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Managing (over)tourism 

in natural protected areas: 

learnings from national 
parks in Spain and Europe



SUMMARY

This report analyses the planning, management and monitoring of tourism in Spanish 
National Parks with the aim of preventing the massification of visitors and reducing its 
environmental impacts. It also incorporates the learnings from European case studies 
and a set of recommendations to improve tourism management and contribute to a 
better conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems in National Parks and Protected 
Areas.

The target audience are the management offices and public administration in charge 
of the protected areas and national parks, both at national and regional levels; but also 
all social and economic agents involved in the public use and tourism management in 
sensitive areas. 

During this research, a significant growth in visits to National Parks in Spain has been 
noted in parallel to the covid-19 pandemic. It has also been detected that the basic 
instruments for conservation and management of public use are usually outdated, and 
suffer from a lack of adequate human and financial resources. There are also important 
gaps in knowledge about tourism impacts in protected areas, both in terms of official 
statistics and monitoring systems. 

Ensuring sustainable tourism in National Parks and Protected Areas is indissociable from 
the conservation project, which is why it is necessary to integrate the highest standards 
of tourism quality and sustainability, prioritising ecosystem conservation over visitors 
growth. The broader areas of socio-economic influence should also incorporate adequate 
management strategies that prioritise sustainable mobility, high environmental quality, 
social criteria, and incorporate a climate and biodiversity perspective. Finally, to prevent 
and reduce over tourism in protected natural areas, better policy coherence is required 
between the different environmental, tourism and transport regulations at national, 
regional and local levels.     
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1. TOURISM 

DEVELOPMENT 

IN NATURAL 

PROTECTED AREAS

1.1 The concept of 
overtourism 

Globally, it is estimated that natural protected areas1 attract 
more than 8 billion visits per year, of which some 3.8 billion are 
concentrated in Europe (Balmford, et al., 2015). In Spain, tourism 
in National Parks is estimated to have increased by 77% in the last 
20 years, with around 16 million visitors per year, and with great 
variability between national parks. 

The concept of overtourism has emerged relatively recently, 
despite the fact that mass tourism has been the mantra that 
has accompanied tourism since its conception as a mass 
consumption product. This phenomenon of visitor massification 
occurs when conditions on the ground exceed our limit of 
acceptable change or our ability to achieve the experience we 
seek, or that is intended to be offered (Steve McCool, 2017).

The global and globalising nature of tourism has extended 
massification into the wilderness. This process has been 
accelerated by the spectacular development of transport 
infrastructures, the process of digitalisation, the facilitation 
of cross-border mobility, the reduction and precarisation of 
labour cost, and the increase in capital flows, especially since 
the 2008-2009 crisis, when new dynamics of tourism expansion 
are generated (Cañada and Murray, 2019). The mediatisation of 
tourism through social networks has made it possible to viralize 
images of hordes of tourists going through urban centres or areas 
of high ecological value, as well as to mainstream these natural 
icons.

Example of tourism 
massification:
Gaztelugatxe trails (Euskadi) at 
Easter 2017 (Source: Naiz.eus)

4

1 Based on IUCN definition, Protected Areas are “a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, 
through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services and 
cultural values”.
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1.2 Tourist mobility, 
social networks 
and the pandemic

Recent tourism development can be explained by those recent 
trends in modern society:

- Mobility as a symbol of status and power: The ability to 
travel has become a signifier of status and success (Urry 2011), 
and bodily mobility is glamorised through a wide range of 
mechanisms (Cohen and Gössling 2015). This capacity for 
movement is amplified by the private car, disposable income 
for leisure, improved accessibility by public transport and the 
expansion of public use of protected areas.

- The rise of the internet and social networks: New technologies 
enable a new culture of social and viral mediatisation that 
permeates the new tourism consumption. These technologies act 
as catalysts via a continuous presence that strengthens the social 
capital of the network. In this context of social visibility, social 
networks play a fundamental role in the formation of tourist 
behaviour, popularising certain spaces that were previously 
unknown or little frequented.

- The Covid-19 pandemic: The health crisis has generated an 
unprecedented halt in international tourism on a global scale 
(UNWTO, 2020). In Spain, international tourism fell by 75% in 
summer 2020 compared to 2019 (MINCOTUR, 2020). In contrast, 
domestic tourism has remained strong, reinforced as the tourism 
alternative in times of pandemic. In this period of restrictions 
on international and interregional mobility, tourism has been 
redirected towards areas far from conurbations and urban 
areas, especially towards nature and mountain areas, leading to 
overcrowding in protected areas. 

1. TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN NATURAL PROTECTED AREAS

5
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1.3 Tourism, leisure 
and the 
commercialisation 
of nature

Tourism and leisure occupy a central place in Western societies, 
in such a way that mobilities form and define social identities 
through bodily travel, the physical movement of objects and 
imaginative travel (Urry, 2007). The planning and management of 
tourism in National Parks requires deep knowledge of who visits 
protected areas, with what motivations, and with what means 
of transport and communication. The traditional vision of public 
use associated with visitors with an interest in getting to know 
nature or with sporting motivations such as mountaineering 
or hiking may have been overlapped by other visions of nature 
as a space of consumption strongly mediatised through social 
networks. 

In this scenario of increasing access to protected areas, even in 
times of pandemic, the saturation of visitors at certain points 
and periods intensifies existing impacts on biodiversity and 
undermines their perception as spaces of high ecological and 
cultural value and, therefore, relatively wild and without human 
agglomerations. Nevertheless, tourism is an important vehicle 
for achieving sustainable conservation and development 
outcomes in protected areas (IUCN, 2018). Due to the increasing 
trend of overtourism, several initiatives have emerged on a global 
scale to integrate sustainable tourism management guidelines, 
such as the European Charter for Sustainable Tourism in 
Protected Areas2. Therefore, protected areas must reinforce their 
impacts by generating exemplary management models, where 
tourism must play a key role in demonstrating the benefits of 
their creation and existence.

1. TOURISM DEVELOPMENT IN NATURAL PROTECTED AREAS

In most of Spain’s national parks, situations of visitor saturation 
occur at certain times of the year. They have intensified in 
protected areas in general in the last few years. National Parks 
located near tourist and urban areas have higher visitor numbers 
and lower seasonality. Beyond visitor data, local community 
and visitor perceptions are very important as indicators of 
overtourism. This chapter shows different perspectives for 
assessing tourism saturation with data available from public and 
academic sources.

2. SITUATION 
OF TOURISM 
IN SPANISH 
NATIONAL PARKS

6

2 https://www.europarc.org/sustainable-tourism/ 

https://www.europarc.org/sustainable-tourism/ 
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2.2 Uneven tourism 
intensity

Evolution of visitors to National Parks in Spain 1996-2017 
(Ministry of Ecological Transition and the Demographic 
Challenge).

2.1 Growth of tourism The spanish National Parks network has seen a 77% increase 
in visits over the last 20 years (MITECO3). An upturn began 
in 2012 parallel to the last wave of tourism in Spain, where 
visitors increased by 63%. As a consequence of the pandemic, 
international and inter-regional tourism has clearly been 
restricted, however, nature and mountain destinations increased 
bookings by 27% in 2020 compared to 20194. This growth, derived 
from domestic tourism in search of uncrowded areas, is adding to 
the trend of developing nature tourism in recent years. 

Spanish network of National Parks. Source: Spanish Ministry 
of Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge.

3 Spanish ministry of Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge. 4 https://www.europapress.es/turismo/turismo-verde-noti-
cias/noticia-auge-lugares-menos-saturacion-turistica-20190722130408.htmltotal.

2. SITUATION OF TOURISM IN SPANISH NATIONAL PARKS
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Tourism intensity in Spanish National Parks in 2018

Own elaboration based on data from the Ministry for Ecological Transition and The 
Demographic Challenge 5

The distribution of visitors is very uneven both nationally and 
within parks, mainly based on their location near urban and 
tourist areas. For example, tourist intensity is much higher in 
the Canary Islands natural parks (Teide, Garajonay, Caldera de 
Taburiente and Timanfaya), located in busy tourist destinations. A 
similar result occurs in the natural parks of Sierra de Guadarrama 
(Madrid), Tablas de Daimiel (Castilla La Mancha) and Picos de 
Europa (Asturias, Cantabria, Castilla y León), located between 1 
and 2 hours from major urban areas. However, these protected 
areas with higher tourist intensity grew to a lesser extent in the 
last decade compared to the rest of natural parks.

NACIONAL PARKS AUTONOMOUS 
COMMUNITY 

VISITORS 
(2018)

ÁREA 
(Ha)

INTENSITY
(Nº VISITORS /

Ha)

TIMANFAYA Canary Islands 1.723.276 5176,64 333

TEIDE Canary Islands 4.327.527 18.824, 61 229

CALDERA 
DE TABURIENTE Canary Islands 525.961 4.397,88 120

SIERRA DE 
GUADARRAMA Madrid 2.691.890 33.959,55 79

TABLAS 
DE DAIMIEL Castilla-La Mancha 170.098 3.010,61 56

AIGÜESTORTES I ESTANY 
DE SANT MAURICI Catalunya 560.086 13.925,99 40

ORDESA Y MONTE PERDIDO Aragón 566.950 15.690,61 36

PICOS DE EUROPA
Asturias,  

Cantabria, 
Castilla y León

2.047.956 66.104,90 31

MONFRAGÜE Extremadura 288.589 18.009,97 16

SIERRA NEVADA Andalucía 732.657 86.355,15 9

GARAJONAY Canary Islands 836.359 3.704,64 4

DOÑANA Andalucía 288.589 68.236,39 4

CABAÑEROS Castilla-La Mancha 112.760 91.420,31 1

5 A more refined calculation should be made on the ha of public use, not on the total.

2. SITUATION OF TOURISM IN SPANISH NATIONAL PARKS

8
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2.3 Tourism 
distribution

2.4 Concentration 
around natural icons 

Distribution of Flickr users in National Parks in 2015 (Barros Sulca, 2017)6. 

The National parks of El Teide, Timanfaya and Sierra de 
Guadarrama are receiving continuous visitors flows due to their 
proximity to tourist destinations and large urban areas, while Sierra 
Nevada, Caldera de Taburiente, Garajonay and Tablas de Daimiel 
show visitors peaks throughout the year. In contrast, Monfragüe, 
Doñana and Picos de Europa have marked seasonality in spring 
and summer, and Aigüestortes i Sant Maurici, Ordesa y Monte 
Perdido, and Cabañero have a very irregular seasonality, with 
different trends between spring, summer and autumn. 

Another important dimension while analysing visitor numbers is 
the spatial and temporal distribution within the national parks.  
In the case of Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici, there is a 
strong concentration of visitors in two concrete sectors (Espot 
and Boi), while in Ordesa y Monte Perdido, the distribution is 
more concentrated in Ordesa. On the other hand, the density 
of visitors to Teide is observed at certain points such as Cañada 
Blanca, Roque García, the cable car and Pico del Teide, around 

1 5 123 1072 964 118
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6 Through the temporal aggregation of geo-referenced photographs in Flickr, the cumulative monthly frequency of users who 
visited the national parks throughout the year can be obtained. By comparing the coefficients of variation (CV) it is possible to 
differentiate temporal patterns.

2. SITUATION OF TOURISM IN SPANISH NATIONAL PARKS

9
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3.1 Tourism impacts 
on natural 
ecosystems 

Density map of Teide National Park (Barros Sulca,2017).

Environmental pressures and impacts of tourism in protected areas.

the Teide road which crosses the protected area. 
This analysis reaffirms a mobility pattern linked to the car and 
the use of photography as a tourist and social practice.

Recent research and reports recognise massive public use and 
(over) tourism as one of the main environmental pressures 
and impacts on protected areas, both internationally (Kohl and 
McCool, 2017; Leung, et al., 2018; Carballo, et al., 2019; Wall, 2020) 
and nationally (Parques Nacionales, 2015; Gómez-Limón and 
García, 2016).

3. CONSEQUENCES 
OF (OVER)
TOURISM IN 
PROTECTED AREAS

10

2. SITUATION OF TOURISM IN SPANISH NATIONAL PARKS

TYPOLOGY OF PUBLIC USE PRESSURES IMPACTS

Visitors and hikers
Construction and use of 
infrastructure (trails, roads, points 
of sale, recreational areas, lookout 
points, visitor centers, etc.)

Landscape changes; Habitat fragmentation; 
Water and air pollution; Light pollution; 
Invasive species; Vegetation damage and 
wildlife disturbance.



3. CONSEQUENCES OF (OVER)TOURISM IN PROTECTED AREAS

11

Environmental pressures and impacts of tourism in protected areas.

(Source: IUCN, 2018; OAPN, 2015)

TYPOLOGY OF PUBLIC USE PRESSURES IMPACTS

Hiking, Cycling, 
Horseback riding, Wildlife 
observation, Thematic 
itineraries

Trampling on and off the trails
Reduction of vegetation cover; Habitat 
alteration; Wildlife disturbance; Erosive 
phenomena; Imbalances in the food chain.

Climbing; Canyoning; 
Caving

Trampling on rocks, rivers and 
trails; garbage production

Landscape impacts; Reduction and 
alteration of flora and fauna habitat; Water 
contamination; Erosion phenomena

4x4 itineraries, sport 
tourism, quads, buggies 
and motorcycles

Noise and air pollution, Trampling 
on and off the trails

Degradation of air quality; Light and noise 
pollution; Collision with wild animals and 
behavioral changes; Erosive phenomena.

Bird watching
Voluntary feeding of wildlife; Direct 
and indirect aggression.

Alteration of behavior; Imbalances in 
the food chain.

Canyoning, rafting, 
hydrospeed, kayaking, 
motorboats, rowing, 
swimming

Use of the aquatic environment; 
Accumulation of garbage at the 
bottom of rivers, lakes, reservoirs.

Water pollution; Alteration of chemical-
physical parameters; Noise pollution; Alteration 
of the habitat of flora and fauna.

Camping and vivac Dumping; use of fire; garbage
Damaged trees; fire scarring; water 
contamination

Accommodation and 
food consumption

Changes in land use, accumulation 
of garbage, use of energy and water

Degradation of the landscape; water and air 
pollution

3.2 Factors 
affecting impacts 
on ecosystems

The intensity and severity of impacts do not depend only on a 
simple relationship between density of use and tourist saturation 
of a space, but also on different socio-economic and environmental 
variables. 

Factors affecting tourism's impact on ecosystems
· Type of visitors
· Duration of visit
· Type and frequency of recreational activities
· Seasonality, time of the day when activities take place
· Composition and size of the visitor group
· Spatial distribution of visitors

Managing (over) tourism in natural protected areas: Learnings from national parks in Spain and Europe
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7 https://es.wikiloc.com / 

Dangerous selfie

3.3 Other impacts 
of tourism

· Built Infrastructures: public (roads, visitor centres, etc.), or
  private (accommodations, restaurants, etc.)
· Visitor management policy
· Fragility, vulnerability and resilience of the natural
  environment.

The spatio-temporal concentration of tourism also leads to 
conflicts with local populations and degrades the tourist 
experience. In particular, short visits, concentrated in time and 
space, create problems of spatial saturation, such as traffic 
congestion, overcrowding of natural sites and conflicts between 
visitors.

New technologies such as social networks have an impact on 
the mobile practices of visitors, which can lead to management 
problems, environmental damage and safety issues. For example, 
off-trail cycling or hiking practices are geo-referenced on the 
Wikiloc7 portal; or the virilisation of bodily practices on networks 
such as Instagram, such as self-portraits in dangerous areas.

Although tourism is an important economy for rural and natural 
spaces, excessive specialisation can lead to problems with 
the social and economic dynamics of these spaces, without 
solving structural employment problems.  Likewise, speculative 
dynamics in the areas of influence of parks can lead to land use 
conflicts and unsustainable urban development, promoting 
a commercialisation of natural spaces and local cultures, and 
generating considerable impacts on vulnerable natural resources. 

Overtourism and diverse practices of spatial mobility and bodily 
experiences can overwhelm the limited monitoring and control 
capacities of national park management offices, again giving 
rise to problems of insecurity and environmental damage.  
Therefore, the control and surveillance of mobility inside and 
outside protected areas, and the reinforcement of permanent 
staff, is fundamental to reverse situations that are out of control.

12
Managing (over) tourism in natural protected areas: Learnings from national parks in Spain and Europe
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9 See the result of the workshop (in spanish): https://www.ecounion.eu/portfolio/natur/ 10 Maximum number of people who can 
visit at the same time a destination without causing destruction of the physical, economic and socio-cultural environment or an 
unacceptable decrease in the quality of visitor satisfaction (Leung et al., 2019). 11 A management framework that sets measurable 
limits for human-induced changes in natural and social settings in protected areas and uses them to create appropriate 
management strategies to maintain or restore acceptable conditions (Leung et al., 2019).

During the project, a specific analysis was carried out to 
determine the degree of integration of tourism in the planning 
and management of the following large national parks in Spain: 
(1) Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici, (2) El Teide, (3) Ordesa 
y Monte Perdido, (4) Sierra de Guadarrama, and (5) Sierra 
Nevada. Those National Parks were selected on the basis of visitor 
numbers, documentary availability and geographical diversity. 
These data were extracted through the analysis of official data 
and documents, and through a focus group discussion with 
representatives of the national parks and experts from Europarc-
Spain and IUCN-Mediterranean9.

The research showed a clear conflict of interest between 
biodiversity conservation and tourism development. National 
parks are now strong tourist attractions, many of them becoming 
mass tourism sites, with very important demands, mostly 
concentrated around natural icons. This interest has contributed 
to local economic development, providing direct and indirect 
(seasonal) employment, and giving rise to further tourism. This 
tension between economic and environmental goals influences 
the policies and practices of the national parks. 
One of the key planning and management instrument is 
the Carrying Capacity  or the Limits of Acceptable Change11, 
implemented in the Aigüestortes i Estany de Sant Maurici 
National Park. These instruments are preventive in nature, but 
do not have the capacity to influence the dynamics of mobility 
towards the national parks, and have a limited impact within 
the areas beyond setting limits on the number of visitors. In the 
case of Aigüestortes i Sant Maurici, when the carrying capacity 
exceeds demand, visitors are dispersed to other nearby natural 
areas that do not necessarily have conservation or tourism 
management instruments, displacing problems and conflicts 
instead of resolving it. 
Finally, none mobility plans have been identified, neither 
within the national parks analysed, nor in their area of influence. 
This situation leaves managers and other stakeholders without 
the necessary instruments to promote sustainable mobility, 
reduce private car use or offer an alternative public or low-carbon 
transport system.

4. TOURISM 
PLANNING AND 
MANAGEMENT IN 
NATIONAL PARKS 

4.1 Conflicts between 
conservation and 
tourism

4. TOURISM PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT IN NATIONAL PARKS 
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In the spanish national parks analysed, the tourism increase 
in the last decade has not been managed by better tourism 
planning. The main regulatory instrument remains the Use and 
Management Plan (Planes de Uso y Gestión - PRUG), but those 
are mostly outdated, which reduces effective management of 
growing visitors, with new mobility phenomena that are not 
adequately addressed.

Out of the five main Spanish National Parks reviewed, only the 
Sierra Nevada National Park has a sustainable tourism strategy, 
beyond the Public Use Plan (PRUG). It applies the European 
Charter for Sustainable Tourism12  that offers companies 
the possibility of certifying their activities under common 
sustainability criteria. However, this instrument does not have an 
effect on the entire tourism offer,  generating different quality 
models that affect the visitor experience and environmental 
conservation. 

All the national parks studied offer some environmental 
education programs to promote ecological and cultural values 
to the visitors, usually on the week-end or holidays for a (limited) 
family or thematic audience. However, the use of digital media 
and social networks is still very low, which reduces potential 
benefits to onsite participants. Likewise, the lack of staff and 
resources hinders the environmental education and visitor 
awareness impacts. 

12 http://www.redeuroparc.org/actividades/carta-europea-turismo-sostenible

4.2 Lack of tourism 
planning and outdated 
management plans

4.3 Limited 
environmental 
education and local 
participation

4. TOURISM PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT IN NATIONAL PARKS 

USE AND
MANAGEMENT 

PLAN
PUBLIC USE 

PLAN
TOURISM
STRATEGY

TOURISM 
PLANNING

AIGUESTORTES I 
ESTANY DE SANT 
MAURICI

Outdated / 
In Planning

En vigor
Outdated / 
In Planning

Moderate

TEIDE Outdated / 
In Planning

Not 
available

Not 
available Low

ORDESA Y 
MONTE PERDIDO

Outdated / 
In Planning

Not 
available

Not 
available Low

SIERRA DE 
GUADARRAMA

Updated / 
Effective

Not 
available

Not 
available Low

SIERRA NEVADA Updated / 
Effective

Updated / 
Effective

Updated / 
Effective

Moderate

Planning instruments in Spain’s National Parks
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In the parks analysed, limited evidence was found on local 
community participation in the governance of protected areas. 
For the most part, the local population tends to attend limited 
education and volunteer programmes offered by the different 
parks, without being involved in their management and decision-
making processes

The lack of technical, financial and human resources reduce the 
capacity of national parks to adequately and continuously monitor 
the visitors and their environmental, social and economic impacts. 
Europarc-Spain (2018) found that the budget of national parks 
is highly fluctuating and has tended to decrease since the 2008 
crisis. These dwindling resources impact on their ability to update 
management plans more quickly and adaptively to new realities, 
or to develop cross-cutting planning systems that integrate 
conservation, mobility and tourism policies. 
These lack of capacities also translate into a low adaptation to 
the digital era, including social networks and big data, reducing 
the ability to interact in the digital environment of the visitors 
and the area of socio-economic influence. All this leads to a 
degradation of the conditions of national park staff, who must 
absorb greater workloads to meet their objectives without 
sufficient means, tools and training.

Despite having carrying capacity limits, those are frequently 
exceeded in the most visited national parks and on specific 
dates, giving rise to saturation of access roads, degradation of 
ecosystems, generation of waste, and reduction in the quality 
of the visitors’ experience. This calls into question the social 
function of the parks.
Additionally, no National ParkThere had sustainable mobility 
plans, despite the continuous problems of access saturation 
by private cars and the rise of new forms of mobility. They were 
also lacking a regional mobility perspective that is essential to 
effectively manage mobility flows at local levels. 
Most access to national parks can only be reached by private 
vehicle, resulting in inequalities of access and saturation of 
communication routes. The lack of mobility plans also affects 
the management of the area of affluence and nearby natural 
spaces, which absorb more mobility when the carrying capacity 
of the national parks is exceeded. Likewise, the national parks do 
not encourage more environmentally friendly mobility, which 
contradicts the educational objective of the protected areas.

4.4 Insufficient 
human, technical and 
financial resources  

4.5 Saturation of 
infrastructures and 
degradation of visitors’ 
experience
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Picos de Europa National Park 
(Carretera de los Lagos)
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Several indicators of social, environmental and economic 
impacts have been determined to assess the quality of the 
current monitoring systems in the national parks. In particular, 
the following deficiencies and potential solutions have been 
identified to improve tourism management13:

- Visitor counting instruments: The Parks offices try to estimate 
the quantity of visitors, but, being open spaces with multiple 
entrances, it is very difficult to establish the right number. They 
are usually counted through physical visits to the tourist office, 
number of used parking lots, electronic or manual counters at the 
main entrances and major trails.  The use of big data through cell 
phones and social networks would allow more timely, accurate 
and relevant visitors’ information. 

- Spatiotemporal distribution of visitors:  Today visitors 
estimates are usually done through their physical requests to 
the information offices. Parks should also review the information 
from the access to infrastructures (e.g. cable cars), or the 
use of trails, through smart meters, to better manage the 
spatiotemporal distribution of visitors within the park. The data 
collected would be very helpful to understand the internal and 
external mobility flows and reduce the associated environmental 
impacts.

- Environmental monitoring schemes: Most of the National 
Parks have carried out specific studies to determine their 
theoretical carrying capacity in the most visited areas. But, 
although the parks have been created to protect the flora and 
fauna species, there is no evidence of systematic and continuous 
monitoring of the impacts of tourism on the natural ecosystems. 
The development and implementation of comprehensive 
monitoring schemes should be a priority to collect and assess key 
environmental information.

- Integration of the local community: Only few parks explicitly 
consult and involve local citizens in national park management 
or activities. This lack of communication with the local actors can 
have negative repercussions as excessive tourism jeopardizes 
the park’s social function and feeds potential conflicts between 
public use and conservation goals. The regular assessment of 

4.6 Deficiencies and 
improvements of 
visitors’ management
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13 See the full result of the research (in spanish): https://www.ecounion.eu/portfolio/natur/
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the Natural Park’s social impacts and the integration of the 
local community in the gouvernance schemes would ensure a 
peaceful and fruitful relationship between citizens, visitors and 
parks managers.

- Knowledge of the visitor profile: While the number of visitors 
is usually tracked, there is no real monitoring of the visitor profile, 
their perceptions, needs or satisfactions level, as well as their 
mobility or activities patterns. Thus, it is not possible to identify 
and prevent potential conflicts nor improve the quality of services 
and experiences. The analysis of social networks, the use of apps 
and other IT tools could greatly help to collect and leverage 
on relevant information, ensuring a better understanding and 
experience from and to visitors.

- Assessments of Social and economic impacts: National parks 
usually do not report on how tourism revenues are reinvested 
to maintain and improve public infrastructures and ecosystem 
conservation. Additionally there is little information on the 
negative  economic and social impacts due to the environmental 
damages from public use in national parks. Adequate assessment 
and thematic studies should be carried on, and their results 
published and discussed with local communities, civil society 
organizations or Academia, to improve the level of understanding 
and mitigate negative effects.

This assessment of National Parks confirms the growing 
influx of visitors while at the same time highlights the lack of 
public information accessible through official websites on 
the distribution of visitors throughout the year, and within the 
national parks, which would allow a more detailed analysis of 
the dynamics of public use, its environmental impact and its 
repercussions.

17
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Number of national parks monitoring social 
impact. (Data from NP management reports)

Visitors Stay Visitor
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TransportLocal 
community
perception

SOCIAL IMPACT

Number of national parks monitoring social 
impact. (Data from NP management reports)

ConservationVisitor
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Environmental
impact

Hosting
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ENVIROMENTAL IMPACT

Number of national parks monitoring economic 
impact. (Data from NP management reports)
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5. EUROPEAN 
EXPERIENCES 
IN TOURISM 
MANAGEMENT IN 
PROTECTED AREAS

14 This case has been built through information available on the official website (http://www.parconazionale5terre.it/), media re-
ports, public reports and an interview with Park’s  managers.
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Examples of trekking and train 
cards (Cinque Terre)

Description: The Cinque Terre National Park14 was established 
in 1999 on the Italian Riviera. It is the smallest national park in 
the country. However, it is the most populated, with about 4,000 
inhabitants distributed in 5 municipalities. It was declared a 
World Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1997 for its characteristic 
terraced landscape and its dry stone walls, the result of the 
interaction between man and nature

Issues: Approximately 3 million visitors arrive in the park 
annually, mostly aboard the coastal train or by bus from cruise 
ships from the port of La Spezia. Seasonal peaks are common in 
summer and during holidays, and the type of visit is mostly for 
hikers, with stays of two, maximum three nights. This express 
tourism model makes it difficult to have a more distributive 
impact on the local economy and intensifies the use of the 
national park. Despite the prohibition of land use changes, 
the growing international tourist interest in Cinque Terre has 
generated a strong change of property owners to orient them 
towards tourist lodging, generating signs of gentrification 
and problems of coexistence with the population that does 
not directly benefit from tourism. This leads to a problem of 
prioritization of interests, between the conservation of the 
national park and its touristification.

Actions: A mobile application has been developed to monitor 
the number of visitors on the trails with smart counters and 
tracking the degree of visitor saturation. In addition, the control 
of visitor access by train is being discussed. The national park 

5.1 Cinque Terre 
National Park (Italy)
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is also promoting the purchase of a tourist card, the benefits of 
which are invested in the conservation of the landscape.

Results: These measures contributed to (re)controlling the 
visitors’ mobility within the national park.  However, the number 
of visitors is still very high, especially in summer and on holidays. 
The reinvestment of profits from the park card has generated a 
constant income to maintain public use and landscape heritage. 
Yet, the high tourist traffic is putting the park at risk and is 
generating speculative dynamics in the municipalities.

Description: Founded in 2000, the Great Sites of France Network 
(RGSD)15 is composed of 47 protected areas that receive more 
than 38 million visitors per year. The network has the following 
objectives: (1) to preserve and restore fragile and attractive 
landscapes; (2) to improve the quality of visits ; and (3) to favor 
territorial development based on the landscape value of the area.

Issues: The main challenge is the strong pressure exerted by 
human activity and concentrated in a few days. This seasonality 
complicates the development of the local economy, which 
is dependent on these peaks of affluence, in addition to the 
environmental impacts caused by the concentration of vehicles, 
saturated trails, the lack of waste treatment, etc.

Actions: First, visitors are monitored to study the flows and 
develop tourism strategies preserving the ecological balance and 
the quality of experiences. Secondly, eco-mobility is promoted 
through the design of mobility plans, support to hiking and 
cycling companies, limitation of private vehicles, and prioritisation 
of low-impact transportation. Third, a Sustainable tourism 
strategy aims to promote longer stays in protected areas, reduce 
seasonality and support the local economy. It is implemented 
through packages and campaigns aimed at specific audiences.

Results: The combination of marketing strategies and mobility 
plans reduce the problems of congestion and improve the 
distribution of visits throughout the year in sensitive areas. In the 
case of the Massif du Canigó, the implementation of mobility 
plans has reduced car flows and encouraged cycling and walking 
tourism.It reached a 98% increase in mountain bikers and a 25% 
increase in hikers in 2016 on the Balaig trail, which has been 
closed to motorized traffic since 2014.

5.2 Great Sites of 
France

Distribution of the Great Sites of 
France

Example of eco-mobility 
campaigns (Great Site of France)

15 This case has been built through the information available on the website https://www.grandsitedefrance.com.
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Description: The Alpine Pearls Association16  promotes 
environmentally friendly and sustainable tourist mobility in the 
Alpine regions. Established in 2006, it is a network of 19 mountain 
destinations in the Alps, spread over 5 countries: Austria, Italy, 
Germany, Switzerland and Slovenia.
Distribution of Alpine Pearls Destinations
 
Issues: The Alps are a great tourist attraction for both local 
inhabitants and the international public. The high influx of 
tourists in both winter and summer often access the Alps 
by private vehicle as they are scattered and/or rural areas 
disconnected from the public transport network. This mobility 
generates frequent traffic jams during vacation periods that 
cause air pollution, noise pollution, and a large amount of 
greenhouse gas emissions.

Actions: Responsible tourism packages have been created 
based on mobility with low ecological impact. These packages 
are marketed through a mobility and stay card, which allows 
the use of local public transport, as well as other mobility and 
accommodation services in the chosen destination. Train and 
bus services are offered to reach the municipalities, as well 
as mobility services to reach trails, protected areas and ski 
resorts (e.g. hiking and ski buses). There are also incentives for 
sustainable mobility - one night’s stay provides a free bus ticket to 
protected areas.

Results: In the last 15 years, the use of trains to travel to the Alps 
from Austria has increased from 6% to 25%, while in South Tyrol, 
Italy, the implementation of regular ski-/hiking-buses from the 
main cities in the area has been very well accepted by the public 
and has contributed to the reduction in the number of private 
vehicles.

5.3 Alpine pearls 
(Austria, Italy, 
Germany, Switzerland 
and Slovenia)

Distribution of Alpine Pearls 
Destinations

Examples of eco-mobility 
communication (Alpine Pearls) 

16 This case has been built through information available on the website https://www.alpine-pearls.com/ - and through scientific 
articles and an interview with the director of Alpine Pearls.   
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National parks and their areas of socioeconomic influence should 
be spaces where the highest standards of sustainability are 
applied to guarantee their primary objective which is to “conserve 
the integrity of their natural values and their landscapes, 
social use and enjoyment”17. To this end, national parks should 
integrate comprehensive tourism planning under sustainability 
standards that covers their areas of influence, and encourages 
the sustainable development of local communities. National 
parks should involve stakeholders from public, social, and 
business sectors and establish a collective commitment to 
conservation, environmental outreach, and protection of cultural 
heritage, offering decent employment opportunities to the local 
community. This planning scheme should avoid and mitigate 
negative impacts derived from overtourism, infrastructure, traffic 
congestion and leisure practices that jeopardize conservation, as 
well as encourage responsible tourism practices.  

A tourism strategy should integrate, and be consistent with, 
existing legal and operational instruments such as Use and 
Management Plans, Public use and Mobility plans.  Likewise, 
tourism licensing conditions should be common to all operators 
and concessionaires, through a quality model based on 
environmental and social sustainability.  This strategy does 
not replace public use and management plans, but rather 
should increase the range of actions, integrating the activities 
offered by companies in close collaboration with the area of 
socioeconomic influence. The European Charter for Sustainable 
Tourism is an appropriate way to define a strategy based on a 
diagnosis and a set of implementation measures, but it should be 
accompanied by other legal instruments to move from voluntary 
commitments to mandatory provisions.

This sustainable tourism strategy should include:
· Comprehensive diagnosis of tourism in the area of 
socioeconomic influence, including environmental, economic, 
and sociocultural impacts, visitor patterns, tourism structure, and 
global socio-economic trends. 
· Support of tourism quality models based on environmental 
and social sustainability, the enhancement of local cultural and 
patrimonial assets, and the integration of local socioeconomic 
actors in the value chain. 
· Design of eco-mobility plans that promotes eco-mobility 
and the reduction of private cars to access the protected area, 
prioritizing public transportation and active mobility.  
·  Public awareness and communication campaigns that 
strengthen the park’s identity and promote responsible tourism 
and sustainable mobility to and within the park, aligned with the 

6. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BETTER MANAGEMENT OF TOURISM IN PROTECTED AREAS

6. RECOMMENDA-
TIONS FOR BETTER 
MANAGEMENT OF 
TOURISM IN 
PROTECTED AREAS

6.1 Development of 
sustainable mobility 
and tourism strategies 

17 Art.1, Law 30/2014 
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sustainable tourism and mobility strategy.
·  Development of indicators and monitoring schemes for 
tourism, mobility, use, and management of the national park, 
with open and shared data, managed collaboratively with public 
and private stakeholders, including academia, civil society 
organizations and businesses.

The development of these actions should involve sufficient 
budget as well as adequate technical and human resources 
without contingencies to ensure adequate planning and 
implementation, with training and support activities for the 
public and private actors involved in their development.

The Plan for Use and Management (PRUG) is currently the 
main legal instrument for managing recreational uses in Spanish 
national parks. However, the prevention and mitigation of tourism 
saturation requires more innovative instruments with flexible 
mechanisms that can be adapted to changing realities. Technical 
and economic resources are needed to update the PRUGs and 
guarantee adaptability to new scenarios. Likewise, the PRUGs 
should avoid the massive influx of visitors in places where 
there are problems of overcrowding. Finally, they should include 
guidelines on the different types of mobility that exist within 
the national parks and their buffer zones to avoid saturation at 
various points.  

In this regard, the national parks should develop and/or update 
the following management and planning instruments: 

·  Carrying Capacity (CC)18 and Limits of Acceptable Change 
(LCA)19 are essential tools to estimate the maximum number of 
visitors in specific areas according to their ecological context, 
prevent over-frequentation, influence mobility and anticipate 
future scenarios. They facilitate the participation of the different 
social agents and allow for clear management criteria. 

·  Sustainable mobility plans: Mobility plans incorporate legal 
instruments and measures for spatial planning and management 
of transport services and infrastructure. These plans should 
be developed in collaboration with regional mobility agencies 
to organize collective and public transport services, offering 
alternatives to the use of private vehicles. Likewise, traffic 
congestion and greenhouse gas emissions should be avoided, 

6.2 Implementation 
of management tools, 
taxation and licences

18 Maximum number of people who can visit at the same time a destination without causing destruction of the physical, economic 
and socio-cultural environment or an unacceptable decrease in the quality of visitor satisfaction (Leung et al., 2019).
19 A management framework that sets measurable limits for human-induced changes in natural and social settings in protected 
areas and uses them to create appropriate management strategies to maintain or restore acceptable conditions (Leung et al., 2019).
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establishing use limitations, ordering traffic and implementing 
monitoring and prevention systems through digital tools and 
reservation programs for high-capacity infrastructures (e.g. trains, 
cable cars or buses).  

·  Concession systems and recreational activities permits: 
Administrative regulation allows the promotion of advanced 
environmental responsibility and management standards 
that ensure CO2 emissions reduction, waste prevention and 
elimination of single-use plastics, as well as a minimum quality 
for guided hikes and sporting events.

·  Green taxation: environmental fiscal policies raise revenues 
from the concessions and permits for organized recreational 
activities through a conservation fee that is reinvested in the 
national park to finance the maintenance of public use and 
mitigate environmental damages.

Management of visitors is one of the main tasks of the National 
Park offices. However, budget fluctuations, lack of staff and low 
technical means make it very difficult to effectively monitor and 
manage public use and mobility in National Parks. In addition, the 
extensive use of social networks spreads harmful, prohibited or 
dangerous practices. Likewise, it is necessary to carry out studies 
to evaluate the environmental impact of leisure activities in 
order to determine their potential conflicts with conservation 
objectives. It is also critical to know the dynamics of access and 
type of mobility within the national park, to better organize and 
anticipate the different types of visitors. Some activities for better 
tourism management are defined below.

·  Capacity building and staff training: national parks need to 
train their staff in mobility tracking techniques using cell phones 
and other digital media to incorporate new monitoring tools. 
In addition, permanent workforce needs to be increased and 
temporary staffing needs to be reduced. 

·  Digitization of monitoring schemes through big data, mobile 
telephony and social networks, and intelligent mobility control 
systems at strategic points such as trails and natural icons. 
These systems would allow for more detailed knowledge of 
spatiotemporal mobility patterns, prevent congestion in accesses, 
trails and specific spaces. 

·  Regular assessments of the environmental impact of 
public activities: annual studies should be systematized on 
different types of mobility in highly frequented areas to assess 

6.3 Monitoring and 
management of 
tourism flow
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environmental damages and the economic cost of recovery and 
maintenance of public infrastructures. This monitoring would 
allow preventive and coercive actions targeting concrete public 
and behaviors.

·  Monitoring of the visitor profile and their social perception: 
understanding the visitor experience and their motivations will 
contribute to evaluate the quality of public use, the perceived 
degree of conservation and improve the visitor experience. It 
will also support the communication strategies, environmental 
education and heritage interpretation, and generate knowledge 
for tourism companies and destinations managers in the area of 
influence. 

·  Development of partnerships for research: national 
parks should collaborate closely with research centers and 
environmental organizations to carry out environmental and 
public monitoring using different methodologies. Results should 
be widely shared and discussed within the scientific, policy or 
practitioners communities.

·  Open Data Platforms: National Park managers should develop 
open data platforms with updated, reliable and integrated 
information for research and knowledge dissemination in the 
scientific, policy or practitioners communities.

National parks should take advantage of social networks to 
organize and influence visits to protected areas. Social networks 
such as Instagram are catalysts of tourist mobility in concrete 
spots. Likewise, social networks are used to organize trips 
within national parks, sometimes outside the rules of public 
use. Therefore, digital communication on social networks is an 
element that ought to be incorporated into the management 
of public use on an ongoing basis. Some functions for the 
management of national parks are defined below.

·  Digital communication capacities: national parks should 
incorporate digital communication tools and skilled experts 
to manage social networks and implement communication 
strategies aimed at prevention and outreach programs. 

·  Prevention of congestion and traffic jams: Parks managers 
should prioritize social networks to inform potential visitors of 
traffic conditions, access, parking and capacity limits in real time.  

·  Environmental education and heritage interpretation: Parks 
can develop mobile applications that incorporate trails, public 
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preventive digital 
communication  
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use services, environmental and patrimony information, both 
attractive and useful for interactive visits. 

·  Thematic content in specialized media and networks: Parks 
offices should participate in specialized social networks (e.g. 
Wikiloc) or media to share key information on official trails; and 
promote responsible practices as well as disseminate biodiversity 
and patrimony assets.

26
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