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Foreword
Mountains offer an array of possibilities for tourists, offering a place to refresh, 
recharge and re-awake with the power of nature.

At the same time, sustainable tourism can serve as an important driver of 
socio-economic development in mountain areas. Well managed, community-
based tourism increases and diversi�es household incomes, enhances job and 
livelihood opportunities, supports traditional systems, builds resilience and 
helps to conserve and promote natural and cultural heritage across landscapes. 

Tourism has proved to be a lifeline for many communities in mountain regions 
and can play a leading role in protecting these fragile ecosystems. As global 
tourism emerges from the cloud of the pandemic, we have a chance to rethink 
the sector and the bene�ts it delivers. In the longer term, this could open the 
way for new opportunities for mountains and their inhabitants. Travellers are 
increasingly looking at ways through which to reconnect � in a low-impact 
way � with nature, local traditions and cultures, and for experiences in open-
air and less crowded destinations. This is particularly important in mountains, 
which are under pressure from the impacts of the climate crisis, natural 
disasters and biodiversity loss. 

The mountain sector is also stepping up its climate action ambitions. At 
the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26) in Glasgow, the 
World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) and partners launched the Glasgow 
Declaration on Climate Action in Tourism, committing stakeholders to work 
towards net-zero by 2050. 

This study, jointly developed by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), the Mountain Partnership Secretariat and UNWTO, aims 
to support the role of tourism in the sustainable development of mountain 
regions. It presents projects and initiatives from around the world, detailing 
successes and challenges, and highlighting the key elements necessary 
to ensure that tourism development in mountains contributes to the 2030 
Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  The release of this 
report also marks International Mountain Day 2021, the theme of which is 
�Sustainable Mountain Tourism�. 

A recent Memorandum of Understanding between FAO and UNWTO 
emphasizes the crosscutting relevance of tourism and the importance of 
cooperation at all levels to fully engage local communities, maximize the 
bene�ts of the sector, and effectively manage its impacts on resources. 
This collaboration aims to nurture innovation and entrepreneurship, drive 
sustainable development and income diversi�cation opportunities, and 
strengthen livelihoods through rural tourism, agritourism, nature tourism, 
outdoor activities and other forms of landscape-based tourism. It envisages, 
among others, collaborative activities within the framework of FAO�s Globally 
Important Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS), the Coalition of Fragile 
Ecosystems and the Green Cities Initiative.  
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Executive summary
Mountains are important tourism destinations worldwide and attract visitors 
for their scenic beauty, sports attractions and rich cultural heritage. Tourism 
represents a source of income and economic opportunities for remote rural 
mountain communities. It can also help to revitalize local traditions and food 
systems.��

However, tourism is also associated with potentially negative impacts on 
ecosystems, such as pollution and biodiversity loss, as well as on the social and 
cultural fabric of mountain communities. Climate change is one of the greatest 
challenges in mountain destinations, with impacts that include a reduction in 
periods of snow cover and an increase in the risk of extreme weather events.�

The fragility of the natural, social and cultural heritage that is inherent to 
mountain regions determines the competitiveness and quality of tourism 
initiatives offered in mountains. A sustainable approach to mountain tourism 
in all countries is therefore imperative, in order to promote long-term growth, 
while maintaining a balanced use of resources.�

The COVID-19 pandemic has� affected all levels of the tourism value chain, 
including both� supply and demand.� Its impacts are reshaping the tourism 
sector and rede�ning tourism products and services. The post-COVID-19 era 
may bring new opportunities to mountain areas, as demand grows for less 
crowded destinations and the need to reconnect with open spaces and nature 
increases. The increased digitalization associated with the COVID-19 crisis 
also provides an opportunity to attract remote workers and digital nomads, 
contributing to local development and helping to reverse population decline. �

Speci�c challenges for tourism development in mountain areas include health 
and safety issues, as well as crisis management, since natural or man-made 
hazards such as �oods, landslides, earthquakes and con�icts can interrupt 
access and services for months or years, destroy assets and put the life of 
tourists at risk. 

In developing mountain tourism, it is critical to generate income diversi�cation 
and revitalize products and services, with a shift from high-impact tourism 
products and activities to low-impact, climate-sensitive ones. New and 
innovative products can transform mountain areas into attractive tourist 
destinations, particularly for the shoulder season. Among the many possibilities 
are gastronomy tourism, community-based tourism, spiritual tourism, wellness 
tourism, rural tourism, agritourism and cultural tourism.�

The case studies featured in this publication highlight solutions being 
implemented or tested in mountain regions around the world. Many have 
involved rethinking tourist initiatives or creating new opportunities, and all of 
them seek to bring tangible bene�ts to local communities, while helping to 
enhance the conservation of the unique mountain heritage.







2

1.	Introduction
With their broad diversity of species, ecosystems, and a multiplicity of 
communities and cultures, mountain regions have long held a fascination for 
visitors, especially those drawn by natural landscapes, adventure, outdoor 
activities, cooler summer temperatures and the unique features of the 
mountain cultural heritage, with a sense of spirituality reinforced by mountains� 
isolation and soaring heights. Mountain settings were the backdrop for some 
of the earliest forms of tourism, as in the case of the European Alps. Today 
there are few regions of the world where the special qualities of mountain 
landscapes are not recognized, helping to drive a wide range of mountain 
tourism activities � based on snow and winter sports; the diversity of local 
populations and traditional cultural practices; an abundance of natural and 
thermal springs; the sacred dimension attributed to many mountain sites and 
peaks; and biological and geological diversity, re�ected in unique geological 
formations and plant communities, as well as emblematic animal species, 
such as moose, lamas, blue sheep, chamois, ibex, snow leopards and pandas. 
All these are attractions for tourists who increasingly appreciate open-air 
destinations and seek refuge and well-being away from their busy urban 
lifestyles. 

Tourism is an important resource for many mountain economies, for example 
in regions where natural resource extraction is prohibitively expensive due to 
poor accessibility, as well as highly damaging to mountain ecosystems. In some 
of the most scenic mountain ranges, such as the North Cascades National 
Park in the northwest United States of America and Makalu Barun National 
Park in Nepal, this �ne balance is well understood and the values offered by 
biodiversity, watersheds and recreation are clearly de�ned and protected. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has offered an opportunity to underscore the importance 
of developing sustainable mountain tourism, tapping into tourists� growing 
desire to spend time immersed in nature. Increasingly, mountain and rural 

The peak of Shah Fooladi, Afghanistan
'Reza Akbari
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Biker in Hampi, Karnataka, India
'Alka Jha/Unsplash

2.	Mountain tourism 
around the world

According to UNWTO, mountain tourism�is a type of �tourism activity which 
takes place in a de�ned and limited geographical space such as hills or 
mountains with distinctive characteristics and attributes that are inherent to 
a speci�c landscape, topography, climate, biodiversity (�ora and fauna) and 
local community. It encompasses a broad range of activities related to the 
need to be in open air spaces and connect to nature in leisure time�.2

Mountain� ranges worldwide offer possibilities for a wide variety of tourism 
activities, of which some are more developed than others:

�	 Winter and sports tourism. Generally limited to more elevated mountain 
areas and concentrated in the snow seasons, activities include cross-
country, alpine and glacier skiing, heli-skiing, snowboarding, sledding, 
snowshoeing and tobogganing.

�	 Walking tourism. This allows visitors to experience mountain landscapes, 
�ora and fauna, as well as local cultural heritage. If properly planned 
and developed, it can bring a variety of economic and social bene�ts 
to residents and communities, particularly as a source of summer 
income in areas that are generally dependent on snow-based activities.3 

Given increasing consumer demand for �experiencing� a location in an 
authentic way, coupled with the growing popularity of active tourism, 
walking tourism has the potential to showcase a destination as a whole, 
including its local culture and nature, as indicated by UNWTO (2019a).

�	 Adventure and sports activities can be carried out in mountain areas 
during and outside the snow season. They depend on weather conditions 

2	 Source: www.unwto.org/mountain-tourism
3	 For example, since 2018, a network of municipalities and associations in the 

mountain area of the Calabrian Apennines Reveßntino-Mancuso (Italy) has created 
the Festival of Erranze and Filoxenia, based on events such ßas guided walking 
tours and designed to introduce visitors to local landscapes, nature and culture.
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Bridge in Everest region of Nepal
'Toomas Tartes/Unsplash

3.	Challenges for 
tourism in mountains 
and emerging issues

The lack of reliable tourism data and indicators in most mountain destinations 
worldwide signi�cantly challenges the monitoring and evaluation of the 
positive and negative impacts of tourism activities, especially in developing 
countries.

Mountain ecosystems include a wide range of small and unique habitats, 
with sometimes very short growing and breeding seasons for fauna and 
�ora, and can be particularly sensitive to alterations produced by human 
activity. Mountain landscapes can change abruptly for a variety of reasons: 
avalanches, landslides, earthquakes, �oods, rockfalls, deforestation, lava 
�ows and drought.

Tourism activities often involve the development and intensive use of trails, 
as well as sports tracks made by vehicles, loss of landscape due to the 
construction of tourist facilities (sometimes illegal), and motorized and non-
motorized transport. 

Generally, the presence of visitors is concentrated in small areas, contributing 
to increased noise pollution and waste production. The practice of mountain 
sports, involving both athletes and pack animals, invades natural spaces, 
meadows and marshes, causing serious environmental problems associated 
with water pollution, the accumulation of waste, soil compaction in camping 
areas and the impact on fauna, often with severe repercussions for fragile 
and sensitive ecosystems (Barros and Pickering, 2015). For example, studies in 
both the Himalayas and the Andes show the effects of tents and improvised 
tourist toilets on water sources and the soil (Hock et al., 2019). 
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Sozul and Makhabat are working on iyik � national 
technique for thread making.

'FAO/Mirbek Kadraliev

4.	Product 
development and 
mountain tourism

Promoting sustainable tourism to minimize the environmental impact and 
maximize the overall socioeconomic bene�ts at destinations cannot be 
achieved without an integrated approach to mountain tourism development. 
UNWTO de�nes the sustainable development of tourism as �tourism that 
takes full account of its current and future economic, social, cultural, and 
environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the 
environment and host communities�.18

The COVID-19 pandemic offers mountain destinations and businesses an 
opportunity to rethink the products and services that they offer. Product 
development, whether of new products or the rejuvenation of existing 
products, is the cornerstone of a successful tourism business. There are two 
key aspects to tourism product development: a) It is not an isolated activity, but 
is part of an extensive and interrelated process; b) Market research, product 
development and marketing represent a continuum. Failure in any one of 
these key components will result in the destination not realizing its potential. 
The variety and typology of tourism product offerings is what attracts tourists 
to a destination.

There are a number of principles and procedures, whether stimulated by 
the public sector or arising from private sector or community initiatives, 
underpinning the sound planning and successful operation of tourism product 
development. Tourism attractions, activities, facilities and events must, �rst 
and foremost, conform to market needs, wants and trends, while enhancing 
community development and engagement. Operators in destinations need to 
know what the market likes, what potential visitors are looking for, and how 
their preferences are changing, now and in the future. Demand is not static 
and is subject to a wide variety of in�uences.

18	 For further information, see www.unwto.org/sustainable-development
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Sarez Lake in Tajikistan
'Nodir Tursun-Zade

5.	Conclusions and 
the way forward

 
A sustainable approach to mountain tourism can promote local economies, 
while preserving cultural identities and maintaining a balanced use of 
resources. Mountain destinations, rich in natural and cultural heritage and 
diversity, are well positioned to capitalize on the shift ushered in as a result 
of the COVID‑19 pandemic, by adopting more sustainable, responsible and 
inclusive tourism models, guided by UNWTO�s Global Code of Ethics for 
Tourism.29

Destinations should encourage sustainable travel practices, with the help of 
targeted marketing initiatives. These should include promoting community-
based tourism, with activities and experiences that respect local cultures 
and values. Awareness-raising about the negative impacts of tourism on 
mountains� unique ecological and social systems, as well on behaviour 
change in the people who live there, is also needed at all levels, including for 
individual mountain tourists, tourism businesses and service providers, and 
policy-makers. 

Mountain communities, and in particular traditionally marginalized groups 
(women, youth, indigenous people), need to be empowered, so that they 
can bene�t from the opportunities that tourism can bring to their regions and 
handle the potentially negative impacts on the environment and their culture. 
Innovative circular economy models, waste management, skills development, 
digital infrastructure and access to green �nance are some of the key areas 
where efforts and investment are needed in order to promote sustainable 
tourism in mountain areas.

29	  For further information, see www.unwto.org/global-code-of-ethics-for-tourism
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Hosts from Narchyang welcoming visitors 
' Community Homestay Network Pvt. Ltd.

6.	Case studies on 
mountain tourism 
development and 

management
The case studies presented in the next section showcase projects and initiatives 
for the development and management of tourism activities in mountains from 
around the world. They present results obtained and challenges encountered 
by private and public actors in applying approaches and solutions to tourism 
development in the following broad domains: cultural tourism, food tourism, 
nature-based tourism, rural tourism, snow and winter tourism, innovation and 
digitalization, and governance models and policies for sustainable mountain 
tourism (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Summary of case studies, ordered by country/region.
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Alpine – 
Mountaineering villages 
for sustainable Alpine 
tourism

X X

Argentina – The 
Central Andes and 
sustainable development: 
The Mendoza High 
Mountains Strategic Plan, 
Argentina

X X X

Australia – Climate 
change adaptation for 
ski resort destinations – 
Mount Baw Baw, Australia

X

Carpathian – 
Carpathian tourism 
– Training local 
entrepreneurs

X X X X
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Mountaineering villages for 
sustainable Alpine tourism

Marianna Elmi and Stephanie Wolff 30

The Mountaineering Villages (Bergsteigerdörfer) initiative was established to 
address the environmentally and socially negative consequences of tourism 
development. It promotes a more sustainable form of Alpine tourism by 
fostering a sense of responsibility for the natural and cultural heritages of the 
European Alps. 

The initiative aims to contribute to implementation of the Alpine Convention 
at the local level. The Alpine Convention is an international treaty for the 
protection and sustainable development of the Alps, signed by the eight 
Alpine countries (Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Liechtenstein, Monaco, 
Slovenia and Switzerland) and the European Union. 

The Mountaineering Villages project was started by the Austrian Alpine 
Association in 2008 and has since developed into an Alpine-wide initiative. 
As of summer 2021, the network included 35 villages: 22 in Austria, 4 in 
Germany, 5 in Italy, 2 in Slovenia and 2 in Switzerland. The project covers a 
total surface of around 3 000 km2 and 44 200 inhabitants.31 Villages applying 
to become a Mountaineering Village must adhere to a set of strict criteria, 
including: 

�	 support local culture and traditions;

�	 provide sustainable tourism options, with a focus on mountain activities;

�	 actively conserve nature and landscapes, including avoiding big new 
30	  �With special thanks to the �Bergsteigerdörfer � Mountaineering Villages� 

Association and Vera Bornemann, Permanent Secretariat of the Alpine Conven-
tion�.

31	  This �gure is based on the total municipal surface area in which the villages are 
located.

The Mountaineering Village of Lungiarü, in the Italian 
province of Bolzano/South Tyrol

' Tourism Association San Vigilio / San Martin � Dolomites

�Each village shares the conviction 
that tourism development is not 
strictly related to infrastructure 
development. They believe an 
enrichment of tourist facilities 
and services can also be built 
on nature-based foundations 
and cultural speci�cities, and 
community buy in is fundamental.�
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Andean star�eld in Polvaredas
'Montón, G.

The Central Andes and 
sustainable development: The 

Mendoza High Mountains 
Strategic Plan, Argentina

Marcelo Reynoso, María Clara Rubio, Pamela Salinas, Federico MorÆbito, 
Elena Abraham, Cecilia Rubio, FabiÆn Díaz, Lorena Gil Fain Binda, Cecilia 

Zabala, Silvia Lo Bello, Pablo Betancourt and Gustavo García

The Mendoza High Mountains Strategic Plan (MHMSP) is a key instrument 
for the public management and land-use planning of the Aconcagua region, 
Argentina. It involves stakeholders from government, the private sector, 
scientists and local communities in the Central Andes to promote collective 
action for making Aconcagua a sustainable tourism destination, within the 
context of climate change and COVID-19 (Figure 1).

The MHMSP is supported by the Federal Investment Council of Argentina 
and the Inter-American Development Bank. The Commission for Sustainable 
Development of the High Mountains of Mendoza comprises actors from the 
public and private sectors and was created to monitor the plan�s follow-up.

Climate change adaptation and mitigation are part of the process outlined 
in the MHMSP, and support for the adoption and incorporation of new 
technologies plays a central role. Local communities whose livelihoods depend 
on snow tourism are vulnerable to the impact of climate change. Different 
mechanisms have been incorporated into the plan to promote mountain 
villages� adaptation to climate change, to reduce their vulnerability. 

One of the main results achieved includes securing foreign investments to 
develop infrastructure and services in the towns of the Central Bioceanic 
Corridor. For example, works are being carried out to turn the mountain 
village of Las Cuevas into a mountain sports centre in the Central Andes; to 
make the town of Puente del Inca a cultural destination for the dissemination 
of knowledge on the multiculturalism of the Andes; to make the town of 
Penitentes a multifunctional centre for adventure and snow tourism; and to 

�To strengthen governance, there 
is a need for clear mechanisms 
and parameters to promote the 
effective participation of all 
actors.�
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Snow slopes in Australia
'Tarryn Myburgh/Unsplash

Climate change adaptation 
for ski resort destinations � 
Mount Baw Baw, Australia

Simon McArthur

The Baw Baw National Park is a 13 530 hectare (ha) protected area located 
in the south eastern corner of Australia, approximately 120 km east of the 
major city of Melbourne. Mount Baw Baw is one of several peaks on the Baw 
Baw Plateau. The mountain peak is relatively low at 1 567 m, generating a 
subalpine climate.

The Mount Baw Baw Alpine Resort is a 30 ha lease area surrounded by the 
Baw Baw National Park. Visitation is dominated by the winter season, and 
averages 50 000 to 70 000 visits per annum, making it the least visited of 
all of Australia�s alpine resorts (Mount Baw Baw Alpine Resort Management 
Board, 2015). Mount Baw Baw has high visitation from ��rst timers� and 
�beginners�, and has an ethnically-diverse visitor demographic. Visitors to 
Mount Baw Baw during the 2015 winter spent on average USD 35�44 per 
person per visit (Mount Baw Baw Alpine Resort Management Board, 2015).32 
Mount Baw Baw contributes approximately USD 5.85 million to the Baw Baw 
Shire�s headline Gross Regional Product, and total annual equivalent resident 
employment opportunities generated by the resort were 178 (0.8 percent of 
the Local Government Area total).

Because of climate change, the duration of the snow season in the state of 
Victoria is very likely to become shorter, have a slightly later start and generate 
lower maximum natural snow depths (Bhend et. al., 2012). 

Pro�tability from the �white season� is no longer suf�cient. The resort has 
been dependent on government assistance funding of USD 2.34�3.9 million 
per year to meet operational expenditure requirements that are not covered by 
revenue generated by the resort (Mount Baw Baw Alpine Resort Management 
Board, 2015).
32	  AUD 1 = USD 0.78.

�Many mountain tourism ski 
resorts like Mount Baw Baw will 
face increasing volatility due to 
climate change. This case study 
has pro�led a process and staged 
proposal to adapt a particularly 
vulnerable ski resort into a 
more resilient destination and 
operation.�
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Tourist gazing at wild nature in the Andes 
'Sernatur

Mountain Tourism Impulse 
Plan: Chile looks to the Andes 

SebastiÆn Seisdedos Morales, Francisco Díaz IbÆæez and NicolÆs Carvallo 
Pirola

Chile has comparative advantages that position it as an important adventure 
and nature tourism destination, mainly thanks to the Andes mountain range. 
The country received the World�s Leading Adventure Tourism Destination 
award for �ve consecutive years between 2016 and 2020.33 However, the 
mere presence of the Andes is not enough in itself to have earned Chile this 
title.

In recent years, tourism has become one of the most dynamic economic 
industries in Chile, contributing signi�cantly to employment and the country�s 
gross domestic product. According to the Chilean Ministry of Economy, as 
of 2017, 95 percent of tourism companies were medium- or small-sized 
companies, so tourism has the potential to create opportunities for local 
communities. 

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has strongly affected the sector. Tourism 
must now seek new ways to attract more local, national and international 
travellers by diversifying its offer and tourist destinations. Trends show that 
new travellers will be looking for experiences in nature, with an emphasis on 
sustainable destinations and opportunities to connect with local communities.34

These challenges represent a valuable opportunity for Chile. For this reason, in 
October 2020, the Chilean Economic Development Agency (Corfo) launched 
the Mountain Tourism Impulse Plan through its Transforma Turismo (Transform 
Tourism) programme. The main objective of the Mountain Tourism Impulse 
Plan is to promote the development of adventure, nature and sports tourism 
33	  World Travel Awards, Chile Best destination worldwide for Adventure Tourism 

(2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020).
34	  Adventure Travel Trade Association (2020), �Adventure Travel Trends Snapshot�.

�The COVID-19 pandemic has 
strongly affected the sector. 
Tourism must now seek new ways 
to attract more local, national 
and international travellers by 
diversifying its offer and tourist 
destinations.�
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