced through “cultural
landscapes”. Providing innovative concepts by local actors is thus geared to balanced
strategies for economic, social, and ecological adaptation. In terms of tourism development,
this might translate into limitations for tourism growth to “sustainable” levels, as visible in
Austrian local pioneer case studies, to limit the increase in tourism levels to the size of local
population numbers [30].

These tourism initiatives focused on new types of tourism activities and local areas
that are less integrated into high-intensity tourism circles. The decisive factor in relation to
mountain contexts was a dedicated shift toward valuing nature and outdoor activities as
pull factors. It reflects both the core elements of mountain amenities, enhancing tourism
related to the specific high-altitude experiences of “mountaineering”, respecting the limita-
tions of protected areas, and nurturing the development of ecosystem service provision
from mountain regions [31]. The mountain landscape represents a crucial amenity in
this regard but has to be understood in its dynamic evolution. Although quite often the
significant territorial capital is seen in the valorization of the natural heritage [32], which
is translated in the status of “protected area” [33], appreciation by visitors extends to a
wide range of nature-related and culturally shaped landscape features. At the core of these
landscapes are mountain-specific grassland management areas of pasture land [34,35], as
well as biotic elements linked to particular climates, altitudes, and management-dependent
aesthetic value [36]. In these contexts, specific cultures of collective land management
have been elaborated due to strategies to secure human–nature conditions and long-term
use [37] favoring an assessment of dynamic cultural landscapes that are rooted in long-
term historical trajectories [38]. It seems important that specific opportunities for local
development, amenity shaping, and limitations in cultural ecosystem services for intensive
management uses are realized [39] and appropriate policies are designed. Climate change
has even aggravated the effects and added to the shift towards changed value patterns with
regard to tourism types [40]. With the COVID-19 pandemic, arguments for enhancing low-
intensity tourism, mobility patterns, and attractiveness of less crowded or less intensive
spaces gained momentum [41].

3. Methods

The background to this paper is a review of mountain tourism activities in various
European regions addressing the potential of tourism as an emerging economic activity
coping with issues of limited productivity in agriculture and forestry and reduced house-
hold income options. These analyses draw both from an observation of shifting activities in
mountain areas towards tourist engagement in very distinct ways and a wide range of rele-
vant studies on the challenges, opportunities, and outcomes of such activities over recent
decades. Previous studies of agritourism development in Europe and beyond [42–44] and
respective literature reviews on mountain tourism [45] represent a precursor to the analysis
for this paper. As mountain tourism can be conceived as a specific type of rural tourism, the
focus will be on delineating the specificities of tourism activities in these spatial contexts.
A common thread is that attractiveness is based on topography, aesthetic appeal, options
for outdoor activity, and the notions of landscape as distinct from other rural areas. From
this perspective, landscapes are not as much understood as “pristine areas” but as places
that are shaped by human activity and thus largely dependent on socioeconomic activities,
types of tourism activities selected, and strategies for making use of these spaces. The liter-
ature review will thus stress the need to shift mountain tourism approaches increasingly
towards sustainable pathways that would enable the realization of resilient place-based
strategies. Such an approach seems ambiguous as long as the widely shared narrative
is supporting competitiveness and large-scale investment and only a few examples of
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alternative initiatives are available. It is the intention of this paper to raise awareness of
such pilot activities and enhance understanding of coping with transition challenges.

Backed by that overview of mountain tourism developments and concepts, this paper
reports on the opportunities and challenges of a network activity of the Alpine Convention
that seeks to foster and promote local initiatives of sustainable mountain tourism. The
findings from analyzing the MV underscore its potential to serve as a good practice device
for an alternative tourism approach in the Alpine regions that aims at low-intensity tourist
activities, in contrast to those growth-oriented and highly intensive tourism hot spots of
the Alps. Backed up by the findings of a national research project [9] applying a qualitative
analysis of the scheme, the presentation focuses on the specificities of the individual local
cases and seeks to convey an understanding of its close relationship to its local rootedness
in specific landscape types and features.

The underlying analysis is based on three local-level case studies of differently struc-
tured MV in Austria. Following a short survey on quantitative indicators of participating
villages, a qualitative research approach was applied to understand the particular features
of the various communities, to comprehend and illustrate the historical, cultural, and topo-
graphical background of the various pilot cases, and to assess common aspects between
the analyzed villages. This analysis repeatedly points to the core influence of the specific
locations, i.e., its significant landscape attributes that shape attractiveness but is reshaped
by local strategies and development action as well.

For long periods in the years 2020–2022, the COVID-19 pandemic inhibited the re-
ception of tourists in many regions, leading to a tremendous breakdown in overnight
stays in almost all regions. It also affected the feasibility of in-place studies as it largely
impeded any face-to-face interview activity. Most of the contacts with local actors and
interviews in the mountain municipalities had to be carried out virtually and thus lack a
more intensive exchange and inclusion of other observational aspects. Following research
methodological considerations for endogenous development [46], the empirical work is
mainly based on qualitative research. In particular, the role of local promoters, dedicated
actors, and residents [47] in conceiving and realizing the initiatives, and the support of
local governance through dedicated networks [48], seem crucial. The interviewees selected
for this study should be aware of the need for alternative approaches in mountain tourism
and reflect on the balance of less intensive tourism offers and the desire of interested tourist
groups to “experience” mountain topography, nature, and landscape aspects as well as
outdoor activities. The panel of interviewees aimed at involving the relevant stakeholder
groups and decision-makers at the local level that shaped the implementation of the MV
scheme in the analyzed municipalities. Table 1 indicates the relevant groups addressed
in the study, including local governance, representatives of the Austrian Alpine Club as
promoters, local tourism managers, the farming community, environmental groups, and
local entrepreneurs. The study comprises 23 online interviews which were based on a
semi-structured questionnaire addressing the various spheres of scoping, designing, and
implementing the scheme in the respective municipalities. Based on the concept of satura-
tion [49] additional interviewees were sought as long as additional evidence was expected
from extending the scope of interviewees. This “rule” of qualitative research indicates the
number of interviewees where on the basis of hitherto collected information any further
interview is assessed unnecessary. To achieve sufficient impression and familiarity with the
individual context, the most relevant community stakeholders and local experts for crucial
issues of community and tourism development were selected to be interviewees. Thus, the
interviews engaged the most active and acquainted representatives of the initiative at the
local level, including mayors and local administrators, tourism partner enterprises, people
in charge of the local Alpine clubs, members of local tourism boards or Alpine consulting
enterprises, or managers of protected areas. Some interviews were deliberately organized
with representatives of the province level and of the administration of the whole initiative,
particularly to find out about strategic aspects at a higher level and synthesis assessment of
those people surveying the implementation of the initiative. A larger sample of interviews
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was not deemed necessary since most active persons of the respective municipalities were
already included. The findings of this study are reinforced by a series of recently carried
out similar investigations of the MV in the European Alps and mountaineering tourism in
general (see Section 5).

Table 1. Sample of interviewees in three MV of Austria.

Social Group of Interviewees Interview Code

Local governance administrators J1, J4; JSV1, JSV4; M1, M3
Austrian Alpine Club representative Exp1, Exp2, Exp3

Tourism managers J3; JSV2; M4, M7; Exp5, Exp7
Farming community JSV3; M2; Exp6

Environmental groups J2; JSV2; M8; Exp4
Entrepreneurs M5, M6

Total number of interviews 23
Note: Interview codes denote the origin of municipality of the interviewees and expert status. They are used in
the detailed discussion of their assessment in the study’s final report. Source: List of interviewees in the three
municipalities Johnsbach, Mauthen, and St. Jodok/Schmirn und Valsertal [9] (p. 161).

From the transcription of the interviews, a set of common themes emerged as influen-
tial aspects to establishing effective local application of this pilot scheme for sustainable
mountain tourism. These themes mirror the theoretical considerations on destination
management and transition needs towards sustainable tourism development in moun-
tain regions. The assessment of those local actors and experts enabled analysis along the
four topics; process development for setting up the initiative; impact on tourism devel-
opment performance in the municipality; implementation aspects and issues related to
the specific location, including landscape features and relation to protected areas; and
considerations on future community strategy. The findings for these four topics were
compared for commonalities and divergences between the three studied municipalities.
In particular, qualitative accounts of interviewees underline the backdrop for establishing
the initiative in their communities, the obstacles and achievements perceived by local
actors, and further issues for future development. In addition, an intensive survey of the
reports for all Austrian MV underpinned these arguments and revealed its relevance for
the whole MV scheme. This material underpinned the specific conclusions on the relevance
of landscape development by the analysis of the three MV through a wider scope of ap-
plication. Moreover, the presentation of each of the MV in a dedicated brochure provided
village-specific information with historical background, socioecological systems, cultural
landscape design, relevance for tourism activities, and indications for the status of tourism
capacity and benchmarks for future development. Detailed assessment of low-intensity
strategies in the three MV analyzed, the scoping information on all Austrian MV and
specific studies on their contribution to low-intensity tourism pathways, and the literature
review on the need for transitions towards sustainable mountain tourism frameworks
are the source for conclusions to this paper. From a methodological point, it is crucial to
combine these various sources as background to underpin the options for and challenges
of such alternative tourism types and point to their relevance for shifting tourism trends in
mountain regions.

4. Results

Mountain tourism potential and challenges for sustainable approaches have been
discussed intensively over the last two decades. The following sub-section synthesizes
these concerns in a literature review before the article turns to presenting the MV initiative’s
implementation and considers the linkage to landscape development as a crucial aspect of
sustainable mountain tourism development.
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Mountain Landscapes, the Building Block for Mountaineering Villages

The local initiative of the MV, elaborated by the Austrian Alpine Club within the
Alpine Convention’s strategy to promote sustainable tourism is presented and analyzed
here. The main aim is to underpin its potential and scope for harnessing the specificities
of mountain landscapes for alternative pathways of tourism development. The scheme
represents an important marketing brand that is key to the strategy and activities of the
Alpine Club and a highly suitable offer for its members. The label synthesizes the core
objectives and development tasks of the supporting institutions and provides an intelligible
scheme for sustainable mountain tourism, distinct from other similar activities. Shaping the
cultural landscapes of mountains as the key ingredient for the respective destinations and
mountaineering (and related activities) as the main target activities for visitors captures the
unique selling proposition of these local communities.

The outline of the scheme and its model character for sustainable mountain tourism is
revealed in a previous paper that highlights a series of additional aspects for establishing
attractive tourist destinations, particularly linked to “soft” forms, often termed slow tourism
and local commitment [50]. The following overview (Table 2) lists the criteria for selecting
these locations and indicates the core role of landscape specifics for this initiative. Several of
the criteria exposed are directly, and many others indirectly, related to mountain landscapes
as a basis for inclusion in this activity. Some of those, such as indicators of remoteness
(distance to road network, limited infrastructural buildings) and a minimum threshold for
areas of natural reserves within selected municipalities underscore the objectives for an
alternative tourism approach.

Table 2. Criteria for selection of Mountaineering Villages (MV).

Criteria Indicator Definition

E
xc

lu
si

on
cr

it
er

ia

(A1) Tourism facilities inadequate Lack of quality accommodation

(A2) Sparse mountain features and limited
landscape characteristics

Too little relief energy (minimum altitude difference of 1000 m); no landscape
damage; limited interventions in protected areas, winter sports facilities, and
energy production

(A3) Lack of village character
Too high number of residents (max. 2500 per municipality/unit), no big companies
or buildings, urban sprawl, and no predominance of non-hotel accommodation

(A4) Significant impact from traffic routes Close location and/or impact from highways, expressways, or airfields

M
an

d
at

or
y

cr
it

er
ia

(B1) Heightened tourism quality
Refuges and huts available (above 1500 masl), accessible only on foot, tourism
companies of mountaineering village, good range of accommodation categories
and restaurants

(B2) Proofed “Alpine” competence for services
and tourism offer

Looked-after mountain pathways, competent local Alpine advisory service, rental of
mountaineering equipment, touring program, and cooperation with Alpine clubs

(B3a) High-quality appearance of locality
Local development strategy and staging MV concept; preservation of
local appearance

(B3b) High landscape quality (roadless parts of
area and limited infrastructure exposure)

Absence of “hard” infrastructure, racing events, and technical access to mountain
peaks; no new construction of hydropower plants; no motorized individual
transport on pastures and mountain forests; minimum of nature reserves
(>20% of area of municipality)

(B4) High sustainable mobility elaboration Mobility offers for mountaineers (public transport, pick-up service, carpooling)

(B5) Enhanced cooperation quality
Cooperation of relevant players, including Alpine clubs and specific working groups
with regular participation in MV activities

Ta
rg

et
cr

it
er

ia

(C1) Tourism support quality
Local supply of daily needs; accessible by public transport and appropriate
information available for tourists

(C2) Cultural and regional specific features Building on heritage features, activities to strengthen existing initiatives and offers

(C3) Information package on
Alpine competence

Updated guidebooks, maps, contact persons, online route information, Alpine
courses and training opportunities, all-inclusive packages, local sports shop for
mountaineers (max. 10 km distance)

(C4) User service and information on
landscape quality

Nature reserve services; tours, workshops, and sensitivity support for nature and
cultural issues of area

Source: adapted from [51].
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The focus is not just based on the notion of mountain landscapes but includes also a
vision of small-scale structures in tourism destinations and the exclusion of municipalities
with too much focus on growth in tourism performance and harmful effects on the environ-
ment. As such, only small municipalities and those not located in tourism hotspots might
participate. On the other hand, mountain features and attractions for mountain outdoor
activities are pivotal to the destination image and inclusion in the scheme.

Implementation of the initiative in Austria’s MV is shown in Table 3 by listing all active
villages of the scheme with population size, tourism intensity, and “mountainous” proxy
indicator of elevation difference within the municipality (aiming at a minimum of 1000 m of
elevation difference). These indicators underline three crucial aspects of the initiative: the
small-scale structure of local development, the low intensity of tourism within participating
communities, and the high amenity level through the high elevation difference within the
same municipality. These present the base for great mountaineering outdoor activities
as the main destination feature characteristic of “Alpine” tourism. Variance in tourism
intensity based on the indicator of overnight stays per inhabitant seems quite substantial
among MV. However, the very small population numbers in those villages with extremely
high tourism intensity (Vent im Ötztal and Johnsbach im Gesäuse), and the specific local
contexts of those villages should be considered. In terms of tourism development since
accessing the MV scheme, most participating municipalities show stability, and two-thirds
of them even show a slightly positive development in tourist numbers. The intensity of
tourism within the observed municipalities underscores the finding that MV are oriented
to low-intensity schemes and precludes big tourism infrastructures. These quantitative
figures are presented as a testimony to the selected strategy, but it is imperative to add that
quality aspects of nature-based and ecologically beneficial land management systems are
the elements most appreciated by visitors.

Table 3. Population, tourism intensity, and elevation difference in MV (Austria).

Mountaineering Village (Land 1)
Start Year in MV

Scheme
Inhabitants (2019)

Overnight
Stays/Inhabitant

(2018/19)

Elevation
Difference (m)

Mallnitz (C) 2008 763 159 2169
Malta im Maltatal (C) 2008 1967 42 2517

Mauthen (C) 2011 718 35 2070
Zell/Sele (C) 2013 601 2 1189
Lesachtal (C) 2008 1319 87 1736

Lunz am See (LA) 2008 1779 23 1273
Grünau im Almtal (UA) 2008 2058 31 1987

Steinbach am Attersee (UA) 2008 882 95 1353
Weißbach bei Lofer (S) 2008 412 63 1968

Hüttschlag im Großarltal (S) 2008 906 54 1856
Johnsbach im Gesäuse (St) 2008 149 221 1600

Steirische Krakau (St) 2008 1390 20 1567
Tiroler Gailtal (T) 2008 1666 110 1454
Villgratental (T) 2008 1671 44 1675

Ginzling/Zillertal (T) 2008 360 111 2510
Gschnitztal (T) 2019 1757 44 2035

St. Jodok, Schmirn und Valsertal (T) 2012 1410 24 2376
Region Sellraintal(T) 2013 2130 97 1785

Vent im Ötztal (T) 2008 138 940 1879
Großes Walsertal (V) 2008 3400 58 1218

Steinberg am Rofan (T) 2021 281 56 1284
Göriach (S) 2021 345 51 1683

22 Villages (average) 2010 1186 63 1781 1

1 Note: Abbreviations of Länder: C—Carinthia, LA—Lower Austria, S—Salzburg, St—Styria, T—Tyrol,
V—Vorarlberg, UA—Upper Austria. Source: BAB, own calculation.
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The crucial aspect of mountain landscapes for this initiative can be derived most
clearly from the results of a survey among Austrian tourists. The respective questionnaire
of the tourism practices across all regions and tourist types in Austria investigated motifs,
activities, attributes, and satisfaction levels among tourists in the years 2017–2019. The
survey results reported in Table 4 include a total of 47,032 respondents across Austria, with
505 tourist respondents thereof being addressed through MV. Interviews have been carried
out as online surveys, based on the tourists’ stay in the respective destinations, and selected
according to a scheme for providing a representative sample of Austrian tourists. All the
results shown are statistically representative of the specific groups.

Table 4. Motifs, activities, attributes, and satisfaction of landscape aspects by tourists to MV vs. rural
tourists in Austria (2017–2019; in % of respective group).

Mountaineering Villages Rural Tourists 1

Motifs for visit to destination 2

Nature/landscape 80 55
Place uniqueness/atmosphere 28 23

Focus on mountain offer 22 13

Preferred tourism activities 3

Hiking 82 63
Mountaineering 33 10

Climbing 10 3
Alpine ski sports 13 26

Attributes of destination/destination “image” 4

Relaxing 71 63
Close to nature/“pristine” character 70 51

Traditional 51 42
Authentic 36 30

“Sustainable” 33 18
Romantic 20 16
Exclusive 3 7

“Crowded” 2 6
Hip and cool 2 4

Satisfaction with aspects of destination 5

Landscape and nature 92 78
Weather conditions 41 40

Atmosphere 67 53
Hiking paths 77 61

Overall satisfaction with stay in destination 74 61
1 All tourists to Austria, tourists to Vienna excluded. 2 Only main motifs; multiple response options possible.
3 Only selected activities quoted; multiple response options. 4 Selected attributes; multiple response options.
5 Only assessment of highest satisfaction included in these values. Source: results of T-Mona Survey 2020 (Austrian
tourism monitor), in [9] (pp. 70–80); own calculation.

Differentiation of the results by tourists’ destinations enabled a comparison of survey
outcomes for tourists to MV as opposed to tourists visiting other rural places in Austria. It
can be shown quite impressively that in all four categories, elements of access to nature
and landscapes are of outstanding importance for tourists of MV. The inclination for the
landscape-related indicators is significantly higher for MV tourists than for other rural
tourists. For example, landscape as a motif for visiting a specific destination is mentioned
by 80% of MV tourists vs. 55% of other rural tourists. Likewise, the activities of tourists are
much more focused on making use of the mountain landscape, and attributes ascribed to the
destination are related to the “pristine” character and close relation to nature. Destinations
are also recognized to be ”sustainable” to a much higher degree than by other rural tourists,
confirming the initiative’s aim for sustainable development. Opposite indicators that would
characterize a destination as “crowded”, “exclusive”, or “hip and cool” are less frequent
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for MV tourists. Maybe the most expressive indicator is the widely shared satisfaction with
landscapes and nature in MV, and the also very high overall satisfaction with the stay in
the respective destination. Survey results thus suggest a substantial approval of visitors to
the initiative’s aims and the approach of sustainable mountain tourism for MV.

5. Discussion

The analysis of the MV strategy and implementation, as well as tourists’ satisfaction,
highlight the wide scope of drivers and linkages to mountain landscapes attraction. The
initiative was elaborated on the basis of a discourse on tourism development in the Alps
over several decades and the tensions between intensive growth and the search for inte-
grative local development action in destinations with low tourism intensity but significant
mountain amenities. These can be attributed to topographic and landscape characteristics,
often visualized through the assignment of protected area status, but actually affecting
the ecological performance of the area. It can be addressed as a particular model of sus-
tainable mountain tourism [4,6], representing a specific type of rural tourism [52], seeking
an inspiring alternative to mainstream tourism strategies of growth and ever-increasing
concentration processes.

From analyzing the process of conceptualizing, preparing, selecting, and implement-
ing local communities to realize this specific approach for sustainable mountain tourism
development, it arises that historical experience and cultural contexts matter a lot. The
interest in the tourist offer of this initiative is only understandable against the backdrop
of the long-lasting debate of how to curb intensive tourism growth and negative conse-
quences, stirring desire and demand for this type of tourism activity, at least within a small
but increasing share of visitors to the Alps. It thus encompasses a meaningful scheme
for low-intensity tourism patterns based on the initial policy focus for shifting tourism
strategies in the Alpine Convention’s regions [53], closely linked to a perspective for nature
protection, ecologically beneficial land use, and landscape development [54]. The tensions
were visible long before, and the discourse was particularly animated so that the shift
towards low-intensity forms of tourism was only feasible through local pilot cases [7]. The
particular approach of the MV promotes a sensitive tourism offer that is cognizant of the
tensions of the general tourism development, use of natural resources, settlement density,
and destination management focusing on iconic hotspots. As an alternative, it aims to
respond to the challenges of sustainable dimensions requirements [55].

The ongoing threat to characteristic cultural landscapes of the Alpine regions is re-
flected in the recent position paper by CIPRA: “The more landscapes are developed, the
more the value of undeveloped landscapes becomes apparent, be it from an ecological point
of view for the preservation of biodiversity, from an economic point of view as an attractive
space for tourism, or from a social point of view in terms of generational justice and as a
space for experience” [56] (p. 3). This quote addresses the numerous drivers, persistent
implementation obstacles, and use conflicts impeding a swifter application of the concept.

The core idea of MV is dependent on the appreciation of rural amenities, visible
through particularly attractive mountain landscapes, which present an environment that
offers great emotional experience, outdoor activities, and exploration of cultural heritage.
The scheme thus relates closely to considerations on the wide scope for ecosystem ser-
vices provision [31], the need for conceptualizing “cultural landscapes” [38,39] as its core
asset, and the high relevance of a sufficient share of protected areas and an informed
understanding of its dynamic and human action-related character.

The particular appeal of the initiative is its combination of addressing the activity of
mountaineering, and in a broad sense, rendering it attractive to diverse groups of visitors
(see assessment of satisfaction by tourists to MV). This is linked to a global “commod-
ification” of mountaineering [57] and a search for seasonal balance in the destination
profile [58,59]. Moreover, landscape development is tightly interwoven with land use and
specific types of land management. The support for mountain farming [60], its integration
with tourism activities, use and design of agritourism options [61], and the reference and
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use of tourist activities to local food systems [62] are further pivotal features of MV. It is
crucial that this combination of a set of elements constitutes the specific value of MV [63].
Moreover, assessing initiatives for sustainable mountain tourism needs to overcome the
shortages of short-term planning [64] and integrate aspects of all dimensions of sustainable
development, in particular including sociocultural impacts and local agency [65], as well
as practical issues of the need for high visibility of the territorial brand and guidelines for
practitioner involvement [16].

The initiative is also ambitious in focusing on aspects of low-intensity tourism, which
involves the limitation of tourism development [66] and even implies the exclusion of too-
intensive municipalities from the scheme. It thus refers to the concept of carrying capacity,
revealing the boundaries of tourism growth [67]. Achieving a good balance is the challenge
here, as the local/regional contexts of participating municipalities struggle with weak
economic development, out-migration, and limited alternative activity options. Beyond
coping with sensitive environments [15,68–70], tourism development is often presumed to
overcome income gaps in those remote places [71]. With an increased interest in remote
places, becoming visible, particularly in the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, demand
for soft tourism types such as MV might gain additionally [72]. Even if that should be
assessed as a further turn towards appreciating and realizing sustainable forms of tourism,
we should be aware of the dangers of “hypermobility” [73] and carefully assess the involved
practices, tourists’ behavior, and destination implications.

The attractive feature of the MV initiative depends on the interrelated set of criteria
and the “territorial brand” assigned to participating municipalities. The sophisticated certi-
fication scheme intends to secure the high quality of participants and to communicate the
specific offer to potential visitors [16]. The focus is on those tourists seeking the particular
quality aspects of MV [74]. Branding aspects are therefore core in elaborating this alterna-
tive form of mountain tourism. The MV of the Alps are therefore also assessed as a “model”
initiative [75], providing lessons to other locations in the Alps and in other European and
global mountain ranges. Even if place-specificity is high, numerous similar activities have
been elaborated throughout many mountain ranges of the world. The most obvious simi-
larity is with trekking and mountaineering offers available in the Himalayas [76,77] and
other mountain ranges, which respond to a rising global demand [78], particularly through
young groups of adventurers [68]. In those mountains, community-based approaches [79]
and poverty alleviation [80] are particular features that are more relevant than in European
contexts. Global discourse is intensive on “slow tourism”, often termed as ecotourism
approaches, of which many cases of mountain tourism schemes are available throughout
mountain ranges [75,81–84].

6. Conclusions

Although growth in tourism has resurged after the COVID-19 pandemic as a main
concern for many regions, including mountain locations, the discussion of alternative
pathways has received a new impetus. Local initiatives such as the MV present a “niche”
approach to low-intensity tourism, with some appeal to small-scaled communities, that
refers to increasing demand for outdoor activity, tourist experiences, and community-
based approaches that also address the socioeconomic challenges of remote mountain
areas. Situated in the Alpine regions, the small set of MV is in conspicuous contrast to
intensive tourism notions of large parts of the Alps. These challenges might also be an
opportunity for the scheme as it represents an inspiring approach to balance tourism
offer and local development needs, an aspect that might assume increased attention with
changes in mobility perception, rising energy and transport cost, and shifts in tourism
demand patterns.

As the analysis reveals, its implementation involves an ambitious repositioning of
local strategies. This is dependent on the awareness and commitment of local actors,
institutions, and governance that seek to overcome the prevailing investment imperative
and “growth” myopia of previous policies. The elaboration of local activities in about
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20 small mountain municipalities in Austria over more than a decade has raised interest
within neighboring countries and regions that are now also elaborating applications in
appropriate municipalities that respect the specific criteria of the scheme. Of course,
mountaineering tourism is not a recent phenomenon but is part of a long tradition. The
MV are thus a specific territorial brand that makes this alternative tourism type visible and
excites discussions about the challenges of landscape development, ecological impact, and
socioeconomic outcomes in mountain regions.

Both the tourism response and the discourses are not limited to the Alps or European
contexts, but relevant throughout the mountain ranges of the world. Together with many
other small-scale examples of mountain tourism, the initiative of MV might underpin the
need for shifting towards sustainable mountain tourism activities. They might be perceived
as precursors to global trends which, however, require strong support to enhance local
activities and advance transition towards such tourism activities. There are important
pitfalls in implementing and nurturing such a change process. In particular, it seems crucial
not to fall into the trap of short-term economic success, but to convey an understanding
of inherent change in values and objectives. Ecological performance, the “uniqueness”
of mountain contexts, including cultural landscapes, foundation in natural and cultural
heritage, and core engagement of local stakeholders and actors are core attributes. Realizing
low-intensity tourism development can be understood as the art to strike a balance between
preservation, high-quality ecological performance, and the sensible use of amenities of
mountain areas, i.e., aesthetic values and landscapes, providing space for outdoor activities
and experiences.
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