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Abstract

Tourism destinations increasingly turn to sustainability certification to strike a balance between
safeguarding their natural and cultural resources and developing a long-term tourism strategy.
One prominent contemporary European tourist attraction that 1s particularly affected by growing
visitor pressures and accelerated anthropogenic climate change are the Alps. While demand for
certification 1s rising, the plethora of schemes, most characterised by a narrow understanding of
sustainability, leaves practitioners clueless when choosing which one to adopt. Despite their
growing relevance, systematic assessments of the potential effectiveness of sustainable tourism
destination certification schemes are limited. Furthermore, most scientific studies show a minimal
understanding of potential effectiveness, examining merely the certification standard with a lack
of investigation of the certification body management or standard indicator quality. Hence, this
research contributes to closing these knowledge gaps and provides recommendations for
practitioners.

Firstly, a comprehensive, theory-based assessment framework was developed to define
the international benchmark level for the potential effectiveness of such schemes. The framework
1s composed of three levels (certification body, certification standard & standard indicators) and
four categories (certification management, impact, process & quality) and encompasses
performance, management and quality criteria that capture the theoretical knowledge base
regarding the potential effectiveness of sustamability certification. Drawing on theories of
sustamability, governance, management and indicator development, this research identified
relevant theoretical domains for each category and developed assessment criteria based on
mternational standards and academic literature. Secondly, three major destination certification
schemes were selected and assessed based on the assessment framework. The findings show that
none of the schemes lives up to the mternational benchmark level of potential effectiveness. On
average, the schemes demonstrate the highest degree of potential effectiveness in the process and
quality categories. Impact categories are covered less comprehensively, with a particular
underrepresentation of prosperity issues. Moreover, the findings suggest that global schemes tend
to cover a wide breadth of criteria, while local, more context-specific schemes show a smaller
breadth. Finally, the empirical cases indicate an apparent lack of theory-based mountain-specific
criteria, emphasising a clear avenue for future research.

Hence, based on performance, management, and quality criteria, the potential
effectiveness of certification schemes for sustamable tourism destinations does not meet the
mternational benchmark level defined by leading international standards and academic literature.
By extending the understanding of potential effectiveness in this context, this research enables
maximising the contribution of destination certification for promoting sustamable tourism
development in the Alps and beyond.

Key words: sustainability, governance, destination certification, effectiveness, mountain
tourism
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1 Introduction
1.1. Background and relevance

Tourism is the world’s largest industry (Mowforth & Munt, 2003), and as a ‘silent destroyer’ of
the environment, it has severe environmental effects (Hutchinson, 1996). Moreover, the
continued demand for tourism worldwide due to the “democratisation of travel” (Steinecke,
2010) only aggravates these negative impacts. Consequently, fragile ecosystems at tourist
destinations are increasingly becoming degraded (Abel et al., 2017; LePree, 2009).

At the same time, natural and cultural resources are often the foundation of the success
of a destination amongst consumers (Freyer, 2015). Hence, to facilitate a long-term strategy for
the tourism industry, a framework for the sustainable development of destinations 1s crucial
(Saarinen, 2013). Destinations are increasingly at the centre of tourism certification schemes due
to rising awareness that negative impacts from tourism stem from all different parts along the
tourism customer journey. Therefore, the destination 1s considered the package of relevant
services to the tourist and an excellent point to leverage change (Howie, 2003). One mstrument
to determine the degree of sustainability of a destination are voluntary certification schemes. Such
schemes aim to strengthen the supply side, thereby stimulating imcreased demand for more
sustaiable offers (Font, 2002). By setting minimum requirements for sustainability, certification
schemes contribute to the preservation of ecological and cultural systems. At the same time, they
can improve internal processes and the performance of tourism destinations, thereby improving
the visitor experience (Alparc, 2019).

One of the most prominent contemporary tourist attractions in Europe are the Alps,
characterised by their magnificent landscape, diverse ecosystems and biodiversity (Paunovi¢ &
Jovanovi¢, 2017). In the past decades, classical tourism approaches have negatively impacted the
Alpine environment and showed distorting socio-economic effects on receiving destinations
(Alparc, 2019). At the same time, tourism-generated revenues constitute a significant economic
pillar for the majority of the Alpine states. Consequently, many destinations remain stuck n
traditional approaches to tourism, relying mainly on colossal infrastructure and ski tourism. In
times of accelerated anthropogenic climate change, such approaches are no longer viable
(Paunovi¢ & Jovanovié, 2017).

Strategies to tackle these challenges are often limited to individual services along the
tourism customer journey, with a significant emphasis on accommodation (fair unterwegs et al.,
2016; Strasdas et al., 2016). However, a destination 1s a system of many different small businesses
mteracting with and dependent on one another (Schianetz & Kavanagh, 2008). Hence,
certification schemes on the destination level can serve as instruments to connect the different
stakeholders over a shared vision, thereby tackling the complex challenge of sustainable tourism
destinations.

1.2. Problem definition and knowledge gap

So far, systematic assessments of the potential effectiveness of certification systems on the
destination level are limited. A study of sustainable tourism certifications in Germany found that
most schemes have a very narrow understanding of sustainability, leading to an underrepresented

social component (Abel et al., 2017). Some scholars criticize that sustainability in tourism has
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been adopted on a strategic level while being poorly implemented and operationalized (Paunovi¢
& Jovanovi¢, 2017). Others denounce that the term ‘sustainable tourism’ has been applied to
practices that do not adhere to the three dimensions of sustainable development. While the term
1s thetorically based on its mother concept of sustainable development, Saarinen (2013) objects
that 1t fails to deliver the same holistic perspective. In line with that, most sustainable tourism
certification schemes focus merely on environmental impact criteria. Besides these limitations,
there 1s a lack of a systematic assessment of the certification bodies’ effectiveness of such schemes.
The majority of schemes has a transparent formalized management approach, but independent
conditions for good governance in tourism are missing (Antonioli et al., 2016).

Moreover, systems targeting destinations are limited (Schianetz et al., 2007; Scott, 2021),
let alone those including indicators for mountain regions (Adler et al., 2020). Hence, a more
mtegrative approach to assessing the potential effectiveness of existing schemes applicable to
mountain tourism destinations 1s needed. Therefore, a systematic framework of performance and
management criteria (Torres-Delgado & Palomeque, 2014) 1s required, together with criteria
assessing the quality of the indicators underlying the standard of each scheme (Vermeulen, 2018).

1.3. Scientific relevance

Most scientific studies on certification for sustainable tourism focus on idividual parts of the
tourism customer experience, such as accommodation (Merl et al., 2016) or mobility (Scuttar
etal., 2018). In contrast, indicators measuring the sustainability of a whole destination are hmited.
First comprehensive approaches to provide destination indicators go back to the World Tourism
Organization’s Guidebook for Tourist Destinations (World Tourism Organization, 2004) which
provides a good starting point, but requires a review and additions to increase topicality. The
most recent approach is the European Tourism Indicators System (ETIS) of the European
Union, aiming to adopt a holistic approach to sustaiable destination development, including
environmental protection, economic prosperity, and social equity (European Commission,
2016). While this breadth 1s forward-thinking, the main drawback of such standardized systems
relates to challenges regarding the adaptation to specific contexts. Difficulties in data availability
and collection and stakeholder mvolvement constitute major impediments to its implementation,
limiting its effectiveness (Modica et al., 2018). Some scholars propose to overcome the constraints
of predetermined indicators by introducing additional proxy indicators adapted to the specifics
of a particular destination (Tudorache et al., 2017). In that regard, international agreement on
mountain-specific indicators lacks a basis for adaptation to the Alpine context (Adler et al., 2020).
Furthermore, most scientific studies have a minimal understanding of potential
effectiveness, examining merely the certification standard, with a lack of nvestigation of the
governance of the certifying organization itself (Klinge, 2018). While many studies assess good
governance i different contexts (Aguilera & Cuervo-Cazurra, 2004), this discourse has been
seldom applied to certification bodies (Castka & Corbett, 2016; Klinge, 2018). In addition,
certification standards primarily focus on mmpact requirements, mnsufficiently emphasizing the
processes to reach those impacts (Balas & Strasdas, 2019; Baumgartner, 2016). Moreover, despite
numerous theoretical inquiries into the quality of sustainability indicators, there 1s hmited
scientific attention to the quality of certification scheme indicators (Meyer & Priess, 2014). This
quality, however, is crucial to the potential effectiveness of such schemes (Vermeulen, 2018).



Hence, by providing a systematic assessment framework for the potential effectiveness of
certification schemes for tourism destinations, covering three levels of potential effectiveness, this
research deepens the understanding of how to reap the benefits of such schemes. The assessment
mcludes both mmpact and process requirements for certification standards, and management
requirements for the certification body itself. Being complimented by a quality assessment of the
indicators employed in the standard, a contribution 1s made to increase the potential effectiveness

of such schemes further.

1.4. Societal relevance

Certification schemes in tourism inform consumer choices and facilitate planning a vacation to a
specific destination from a wide variety of possibilities. At the same time, destinations benefit
from optimized processes and increased performance. Therefore, the integrative character of the
assessment 1n this research will give destinations guidance on preserving the unique ecological
system providing the basis for their socio-economic tourism system and making the transition to
more sustainable practices. Furthermore, the mclusion of process requirements such as the
mvolvement of stakeholders, such as residents, can further lead to an increase of the residents’
perception regarding the tourism development at their destination (Gajdosik et al., 2018; Gretter
et al., 2018). Moreover, the context-specificity and practical applicability of the schemes can
thereby be improved. Lastly, the process and quality assessment of the certification schemes
decreases the risk of accidentally certifying low-performing destinations and ensures that
destinations strive for continuous improvement. Overall, by providing a systematic assessment of
the potential effectiveness of existing systems, this research results in recommendations that can
be employed in practice. Firstly, the results serve destinations to choose which certification might
best increase their sustaiability and customers' informed travel decisions. Secondly, it provides
certification bodies with msights into possible shortcomings and points of improvements of their
schemes, with the aim to increase their potential effectiveness.

Therefore, the findings from this research contribute to the promotion of sustainable
Alpine tourism in three ways. Firstly, the systematic assessment of the potential effectiveness of
existing certification schemes will provide an overview of where these need to be improved to
guarantee a sustainable development of the tourism industry along all three 1ssue dimensions of
sustamability. Secondly, the process assessment will enable the collaboration of the various
stakeholders at tourist destinations around a common goal, facilitating a context-specific and
feasible strategy. Thirdly, the quality assessment will safeguard that shortcomings in data
availability and methodological rigour do not hamper the potential effectiveness. Lastly, due to
its systematic character, this research will enable recommendations for improving individual
systems and how they could complement one another, thereby decreasing the unmanageable and

complex collection of certification schemes in tourism.



1.5. Research objective and research questions

The main objective of this research 1s to provide a systematic assessment of the potential
effectiveness of the significant certification schemes for sustainable Alpine tourism destinations,
based on performance, management and quality criteria. For this purpose, the first objective 1s to
establish a comprehensive, theory-based assessment framework. The purpose of this framework
1s to ensure that all angles affecting the potential effectiveness of such certification schemes are
taken mto account. Subsequently, the second objective 1s to apply this framework to three
certification schemes for tourism destinations that can be applied to Alpine destinations to
provide empirical findings on their potential effectiveness.

To reach this objective, the following central question was answered:

What 1s the potential effectiveness of certification schemes for sustainable tourism destinations
m the Alps based on performance, management and quality criteria?

This main research question was further subdivided into the following sub-questions:

1) a) How can the management and performance of certification schemes for sustainable
tourism destinations be assessed?”’

b) How can the quality of the indicators applied i the certification standards be assessed?

2) a) Which are the major certification schemes targeting sustainable tourism destinations in the
Alps?
b) To what extent do these certification schemes cover the performance and management
criteria defined in 1a?
c¢) To what extent do the indicators in these certification schemes fulfil the quality criteria
defined i 1b?



2 Sustainability in Alpine tourism
2.1. Sustainable tourism in the Alps

There are different approaches on how to define and differentiate mountain regions from
surrounding lowlands. Primarily, this 1s based on physical attributes, such as elevation and
topography (Kapos et al., 2000). Moreover, mountain destinations can further be delineated
regarding their social and cultural attributes (Price et al., 2018). Hence, they differ from other
types of destinations in their economic, natural and cultural characteristics. The Alps are one of
the largest connected natural areas in Europe, covering 190,717 sq. km. Starting at sea level, they
range up to 4,809 meters, the highest mountain in the Alps, the Mont Blanc. Alpine destinations
are culturally distinguished by their unique, small-village character, which 1s naturally delineated
by its altitude and slope. As a unique nature area in the centre of Europe, the Alps are home to
more than 14 million people and 30,000 animal and 13,000 plant species, making it a biodiversity
hotspot in Europe. The mountain range stretches through eight Alpine states: Austria, Italy,
France, Switzerland, Germany, Slovenia, Liechtenstein and Monaco (Figure 1).

For over a century, the Alps have been one of the most popular tourist destinations
worldwide, attracting growing numbers of tourists from all over the world, which 1s why the Alps
and tourism have been mutually dependent on each other for decades. On the one hand,
mountain tourism relies on the environment providing its basis. On the other hand, tourism-
related impacts contribute to the degradation of the fragile landscape and ecosystem in mountain
regions. With tourism representing a significant income for many Alpine destinations, this
balance needs to be struck (Butler, 1999; Gorcheva, 2011). Hence, mountain regions depend on
the appropriate management of nature preservation and tourism development. Climate change
threatens this balance even more (Marinelli, 2013). In the Alps, cimate change effects are already
noticeable, not only on the environment but also on tourism (CIPRA International, 2011). The
well-established winter tourism, which provides the majority of mcome for many Alpine
destinations, 1s increasingly threatened by retreating glaciers, requiring a substantial shift, such as
a differentiation and de-seasonalization of tourism services to increase the sustamability of Alpine
tourism (Zulberti, 2012). From a historical perspective, the first ambitions to further a more
sustainable form of tourism already took place m 1985, with the Toblacher Gespriche
(Toblacher Discussions), which resulted in 11 guidelines for sustainable tourism development in
the Alps (Krippendorf, J., Zimmer, P., & Glauber, 1988). Since then, sustainable tourism has
continuously progressed in Alpine countries. However, increasing tourism-related pressures on
the Alpine ecological and socio-economic system and new challenges related to accelerated
anthropogenic climate change highlight that more comprehensive solutions need to be sought

Alpine wide (Paunovi¢ & Jovanovi¢, 2017).
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Figure 1: Map of the Alps (adopted from Alpine Convention, 2016)

An Alpine wide collaboration, however, 1s challenging. Despite the Alps’ ecological
connectedness and many common traits between the tourism industry in the various Alpine
states, each country has its tourism development history, path-dependency and tourism market
and system. Moreover, tourism density differs from one municipality to another (Figure 2), with
not all municipalities equally relying on tourism as a central economic pillar (Alpine Convention,
2007). Thus, while some political institutions argue in favour of the development of an Alpine-
wide communication strategy or certification scheme (Alparc, 2019; Antonioli et al., 2016;
Paunovi¢ & Jovanovi¢, 2017), conversations with various experts in the field of sustainable Alpine
tourism and certification have proven the difficulties of implementing such a system. Similarly,
most research on sustainable tourism schemes has focussed on the local scale within
administratively defined boundaries (Schianetz et al., 2007).
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Figure 2: Tourism intensity in Alpine municipalities (Alpine Convention, 2018)
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2.2. Instruments for Alpine destinations

Currently, only a few destinations in the Alps use indicators for monitoring their performance,
despite their agreement on the importance of those (Paunovi¢ & Jovanovié¢, 2017). This
implementation gap might be due to a lack of clear, context-specific indicators for the Alpine
region. The heterogeneity of the Alps as a socio-economic, political and cultural system aggravates
this challenge. Indicators need to be general enough to suit the different contexts while remaining
practical and concrete enough to be applied by the mndividual destinations. Existing schemes to
certify the sustainability of a tourism destination range from having very generic applicability to
being very specific to the Alpine context. Alpine mstitutions have made the first steps towards
dedicated Alpine indicators (Alparc, 2019; Antonioh et al., 2016). The Alpine Convention, an
mternational treaty signed by all eight Alpine countries, aiming at the protection and sustaimable
development of the Alps (Alpimne Convention, 1991), has taken considerable action in this
direction (Antoniol et al., 2016; Pfahl et al., 2018). In the final report of the working group of
sustaiable tourism of the Alpine Convention, primarily process-related factors were emphasized
as necessary for furthering sustainable development, such as the community's mvolvement and
the formulation of an implementation plan. Bausch & Morandini (2016) further generated 13
criteria for achieving good alpine tourism governance. Regarding impact indicators, the working
group established ten quality standards for sustainable tourism, each with five criteria. These
range from requirements on transport, accommodation, and catering to sensitization and nature-
based marketing (Antonioli et al., 2016).

2.3. Actors at destination level

Sustainable tourism 1s characterised by a complex network of actors on different levels. In the
Alps, these actors range from the European level to the destination level (Appendix 1). A
conglomerate of independent service providers characterises the destination level, often operating
m a decentralised way without a central structure or strategy. Co-operation, however, is crucial for
the sustainable development of tourism destinations (Zehrer et al., 2014). In that light, destination
management organisations (DMO’s) are increasingly taking the role of an intermediary between
all the different actors, responsible for the communication, coordination and linking between
actors (Pechlaner et al., 2012). Like this, the DMO 1s the central contact partner for all actors and
stakeholders (Balas & Rein, 2016), aiming at creating a competitive and coherent unit on the
destination level (Balas, 2010). Furthermore, most requirements of destination certification
schemes target the DMO directly. Therefore, the DMO is often also the organisation initiating

the certification process.
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3 Literature review: towards an assessment of sustainable
tourism destinations

In the hight of its objective, this research combines theory from three different perspectives. First
of all, 1t builds primarily on sustainability theory and its application to the tourism mdustry. This
body of literature particularly informed the mmpact requirements on the certification standard
level. Secondly, literature on good governance was consulted to identify which elements are
crucial for the effective management of a certification scheme. The third body of literature that
this research 1s based on 1s corporate sustainability, emphasising the self-governance instrument
of voluntary sustainability certification. Based on these three theories, an assessment framework
of management and performance criteria was established, constituting the base for assessing the
potential effectiveness of certification schemes for sustainable Alpine tourism destinations.
Lastly, theory on indicator development was considered to establish criteria for assessing the
quality of the indicators of certification standards. The following conceptual framework (Figure
4) summarises the theoretical perspectives combined to create a theory-based assessment
framework assessing the potential effectiveness of destination certification schemes mn the Alps.
The top side represents the performance-focused theories and emphasising the three-issue
dimensions of sustainable development. Moreover, it refers to corporate sustainability theory with
voluntary sustamnability certification as an instrument to improve the sustainability of the
conglomerate of tourism businesses along the tourism customer journey. Finally, the bottom side
depicts the management aspect, departing from good governance theory, to establish certification
management criteria. Together, the three perspectives paved the way for performance,
management and quality criteria to assess the potential effectiveness of certification schemes for
sustainable Alpine tourism destinations. The three perspectives are influenced by the socio-
economic and political setting and the ecological system of the Alps, both located outside of the
system boundaries of this research.

System boundaries
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Figure 3: Conceptual framework
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3.1. Theoretical foundation of sustainability in tourism

Most attempts to define sustainable tourism are based on the three dimensions of sustainability,
as presented in detail by Vermeulen (2018). However, the three dimensions are not granted equal
mmportance in tourism (Saarinen, 2013). Vermeulen argues that sustainable development 1s a
clear understanding of the dual goal of ecological and societal fairness. This dual goal can further
be subdivided into three issue dimensions: planet, people, prosperity, the triple P. Vermeulen
shows this as a Rubik's cube, which further includes the 'time' and 'place’ dimension (Figure 5).

Figure 4: Three dimensions of sustainable development: issues (people, planet, prosperity), time and place (Vermeulen,
2018)

In line with that, the general international definition of sustainable tourism stems from the World
Tourism Organisation (UNWTQO) and builds on the definition of sustainable development in
the Brundtland report:

“Tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental
mmpacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities”
(United Nations Development Programme & World Tourism Organization, 2005, p.12)

From a conceptual perspective, sustainable tourism has further been categorised along three
different views (Saarinen, 2013), which can be associated with Vermeulen's (2018) model. First,
the resource-based view emphasises the measurable, undeniable environmental impacts of
tourism, compared to the planetary dimension of the Rubik's cube. Here, Saarinen does not refer
to the resource-based-view from management theory (Barney et al., 2001; Hart, 1995) but to a
concept that has its origin in natural sciences and positivism, emphasising the existence of a
measurable and objective ecological limit to growth in tourism (Buckley, 2003; Saarinen, 2013).
Second, the activity-based view highlights a destination's cyclical development as a product, taking
a socio-economic perspective, hence relating to the prosperity dimension. This view can easily
conflict with the strict ecological boundaries of the resource-based view. Therefore, the
community-based view tries to reconcile these two views by giving local communities a say on the
use and benefit of tourism purposes. With its human-centred lens, this perspective relates to the
people dimension of the cube.

These perspectives presented by Saarinen (2013) relate to Vermeulen's (2018) reasoning.
Vermeulen argues that sustaiability approaches need to be rooted m sustamability theory,
covering all three 1ssue dimensions with everything they include. He illustrates this with a clear
midpoint-endpoint reasoning, subsuming 27 activity-related midpoints that can be summarised
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mto six clear sustamability endpoints (Figure 6). In this way, the complexity of the three
sustainability dimensions i1s broken down and directly related to human activities, many of which
are also relevant to tourism. The endpoints further represent the areas of protection that these
activities fall into. With the help of this structured overview, measures dealing with the assessment
of sustamability become more comprehensive while at the same time preventing getting lost i
details and redundancies.
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Figure 5: The three issue dimensions of sustainability including 27 midpoints and 6 endpoints (Vermeulen, 2018)

3.2. Good tourism governance

To cope with the complex challenges related to sustainability, actors depend on effective
governance mechanisms (United Nations Development Programme, 2013). A United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP) report states that “the quality of governance plays a defining
role in supporting the [economic, social, and environmental] pillars” of sustainable development
(UNDP, 2014, p.4). Similarly, Earth System Governance considers these complex challenges
embedded in the broader environmental and socio-economic system (Burch et al.,, 2019).
Hence, governanceis defined as “purposeful and authoritative steering of social processes”
(Biermann et al.,, 2014, p.2). This steering takes place at multiple levels and mncludes
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governmental and non-governmental actors. Eight significant aspects characterise good
governance. It is consensus-oriented, accountable, transparent, participatory, responsive,
equitable and inclusive, effective and efficient, and follows the law. These eight aspects can be
summarised 1n five main Good Governance principles, which cover the main requirements for
sustamability governance (Graham et al., 2003). Achieving good governance along all these
dimensions 1s very difficult to achieve. However, sustainable development requires that initiatives
are taken towards this ideal (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific, 2009). Hence, to facilitate its mmplementation, a more nuanced and systematic
understanding of good governance 1s required (Kalfagianni & Pattberg, 2013).

The working group on sustainable tourism of the Alpine convention defines Alpine
tourism governance as the steering of tourism systems in the Alpine area. Alpine tourism
governance 1s mostly locally or destination-based and can be described as horizontal governance,
mvolving several stakeholder and actor groups. Hence, the main challenge in Alpine tourism
governance is the coordination of the multi-level and multi-stakeholder governance system that
needs to be mmvolved in mcreasing the share of sustainable tourism practices. Therefore, good
governance principles such as participation, transparency, responsiveness and consensus
orientation are of particular importance. Furthermore, due to the relatively large number of
stakeholders in tourism, the participation process needs to be well organised. Furthermore, the
strategic vision and action plan needs to be developed i consideration of all relevant
stakeholders. Moreover, responsibilities need to be clearly defined and agreed upon. The aim 1s
to appoint one central organisation or person in a tourism destination to be representing and
guide the process, manage the responsibilities and act as an information interface amongst all
mternal and external stakeholders. The analysis of 23 Alpine destinations showed that this
responsibility 1s taken by the DMO i most cases. In other cases, the administration of a protected
area or a department of public administration takes over this role (Antonioli et al., 2016). These
msights from the Alps are relevant to consider in the process requirements of the assessment
framework for Alpine tourism destination standards.

3.3. Voluntary certification schemes

The third perspective feeding mto this research i1s Corporate Sustainability. Building on the
concept of corporate social responsibility (Bowen, 2013), Vermeulen & Wiges (2016) further
developed the advanced concept of corporate sustainability, highlighting the dual and embedded
nature of businesses. Firstly, this relates to the physical processes of creating the products and
services a business offers to satisfy needs. At the same time, the second refers to the company's
mternal and external social dynamics i terms of the economic market processes and its social
relations with stakeholders. The authors state that a business needs to form a positive symbiosis
with its environment to maintain valuable. In line with the Corporate Social Responsibility
understanding of Porter & Kramer (2012) focussing on creating shared value as a competitive
advantage, corporate sustainability enables companies to integrate social and environmental value
mto their core strategy (Visser, 2013). The three Ps and the time and place dimensions of
Vermeulen's (2018) model serve as a tool for businesses to determine where they stand within
the social and physical dynamics (Vermeulen & Wiges, 2016).

Applying the mother concept of sustainable development and corporate sustainability to tourism
brings about challenges due to the industry's system- and cross-sectional characteristics

16



(Tudorache et al., 2017; Twining-Ward & Butler, 2002). These challenges become apparent
when looking at the tourism customer journey (Figure 7). While marketing literature in this
context emphasises the customer's service satisfaction, customer response, channels and
touchpoints (Tueanrat et al., 2021) its relevance for this research lies more in demonstrating the
broad conglomerate of businesses along the tourism customer journey that needs to be mvolved
in the transition towards sustainability.
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Figure 6: Principal elements of the tourism customer journey (Bausch & Morandini, 2016)

One strategy that non-governmental organisations and front runner companies employ to
mcrease their corporate sustamability 1s voluntary certification schemes. Such schemes are
constituted of a comprehensive set of indicators that serve as a standard for assessing business
practices (Balas & Strasdas, 2019). Increasingly, such schemes are also developed for the
destination level (Howie, 2003). Most certification schemes are constructed of impact and process
requirements. Impact requirements measure to what extent a business or destination complies
with a set of 1impact criteria, such as the management of natural resources. In this way, the
performance of the certified entity can be measured and easily compared to others (Graci &
Dodds, 2015). Impact requirements are essential to safeguard that tangible impact mitigation
efforts are taken by the certification user. For sustainable tourism certification, such requirements
should cover all three 1ssue dimensions of sustainable development, 1.e., planet, people and
prosperity (Vermeulen, 2018). Process requirements, i contrast, certify the established
management processes and systems that a business or destination has in place to assure
mmprovements of its impacts. Like this, it 1s not bound to any specific results or values but rather
certifies the certification user's commitment to continuous improvement compared to their prior
mpact performance (Graci & Dodds, 2015). Therefore, a comprehensive sustainability
certification standard needs to mclude all three 1ssue dimensions and process requirements to
provide a complete picture of a certified entities performance.

One of the most popular tools for process management and continuous Improvement 1s
the Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycle from quality management literature (Disterer, 2012;
Manders, 2010). Sice the late 1980s, PDCA approaches have been applied in environmental
management systems (Curkovic & Sroufe, 2011; Delmas, 2002). The PDCA cycle consists of
four stages that can be used to define, implement and monitor correcting actions to internal

management processes:

Plan: Objectives are established, together with strategies and processes require to reach

those objectives. In that context, responsibilities are defined.

Do: The strategy 1s implemented requiring monitoring and documentation.
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Check: The mternal processes and management are evaluated.

Act: Preventive and corrective actions are taken based on the results of the other three
stages.

After one cycle is finished, the next cycle is entered. In that regard, it needs to be ensured that
the level of improvement in each cycle does not decrease. In addition, continuous improvement
requires regular self-assessment of the organisation's physical and social value creation practices
(Vermeulen & Wiges, 2016). The four stages and the equivalent management system elements
can provide the basis for process-related performance criteria for tourism certification schemes.

Furthermore, an effective certification scheme requires an independent audit. Hence, an
mdependent third-party auditing firm needs to evaluate the certification schemes requirements,
which another independent organisation accredits. This independence 1s crucial to safeguard the
legitimacy of the scheme. Moreover, the effectiveness of such schemes depends on their uptake,
which 1s the market share of certified entities (Kalfagianni & Pattberg, 2013). In addition,
effectiveness 1s only given if the underlying indicators were developed considering quality criteria
regarding data availability and methodological rigour (Mayer, 2008; Vermeulen, 2018).
Therefore, this research understands the potential effectiveness (see Kalfagianni & Pattberg,
2013; Vermeulen & Metselaar, 2015) of certification schemes as the level to which those cover
all aspects of the triple P (Vermeulen, 2018) and good governance (United Nations Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 2009). Furthermore, the extent to which the
underlying certification standard mdicators fulfil the quality criteria for indicator development
(Bohringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008; Bradley Guy & Kibert, 1998; Pintér et al., 2012)
1s considered essential for potential effectiveness.

3.4. The quality of sustainability indicators

Therefore, the quality of the indicators needs to be examined. Indicators play a crucial role
guiding actors to develop sustainable strategies. Through providing a tool for self-evaluation, they
guide the data generation process to provide a better understanding of impacts and opportunities
regarding the three dimensions of sustainability and governance structures. The most common
mdicators for sustamability are indicator sets, which combine different single indicators mto a
coherent structure. Often, such sets, however, tend to be too long to handle in practice.
Therefore, indices are used, summarising the complexity of indicator sets in a numerical value,
making it easier to handle. On the other hand, however, indices often conceal the root cause,
limiting the leverage for improvement. Hence, on the destination level, indicator sets are
considered the most promising (Schianetz et al., 2007).

The potential effectiveness of indicators 1s directly dependent on their quality. Crucial 1s
that indicators are not only science-based and accurately and transparently constructed (White et
al., 2006) but also practically feasible, showing the right degree of context-specificity to be
mmplemented (Tudorache et al., 2017). Some scholars argue that instead of comprehensive sets
of indicators, one should focus on the most relevant, key indicators, simultaneously safeguarding
their practicability (Sirakaya et al., 2001). Others suggest that the effectiveness of performance-
based idicator systems at the destination level depends mainly on the existence and accessibility

of data. Therefore, the indicator selection should consider stakeholder needs and context-specific
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data availability (Tudorache et al., 2017). White et al. (2006) even state that indicators need to be
applicable by practitioners and laypersons. At the destination level, data availability and
subjectivity 1 interpretation are a big challenge for mdicator development and application
(Schianetz et al., 2007). Indicator selection will always be a value-driven process (Bradley Guy &
Kibert, 1998). However, certain guiding principles can ensure the quality of sustainability
indicators. Such quality principles range from stakeholder involvement, over data availability and
weighing to the possibility to derive political objectives and actions from their analysis (Bohringer
& Jochem, 2007; Bradley Guy & Kibert, 1998; Pintér et al., 2012).

While increasing the applicability of indicator sets, stakeholder involvement can also lead
to a trade-off in methodological rigour and theoretical justification of indicators (Vermeulen,
2018) due to cognitive bias in decision making (Kahneman, 2011). Regarding certification
schemes, this could lead to a trade-off between the theoretical justification of sustamability
idicators needing to be taken mto account and the involvement of stakeholders in the indicator
development process. This possible trade-off needs to be considered when assessing the potential
effectiveness of certification schemes. For that reason, this research follows a comprehensive
assessment framework, including both the methodological elements and the application aspects
of the indicators. Based on an extensive literature review of well-recognized academic articles
(Bohringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008; Bradley Guy & Kibert, 1998; Mayer, 2008; Pintér
et al.,, 2012), Vermeulen (2018) provides an overview of eight key principles for indicator
construction, covering both methodological and application aspects. These principles deal with
the scope and core concept of the indicators, the key elements, data specification and
manipulation, a compilation of the final result, accountability, outreach and long-term 1mpact.
For each of these principles, criteria can be identified from the before mentioned academic
articles. These criteria provide the basis for the quality assessment of the certification indicators
and are depicted n section 4.4.

3.5. Linking theory to practice

Global and European approaches
Globally, there are different means for ensuring the effectiveness of sustainable tourism

approaches, ranging from organisations ensuring the quality of international certification
schemes, over environmental management and audit schemes, to specific indicators for
sustainable tourism and destinations.

The ISEAL Alliance 1s a non-governmental organmsation and global membership
organisation for sustainability systems, intending to establish a global consensus on the quality of
standard-setting processes. ISEAL community members need to comply with the ISEAL Codes
of Good Practice (ISEAL, 2014) and commit to continuous learning and improvement. ISEAL
membership 1s open to all compliant multi-stakeholder sustamability standards (Abel et al., 2017).
Within its accreditation system, ISEAL bases some of its requirements on the ISO 17000
standard, which specifies the basis for conformity assessments, such as management systems and
certification schemes (International Organization for Standardization/International Electronical
Commission, 2020). ISO standards are international standards, setting minimum requirements
for, amongst others, quality management and environmental management standards. By
providing a frame of reference for what they claim 1s the "best way of doing something"

(International Organization for Standardization, n.d.) these standards enable the self-evaluation
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and continuous improvement of business processes and operations. Although ISO 1s not tourism
mdustry-specific, many tourism businesses use its standards (Hall & Scott, 2015). Besides ISO
17000, the three most relevant ISO standards for promoting sustainable tourism are ISO 14001,
an environmental management system standard regarding the efficient use of resources and waste
reduction, ISO 26000, targeting social responsibility 1ssues, and ISO 17021, setting standards for
general management systems. There are many more specific tourism-related ISO standards,
however, mainly focussed on tourism accommodation, restaurants, or specific contexts, such as
marinas and harbours.

While these three approaches are not industry-specific but targeting sustainability 1ssues
i general, the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) 1s a global standard explicitly
fostering sustainable travel and tourism. The GSTC criteria were developed 1n a stakeholder
dialogue of the UNWTO, UNEP and Rainforest Alliance and are today represented by the
GSTC. The GSTC has set each 43 benchmarking criteria and 105 indicators for destinations
(GSTC-D) and tourism businesses (GSTC-I), covering four areas: sustainable management,
soclo-economic sustainability, cultural sustainability and environmental sustainability. Like this,
the criterta aim to represent a worldwide shared understanding of sustainable tourism (Abel et
al., 2017). The GSTC, however, does not directly certify destinations or tourism businesses.
Instead, 1t provides international accreditation for sustainable tourism certification bodies. In this
way, destinations receive the GSTC certification through becoming certified by a GSTC
accredited certification scheme. The GSTC accreditation system consists of two levels:

GSTC-Recognised: GSTC recognition 1s the lower-level mark of the GSTC and is
awarded to standards. Standards can become GSTC recognized if they include all GSTC
criteria. For example, destination standards need to comply with the GSTC-D standard,
while the GSTC-I standard targets tourism business’ and tour operator’ standards. GSTC-
Recognition only mvestigates the words of the standard, not how the criteria are applied.

GSTC- Accredited: GSTC approval is the higher-level mark of the GSTC and 1s awarded
to certification bodies. In addition to the criteria, GSTC accreditation requires that the
certification body follows transparency, impartiality and technical competence i its
processes. GSTC Accreditation 1s based on the Accreditation manual (GSTC-A) and
managed by GSTC’s partner Assurance Services International.

Overall, 12 destination standards are currently GSTC-Recognized, and three destination
certification bodies are GSTC-Accredited. To ensure its credibility, the GSTC 1s secking ISEAL
alliance membership (Weston et al., 2018).

Besides these international standards, several imitiatives are taken on the European level.
One of the best-known measures to enable destinations to assess their performance 1s the
European Tourism Indicator System (E'TIS) for sustainable destination management, introduced
by the European Commussion. The toolkit, which was launched with two pilot phases in 2012, 1s
a management and information tool and monitoring system that does not lead to certification.
Instead, 1t provides destinations with a toolkit and supporting electronic documents and 1s
available in English, French, Italian and Spanish. However, the toolkit is currently not yet in use,

although the European Parliament calls for its implementation (European Parliament, 2021).
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Another mitiative by the European Commission needs to be mentioned in sustainable
destinations in the European Destinations of Excellence (EDEN). EDEN is an initiative to
promote sustainable tourism development in the KU and takes place as a yearly national
competition awarding some "destinations of excellence". Moreover, the Eco-Management and
Audit Scheme (EMAS) was developed by the European Commission in 1993 as a tool for
companies and organisations to evaluate, report and improve their environmental performance.
EMAS 1s open to any organisation in all sectors and applicable worldwide. Companies and
organisations participate voluntary and become verified through a third-party registration process
(Bilbao-Terol & Bilbao-Terol, 2020).

Besides these mitiatives, two very recent EU reports have been published on the matter
of sustainable tourism. One 1s the European Travel Commission (E'T'C) Handbook for
Sustainable Tourism Implementation (European Travel Commuission, 2021) and the other 1s a
European Parliament report on establishing an EU strategy for sustainable tourism (Furopean
Parliament, 2021). The former emerged as a wake-up call from the Covid-19 pandemic that has
shown that the industry does not only need to address viruses but also other global forces, such
as sustainability-related challenges collectively. The KTC calls for a holistic, national approach
for implementing sustainability in tourism. Sustainability certification 1s mentioned as one helpful
tool whereby the use of GSTC-recognized standards is recommended. In line with that, the latest
European Parliament report appeals to strengthening the transition to sustainable, responsible
and 1intelligent tourism. The report calls the European Commission to develop a strategy for
sustaiable tourism that can then, in turn, be employed by the member states to develop national
and regional approaches. In these approaches, the FEuropean Parliament emphasises that
strategies should be developed to collaborate with civil society and local stakeholders. Further,
the report calls to bring ETIS in use and encourages seeking synergies between existing initiatives
(European Parliament, 2021). These recent EU reports align with the UNWTO Global
Guidelines to Restart Tourism (World Tourism Organization, 2020) identifying seven priorities
for the mew normal' in tourism after the Covid-19 pandemic. These priorities are related to job
security and safety, as well as innovation and sustainability.

National and regional approaches

On a national and regional level, the applicability scope of certification schemes varies greatly.
While there are no national mmimum requirements for sustainability certification mn tourism,
many schemes have different foci (Balas & Strasdas, 2019). In general, four applicability scopes
can be identfied. First of all, various certification schemes certify accommodations or businesses
mn the hospitality sector and tour operators or other tourism businesses. Furthermore, there are
destination level certification schemes, including specialised schemes for nature park
destinations. Lastly, specialised schemes certify public places such as marinas, leisure parks or
bathing areas (Bilbao-Terol & Bilbao-Terol, 2020; Strasdas et al., 2016). By far, the majority of
schemes certifies accommodations, while the uptake of destination certifications 1s deficient.
Opverall, the variety of schemes is relatively large compared to the meagre market share of certified
organisations and destinations. In Germany alone, 46 different certification schemes cover only
2-5% of the market (Strasdas et al., 2016). Besides these applicability scopes, sectoral approaches
target individual parts of the tourism experience, such as the Slow Food Travel standard or Alpine
Pearls, focusing on mobility. Moreover, the scope of certification schemes varies regarding the
different tourism environments. Many certification schemes have an global applicability, while
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others are more specific to particular environments, such as the mountain environment (Graci &

Dodds, 2015).

3.6. Theory-based assessment framework

Based on the preceding literature assessment, the assessment of the potential effectiveness of the
three cases was conducted along three levels, which are depicted in Figure 8. The assessment
criteria for all three levels were developed on a theoretical foundation and further based on
mternational standards.

Assessment Level Theoretical Foundation International Standards Assessed Categories Assessment Criteria Type
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Figure 7: Assessment framework with three levels and four categories

In a first step, the certification body was assessed with the help of certification management
requirements based on good governance theory (Graham et al., 2003; United Nations Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 2009). The five good governance principles,
Legiimacy & Voice, Direction, Performance, Accountability and Fairness, provided the
theoretical frame forming the basis for the assessment. Like this, it was ensured that all relevant
aspects were covered in the assessment criteria.

In a second step, the performance criteria of the certification standard were assessed. This
assessment was performed i two steps, including both impact and process requirements. The
former was assessed based on the three issue dimensions of sustamability and the related
endpoints as collated by Vermeulen (2018). Hence, the criteria were distributed over all six
endpoints, with two endpoints covering one sustainability dimension. The latter have their
theoretical foundation i corporate sustainability and certification theory, applying the PDCA
cycle (Disterer, 2012; Manders, 2010) and relating each stage to the relevant management system
elements.

Lastly, the certification standard indicators were assessed based on indicator quality
requirements identified from indicator development theory (Bohringer & Jochem, 2007; Bradley
Guy & Kibert, 1998; Mayer, 2008; Pintér et al., 2012). Together, this resulted in the overall score

of the potential effectiveness of the certification scheme.
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4 Methodology

4.1. Research strategy

The research strategy followed theoretical and empirical elements and can be divided mto two
parts and six stages.

In the first part, a theory-based assessment methodology was developed. For that purpose,
literature research was conducted to identify and analyse existing theory around sustainable
development, sustamable tourism, good governance, tourism governance, sustainability
certification, tourism in the Alps and indicator development. Based on this literature review, an
assessment framework was established, 1dentifying performance, management and quality criteria
required to assess the potential effectiveness of certification schemes for sustamnable Alpine
tourism destinations. This assessment framework provided the answer to sub-question one a) and
b) and 1s presented in Chapter 4.4.

To apply the assessment framework, in the second part, a comparative case study design
was employed. This approach was followed for two main reasons. Firstly, it enabled the testing
of the assessment framework on real-life cases. Secondly, it facilitated assessing the potential
effectiveness of three destination certification schemes and provided recommendations for their
mmprovement. As a first step, an internet search was performed to select the most relevant
certification schemes at the destination level. This internet search created the basis for an
mventory of existing schemes. To complement the data collection, two experts from the field of
sustainable destination development and certification and Alpine tourism were consulted.
However, due to time constraints, it was impossible to assess the complete inventory of existing
schemes. Hence, a selection was made to answer sub-question two. This selection followed a
precise strategy which 1s presented in Chapter 4.3. The final selection of the three most relevant
cases constitutes the answer to sub-question two a) and 1s presented in the first parts of the results
m Chapter 5.1.

Based on the assessment framework, case data was collected based on publicly available
documents of the three certification organisations. In addition, at least one interview was
conducted for each case. The case mterviews followed a clear topic list to ensure that the same
topics were covered for each scheme. Based on this data and the assessment framework, the three
cases were assessed on their potential effectiveness to answer sub-questions 2 b) and ¢). The
assessment results constitute the second part of the results and are presented in Chapter 6. In a
fifth step, cross-case comparisons were drawn to contrast the potential effectiveness of the three
schemes, elaborating on similarities and differences. For that purpose, firstly, the average
potential effectiveness per assessment category and assessment level was calculated. Secondly, a
sensitivity analysis was conducted to compare the potential effectiveness of the three cases i four
different weighing scenarios. This cross-case analysis can be found in Chapter 7. Finally, in Step
6, practice-oriented recommendations for improving the individual systems were provided, and
a possible integration or complementation. Like this, the main research question was answered
i Chapter 9. Figure 9 schematically presents the research framework that was followed.
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4.2. Data collection & processing

Desk-based literature research
To understand the complexity of sustainable tourism certification at the destination level, a desk-

based literature research was conducted on sustainable development, sustainable tourism and
sustamable tourism certification. Furthermore, additional literature on Tourism in the Alps was
consulted to understand the Alpine context better. To establish the theory-based assessment
framework, literature on Good Governance was studied to establish assessment categories and
criteria for the certification management requirements. Moreover, sustainability and sustaimable
tourism literature were consulted to inform the impact requirements for the certification standard
level of the assessment. Furthermore, corporate sustainability literature was examined to identify
relevant process criteria for the second part of the certification standard assessment. Lastly,
articles on indicator development were mvestigated to establish quality requirements for the
quality of indicators of the certification standards.

Desk-based internet research

To identify existing tourism certification schemes at the destination level, internet research was
carried out. Standard platforms such as the Standard Map by the International Trade Centre
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(International Trade Centre, 2021) and a label guide (fair unterwegs et al., 2016) provided a first
overview of sustainability standards in tourism. Further research on the websites of the individual
standards enabled a more detailed investigation to assess each standard’s suitability for this
research. All schemes targeting the business level were excluded. Followingly, the case selection
was guided by nine selection criteria as presented in section 4.3.

Expert interviews
To acquire additional information and ensure the most relevant schemes were 1dentified, semi-

structured mterviews were conducted with two experts in sustainable tourism certification and
Alpine tourism. First, Martin Balas, Research Associate at the Biosphere Reserves Institute of the
University for Sustainable Development i Eberswalde, was consulted on his many years of
experience 1n sustainable destination development, sustamnable tourism and certification.
Additionally, Christian Baumgartner, Professor for Sustanable Tourism at the Institute for
Tourism and Leisure at the University of Applied Sciences in Chur in Switzerland, was
mterviewed on his experience on sustainable Alpine tourism and the role of certification therein.

Before the interview, the interviewees were iformed about the goal and process of the
research and asked to sign an informed consent form agreeing on their interview data being
processed. The mterviews were conducted via zoom, audio-recorded and transcribed. The data
collection was limited due to the expert’s affilation with a significant certification body, the
German certification organisation TourCert. While Balas role as an external advisor at TourCert
was known before the imterview, Baumgartner’s role as a member of the Certification Committee
of TourCert was unfamihar. To eliminate the bias best possible, the transcripts were scanned to
1dentify any emotionally charged statements.

Desk-based document research
The relevant case data was collected from publicly available documents of the three selected

certification bodies. The primary data sources were the criteria catalogue of each standard,
certification guidelines and implementing provisions, as well as the webpage of the certification

body.

Case interviews
The document data was complemented by case interviews with representatives from each

scheme. Table 1 provides an overview of all interviewed representatives. For Green Destinations,
two representatives were interviewed, one external partner and a representative from Switzerland
and the Co-Founder and Certification Manager. For that purpose, two separate interviews were
conducted. For the Mountaineering Villages, likewise, two representatives were interviewed,
however in one shared interview. All interviews were semi-structured and divided into two parts.
The first part was equal for each case covering general components following a clear topic list:

Topic List General Part
- Personal role of the interviewee in the certification organisation
- History of the standard
- Organisational structure of the organisation
- Certification Procedure

- Uptake of the standard
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As with the expert interviews, the interviewees were informed about the goal and process of the
research and asked to sign an informed consent form agreeing on their interview data being
processed. The interviews were conducted via zoom, audio-recorded and transcribed.

The assessment framework guided the second part. First, tailored questions were posed to fill the
gaps 1n the data collection necessary to conduct the assessment. For each criterion, the data quality
was mndicated and 1s portrayed m the full criteria overviews in Appendix 1. Followingly, the
mterviews were transcribed and analysed in the application of the assessment framework. Finally,
after having transcribed and analysed the interview data, the interviewees were allowed to review
the case descriptions to inform necessary revisions.

Table 1: List of interviewees and their role

Interview | Certification Organisation Role
No.
1 Green Destinations Independent

Representative Green
Destinations DACH
Region, Independent

Advisor and Auditor
2 Green Destinations Co-Founder &
Certification Manager
3 TourCert Head of Certification
4a Mountaineering Villages Co-Founder
4b Project Team Member

In the case of the Mountaineering Villages, additional internal documents that are not publicly
available were shared for research purposes. These documents were used to understand the
certification procedure and organisational structure of the mitiative.

4.3, Case selection

The case selection followed a precise strategy to avoid biases, complementing an extensive
mternet search with expert consultations. The internet search was guided by nine selection criteria
that were 1dentified to be important in the prior literature research:

Applicability scope: the certification scheme certifies destinations

Planet dimension: the relevant planet impact requirements are covered

People dimension: the relevant people impact requirements are covered
Prosperity dimension: the relevant prosperity impact requirements are covered
Process requirements: the certification scheme includes process requirements
Transparency: the requirements are publicly available online

Independent audit: an on-site third party performs the audit

Uptake: the number of certified destinations under the scheme

Google Scholar results: the number of Google search hits on the scheme name

All of these nine selection criteria were granted equal importance. For the first seven criteria, the

scheme scored if it fulfilled the criteria. Certification schemes for destinations scored only if their
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focus was not too narrow, since some schemes cover mainly food or mobility-related
requirements or certify only nature park destinations. For the uptake and Google Scholar results,
the schemes with the highest number scored. Accordingly, certification schemes with higher
uptake and more comprehensive approach were favoured. The schemes with the overall highest
score were pre-selected before the expert consultations. The interviews aimed to identify the
certification schemes for destinations that were judged to have a high potential according to the
consulted experts. In addition, the aim was to 1dentify at least one relevant scheme with global
applicability and one scheme more specific to the Alpine context. The purpose of this was to
mvestigate the range of schemes and identify which specificity level 1s favourable from the
perspective of potential effectiveness. In that manner, three certification schemes were selected
as a basis for the evaluation.

4.4, Operationalisation of the assessment framework

Based on the theoretical foundation of the three assessment levels presented in Chapter 3.6.,
assessment criteria were developed for each theoretical domain to answer sub-question one a)
and b). These criteria were developed based on international standards and academic literature
(Abel et al., 2017; Kalfagianni & Pattberg, 2013). The following international standards were
identified as relevant and used for the criteria development:

- ISEAL Standard Setting Code
- GSTC Accreditation Manual
- GSTC Destination Standard

- ISO 17021

- ISO 12600

- ISO 14001

Following the design of Abel et al. (2017)’s assessment framework, the requirements of
mternational standards were analysed and categorised. Similar or equal requirements were
grouped. While Abel et al. (2017) based their assessment categories on a thematic analysis and
stakeholder workshops, this research was guided by theoretical domains. Therefore, the prior
established theoretical domains were guiding the classification of criteria. The following chapters
elaborate on the operationalisation of each assessment level, resulting in the final assessment
framework.

4.4.1. Certification body: management criteria

In line with Abel et al. (2017), the assessment criteria were developed based on two relevant
mternational standards, which were the ISEAL Alliance Codices, the GSTC Accreditation
Standard for certification bodies and ISO 17021. These standards were chosen due to their
diverse thematic focus, with ISEAL and ISO covering certification schemes in general and the
GSTC focussing on tourism certification schemes. For that reason, the standards do not cover
the same criteria. The different ISEAL codices were merged for reasons of clarity. Matching or
similar criteria were grouped accordingly. While Abel et al. (2017) follow a different
categorisation for their assessment, based on the content of the criteria, this assessment collected

27



all requirements of the respective systems are structured according to the five good governance
criteria (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 2009). Table

2 provides an overview of the total 26 criteria and an explanation of what they precisely entail.

Table 2: Certification body management criteria
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4.4.2. Certification standard: performance criteria

Following Abel et al. (2017), the performance criteria to assess the certification standard were
developed based on the GSTC Destinations Standard and the two ISO standards, ISO 26000
and ISO 14001. While these scholars categorised the resulting criteria into three categories,
covering the dimensions of environmental, socio-cultural and corporate governance aspects, this
research followed a shightly different approach based on theoretical findings. First of all, the
criteria were separated mnto impact and process requirements.

Impact requirements
Based on the three 1ssue dimensions of sustainable development, the 14 impact requirements

were pre-grouped. Subsequently, five relevant endpoints were 1dentified from Vermeulen (2018)
to ensure that the certification scheme covers all relevant aspects of sustamability. In the next step,
the criteria of the two most relevant international standards, GSTC-D and ISO 26000, were
categorised according to the five endpoints. Table 3 provides an overview of the final impact

requirements for certification standards need to comply with.

Table 3: Impact requirements for certification standards

Nr. Sustainability Issue Relevant Endpoint | Criteria [1] Explanation [3] Conformity with established
Dimension [1] 1 standards

GSTC-D [3] I1SO 26000 [4]

B.1.14 Planet Natural resources Energy management Criteria of the certification ensure the measurement x x
of energy consumptien and implementation of
measures for energy conservation and -efficiency

B.1.1.2 ‘Water management Criteria of the certification ensure the measurement x X
of water consumption and implementation of
measures for water conservation

B.1.13 ‘Waste management Criteria of the certification ensure the measurement x x
of waste management and the implementation of
measures for waste reduction, -separation and
recycling

B.1.1.4 Natural environment Air pollution Criteria of the certification ensure the measurement x x
and reduction of GHG emissions

B.1.15 Noise pollution Criteria of the certification ensure the identification x
of noise pollution sources and the reduction
thereof

B.1.1.6 Visual pollution Criteria of the certification ensure the identification x
of visual pollution sources and reduction thereof

B.1.1.7 Biodiversity Criteria of the certification ensure: x X
Identification of direct and indirect
effects of tourism offers and
activities on biodiversity

Measures for biodiversity
protection

Responsible interaction with
wildlife

B.1.1.8 Tourism land use Criteria of the certification ensure the consideration X %

of environmental and socio-cultural limits of
capacity in construction - and infrastructure
planning

B.1.21 Paople Worker well-being Employment quality Criteria of the certification ensure the establishment x X
of best working conditions with special attention to

over hours and family-friendliness

B.1.2.2 Employment diversity Criteria of the certification ensure equal x
opportunities of all employed persons,
independent of gender, age, ethnicity, origin,
religion or sexual identity

B.1.23 Community livelihood Regional cultural heritage Criteria of the certification ensure respect and x x
& traditions appreciation of cultural heritage and traditions and
the implementation of measures for the
conservation thereof

B.124 Health & safety Criteria of the certification ensure the promotion of - x
health and prevention of accidents
B.1.31 Pmpeﬁty Societal stability Seasonality & sustainable Criteria of the certification ensure the promotion of x
innovation sustainable innovation to reduce seasonal

dependency of tourism offers

B.13.2 Local prosperity Criteria of the certification ensure the priority of x
ocal procucers and suppliers
B.1.3.3. Anti-Corruption & Criteria of the certification ensure the prevention of - x
Responsible Political cormuption, bribery, unfair competition and one-
Involvement sided influencing
B.1.34 Faimess in Economic Fair marketing Criteria of the certification ensure fair, truthful and x x
System ‘transparent communication strategies and
materials.
B.1.35 Fair contracts & Criteria of the certification ensure fair contracts with - x
competition suppliers and fair competition.
B.1346 Fair tax behaviour [1] Criteria of the certification ensure fair tax behaviour
[! = (Vermeulen, 2018); 2 = based on (Abel et al., 2017); ® = (Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2019); 4 = (Hahn, 2013;

International Organization for Standardization, 2010)]
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Process requirements
The four stages of the PDCA cycle provided the groundwork for the process requirements for

certification standards. In the next step, based on a literature review of sustainability management
literature, eight common management system elements were 1dentified, distributed over the four
management cycle steps. These elements are analysis, policy, responsibility & authority,
monitoring, documentation, internal audit, management review and continual improvement.
Within this pre-established framework, the process-related criteria of the GSTC-D and ISO
14001 management standard were collected and grouped. ISO 14001 was found to cover all
phases of the PDCA cycle, while the GSTC criteria for destinations only mvolve the plan and the
do stage. Table 4 summarises the final nine process requirements that certification users need to

cover to recelve certification.

Table 4: Process requirements for certification standards

Nr. Plan-Do-Check-Act Management System Criteria [3] Explanation [3] Conformity with established
Cycle Stage [1] Element [2] standards
GSTC-D [4] 1SO 14001 [5]
B.2.1.1 Plan Analysis Intensive analysis of initial situation Criteria of the certification ensure X x

the identification of existing issues
in collaboration with stakeholders

B.2.1.2 Policy Implementation Plan Criteria of the certification ensure x x
the definition of action steps in
collaboration with stakeholders

B213 Political commitment Criteria of the certification ensure - x
the existence of a formal statement
of commitment to meet the
requirements and continually
improve

B.2.1.4 Responsibility & authority Organisational structure Criteria of the certification ensure x x
the definition of clear
responsibilities
B221 Do Monitoring Monitoring Criteria of the certification ensure x x
the regular comparison of policy
and strategy with output

B222 Documentation Clear documentation Criteria of the certification ensure - x
the documentation of policies,
manuals and procedures to
establish that all employees have a
clear understanding of the
requirements

B.23.1 Check Internal Audit System evaluation Criteria of the certification ensure - X
the regular evaluation of system,
processes and product of the
organisation, performed by an
independent organisational auditor
B.232 0 evaluation Criteria of the certification ensure - X
the regular evaluation of
management system
B.24.1 Act Continual Improvement Preventive & corrective actions Criteria of the certification ensure - X
that action is taken based on the
results of the management and
system evaluation

[ = (Manders, 2010); 2 = (Mustapha et al., 2017); 3 = based on Abel et al., 2017; * =(Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2019);
5 = (International Organization for Standardization, 2015)]

4.4.3. Standard indicators: quality criteria

Based on Vermeulen (2018), two main elements of indicator construction need to be considered
by certification bodies when developing performance criteria and indicators for their standards:
firstly, methodological elements, and secondly, certain aspects ensuring the applicability of
mdicators. Within each of these two elements, various key principles were 1dentified and directly
adopted from Vermeulen (2018), who builds his overview on the findings of various authors
(Bohringer & Jochem, 2007; Bradley Guy & Kibert, 1998; Mayer, 2008; Pmntér et al., 2012).
Based on these findings, the five key methodological elements are scope and core concept,
essential elements, data specification, data manipulation, and the final result compilation.
Regarding the application, accountability, outreach and the long-term impact were considered the
most important principles by the various scholars. Table 5 provides an overview of the 11 quality
criteria.
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Table 5: Quality criteria for certification standard indicators

Nr. Elements of indicator Key principles for indicator Criteria Explanation Conformity with established sources
construction [1] construction [1]
(K] Methodological elements Seope & core concapt Connection to sustainability issues The indicators link to the three issue dimensions | (Bdhringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008;
dimensions of sustainable development (planet, people, Pintér et al., 2012)

prosperity).

ci12 Key elements Representativeness The indicators cover the important dimensions (Bahringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008;
of sustainable tourism. Guy & Kibert, 1998; Pintér et al., 2012)

C131 Data specification Adequate scope The indicators have an appropriate time horizon | (Bohringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008;
‘o cover shert- and long-term effects and an Guy & Kibert, 1998; Mayer, 2008; Pintér et al.,
appropriate geographical scope. 2012)

ci132 Availability & measurability The required data is available and easy to (B8hringer & Jochem, 2007; Guy & Kibert, 1998;
measure. Mayer, 2008; Pintér et al., 2012)

C133 Reliability The indicators are compiled using a systematic (Guy & Kibert, 1998)
and fair method.

C.14. Data manipulation Normalization & aggregation The normalization and aggregation of indicator | (Bdhringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008;
data oceurs in a justified way. Mayer, 2008)

Ci5 Compilation of final result Weighing The weighing is in accordance with the relative (Bahringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008;
importance of the three issue dimensions of Mayer, 2008)
sustainable development.

c21 Application aspects Accountability Transparency The indicators are publicly accessible and data (Guy & Kibert, 1998; Pintér et al., 2012)
sources and methods are publicly disclesed.

c221 Outreach Clarity The indicators use simple language and can be (Pintér etal., 2012)
interpreted by lay persons.

c222 Broad participation The indicators are developed in consultation (Bahringer & Jochem, 2007; Boulanger, 2008;
with and accepted by all relevant stakeholders. Guy & Kibert, 1998; Pintér et al., 2012)

c23 Long-term impact Responsiveness The indicators respond quickly and to changes. | (Guy & Kibert, 1998; Pintér et al., 2012)

[t = (Vermeulen, 2018)]

4.4.4. Assessment framework for sustainable Alpine tourism certification schemes

Scoring & international benchmark level
To assess the potential effectiveness of the three certification schemes, a grading scale has been

used. Each criterion was assessed and scored on a four-point scale ranging from 0 to 3 (Table 6).
The 2 indicates the international benchmark level. This benchmark was determined based on
the conformity with established standards (Tables 2-5). Once the certification exceeds the
mternational benchmark level as captured in the criteria explanation, it scores a 3. To be
considered overall potentially adequate, the scheme must score an average of two or higher.

Table 6: Grading scale for the assessment framework

Description
0 Criterion not fulfilled

1 Criterion partially fulfilled
2 Criterion fully fulfilled (International benchmark)
3

Criterion exceeded (possible best practice example)

To illustrate the grading process and the role of the international benchmark level therein, in the
following, one example for each assessment level will be given (Tables 7-10).

Table 7: Certification body management example

Nr. Good Govemance Criterion Explanation C with established dard:
GSTC ISEAL I1SO 17021
Al1 Legitimacy & Voice Neutrality & impartiality The certification body disposes over a guideline on its neutrality and impartiality. x x x

The certification body is legally and economically independent of potential

certification users.

Certification body A disposes over an internal policy on its impartiality and neutrality. In addition,
it 1s legally and economically independent of potential certification users. By doing so, the
certification body meets the mternational benchmark level for this criterion.
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Table 8: Certification standard impact example

Nr. Sustainabilfty Issue Relevant Endpoint | Criteria Explanation @ y with established standard:
Dimension
GSTC-D 1SO 26000
B.1.1.1 Planet Natural resources Energy management | Criteria of the certification ensure the measurement of energy x x
consumption and implementation of measures for energy
conservation and -efficiency

Certification standard B ensures that the destinaion monitors the energy consumption and
ensures that measures are mimplemented to promote energy conservation and -efficiency. In
addition, the standard requires the reduction of fossil fuel reliance and increased usage of
renewable energy. According to this, the certification scheme meets the international benchmark
level by ensuring the measurement and implementation of energy consumption and energy
conservation measures. However, overall, it exceeds the international benchmark level, since it
also includes criteria concerning fossil fuel reliance and renewable energy. Hence, the scheme
scores three 1n this criterion.

Table 9: Certification standard process example

Nr. Plan-Do-Check-Act Cycle | Management System Criteria Explanation C with established standard:
Stage Element
GSTC-D 1SO 14001
B.2.1.1 Plan Analysis Intensive analysis of initial Criteria of the certification ensure x x
situation the identification of existing issues
in collaboration with stakeholders

Standard A requires a destination to unite relevant stakeholders around the issue of sustainable
tourism. Rather than starting with an intensive analysis of the mitial situation, the destination 1s
stimulated to follow a predetermined strategy immediately. Like this, existing 1ssues specific to
the local context of that particular destination are not identified. Since the international
benchmark level requires such an intensive analysis, and the scheme only partially fulfils the
criterion, 1t scores one.

Table 10: Certification standard indicator quality example

Nr. Elements of ind Key principles for indi Criteria Explanation Conformity with established sources
construction
Cis Methodological elements Compilation of final result Weighing The weighing is in accordance with (Bshringer & Jochem, 2007;

the relative importance of the three Boulanger, 2008; Mayer, 2008)

issue dimensions of sustainable

development.

Standard B includes indicators for each 1ssue dimension of sustainable development. However,
i the compilation of the final score of a destination, certification body B gives double the weight
to the planet dimension and only a minority to the people and prosperity dimension of
sustainable development. Hence, the standard scores zero in this criterion since it does not fulfil
the criterion.

Weighing

Not all international standards are grounded in theoretical concepts, such as the three issue
dimensions of sustamability with its relevant midpoints (Vermeulen, 2018) or the good
governance characteristics (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific, 2009). Hence, while criteria were 1dentified for all relevant theoretical domains on all
three assessment levels, the number of criteria per category differed widely. On the certification
body level, Legitimacy and Voice and Transparency were covered to a more significant extent
than Fairness, Direction and Performance. In the impact category the certification standard level,

the planet dimension was overrepresented compared to the people and prosperity dimension. In
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the process category, the plan and do the stage of the PDCA cycle were found more broadly
covered by international standards than the check and act stages. Lastly, no international standard
for the quality of standard indicators was found, despite various scientific studies on that matter
(Bohringer & Jochem, 2007; Bradley Guy & Kibert, 1998; Mayer, 2008; Pintér et al., 2012). Even
within these scientific studies, more considerable emphasis was placed on the methodological
elements of indicator construction than the applicability.

Therefore, to ensure that equal importance 1s placed on all three assessment levels, which
are theoretical domains of the same value, the criteria were weighted according to a systematic
percentage distribution scheme (Table 11). As a result, the three assessment levels were granted
equal importance, with 33,34% each. On the certification standard level, the impact and process
categories accounted for 16,67% each. The same structure was followed for the standard
idicators level, weighing both the methodological and the application aspects with 16,67%.
Furthermore, within all of these assessment categories, each theoretical domain (i.e., e.g.,
Legiimacy & Voice) was weighted equally. These considerations resulted in the following
percentage distribution:

Table 11: Percentage distribution of the assessment

Theoretical Domain | Percentage distribution
A — Certification Body [Management]
A.1 Legitimacy & Voice 6,67%
A.2 Direction 6,67%
A.3 Performance 6,67% 33,34%
A4 Accountability & Transparency 6,67%
A5 Faimess 6,67%

B — Certification Standard [Performance]
B.1 — Impact requirements

B.1.1 Planet 5,56%
B.1.2 People 5,56% 16,67%
B.1.3 Prosperity 5,56% 100%
B.2 — Process requirements 33,34%
B.2.1 Plan 4,17%
B.2.2 Do 4,17% 16,67%
B.2.3 Check 4,17%
B.2.4 Act 417%
C - Standard Indicators [Quality]
C.1 Methodological elements 16,67%
C.2 Application aspects 16,67% 33,34%

Lastly, to test to what extent this percentage distribution impacts the final result, a sensitivity
analysis was conducted in section 7.2., comparing the potential effectiveness of the schemes n

different scenarlos.
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5 Certification schemes for sustainable Alpine tourism
destinations

5.1. Overview of certification schemes

To answer the research sub-question two a), an overview of existing certification schemes for
tourism destinations was made. The variety of destination level certification schemes was found
to be relatively low. With his over 20 years of experience m the tourism certification sector,
Martin Balas estimated that 809 of the certifications in tourism are in the accommodation sector,
while the other 209% are distributed over tour operators, destinations, and other sectors. This
estimate 1s in line with the extensive literature and internet research, which identified only 13
destination certification schemes globally. Table 12 provides an overview of the destination
certification schemes that were found during the internet research.

Table 12: Overview of existing certification schemes for destinations

— =
Certification Scheme Applicability Planet People Prosperity Process P L Uptake (D only) | Google | Final
Level Di i Di i Di i Requi Audit Scholar | Score
Results
Blospheﬂe Certlﬁﬁhﬂn Destinations. & ® x x - £ x 34 destinations a5 5/8
. o Tourism Bus
for Tourism Destinations | °*™" """
TOU'-Cen Destinations & x x x x x x 25 destinations 118 e
Tourism Businesses
European Charter Protected Areas x x x x x X 105 destinations 490 a9
EUROPARC
Bergsteigerdér{er Destinations x To a lesser To a lesser x x 29 destinations 81 79
S extent extent
(Mountaineering Villages) "
Green Destinations Destinations. x x x x x x >400 destinations (across different 126 w9
awards and certification programs
HEETE] employing the Green Destinations
Standard)
Alpine Pearls Destinations; Focus x To a lesser x To a lesser extent - X 19 destinations a1 5/9
Mobility extent
Mountain IDEAL Destinations. x x x x x x Not specified 1 &9
Destination Standard
Green Scheme of Destinations & x x x Not specified x - 55 destinatians 25 /9
. . Tourism Businesses
Slovenian Tourism
S‘OWFODd TI'EVBI Destinations; Focus x x x x - x Not specified 32 &9

Culinary/Food
Qualitétsoffensive Nature Parks (no main | x x x - - - 103 nature perks 1 49
Natur'parke (Oual\ty focus on tourism)

Initaitive Nature Parks)
Qualits Jards fur die | D Focus x B B Not specified X Not specified ] 29

S health resorts
Pradikatisierung von

Kurorten, Erholungsorten
und Heilbrunnen (Quality
Standard for health

resorts & mineral springs)
‘Wanderbares Destinations X - - Not specified X 15 destinations 132 a9
Deutschland (“Hikeable”

Germany)
Earﬂ-‘ Che& Destinations & x x x Not specified x Not spcmﬁcd o 5/9

Tourism Businesses

(Light green: the scheme scored in that selection criterion [following the selection criteria in section 4.3.];

dark green: the scheme was pre-selected due to high score)

The global schemes found during the internet research and mentioned to be relevant by Balas
were Biosphere Responsible Tourism, Earth Check and Green Destinations. One certification
scheme that started as a national scheme 1 Germany and 1s expanding to be applied globally 1s
TourCert for Destinations. While all of the 15 schemes cover the planet dimension, many
schemes were found to rather be environmental certification schemes than sustainability schemes.
Hence, the people and prosperity dimension are covered to a lesser extent by some schemes.
Moreover, other certification schemes focus on specific destinations, such as the
EUROPARC Charta for protected areas, the German quality initiative for nature parks and the
certification for health resorts. Furthermore, some schemes focus on a particular sector within

tourism, such as Slow Food with its certification for Slow Food Regions and Citta slow, for cities.
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In these schemes, the emphasis 1s placed on gastronomy and food-related 1ssues in tourism, which
can be regarded as very interesting from a consumer perspective, while being far from
representing a sustainability scheme, according to Balas and Baumgartner. Hence, those schemes
scored relatively low 1n the pre-selection process. The German scheme Viabono was mentioned
n several label guides as including also a destination-level scheme. The website, however, did not
provide any insight into that. In addition, 7 of the 15 schemes were found to cover also process
requirements. Based on their overall score, the following four schemes were pre-selected:
TourCert, EUROPARC, Mountaineering Villages (Bergsteigerdorfer), Green Destinations.
While TourCert and Green Destinations are applicable worldwide, the Mountaineering Villages
scheme 1s explicitly targeted at Alpine Destinations. Despite its lesser focus on the people and
prosperity dimension, it was included in the first selection as a leading example for a very context-
specific certification scheme. The EUROPARC scheme scored high on all criteria, despite the
applicability scope, due to its narrow focus on protected areas only.

The interviews confirmed the pre-selection. TourCert Destinations was mentioned as a
model example by both experts for several reasons. Firstly, Balas emphasized the process-
oriented approach, which depends mainly on on-site collaboration and support based on local
representatives. The most promising scheme with a specific focus on the Alps, according to
Baumgartner, are the Mountaineering villages (Bergsteigerdorfer). In his view, this scheme 1s
mteresting for the Alpine area, in particular, due to its intense focus on safeguarding the Alpine
environment. At the same time, the scheme is far from being GSTC-recognized and does not
iclude third-party auditing. Lastly, due to its significant uptake and brand awareness of Green
Destinations, the experts confirmed it to be a relevant case for a systematic analysis.

5.2. Identified trade-offs of destination schemes

During the case selection process, two trade-offs have been identified that need to be considered
when assessing the potential effectiveness of certification schemes at the destination level. Firstly,
there 1s a trade-off between the applicability scope of certification schemes, global or local, and
their practicability. The crucial factor 1s that a certain level of context-specificity 1s required for
certification schemes to be applicable and feasible locally. While global schemes often comply
with international standards, such as GSTC, EMAS or ISO 26000, they often do not offer the
same flexibility to adapt to local conditions. Such an adaptation requires specific local
mechanisms, such as local support and collaboration, and an intense analysis of the local
conditions to tailor the requirements to local needs (Grapentin & Ayikoru, 2019; Strambach &
Surmeter, 2018). However, this localisation of measures can come at the cost of the breadth of
the requirements. One example of this 1s the Mountaineering Villages standard, which stands out
through its very context-specific requirements, tailored to Alpine destinations, but scores less i
terms of the breadth of the criteria it covers (Bergsteigerdorfer, 2014).

A second trade-off that was 1dentified relates to the emphasis placed on either impact of
process requirements. While some schemes, such as TourCert, are recognised for their process-
based approach, schemes like the Mountaineering villages consider strict compliance with their
mmpact requirements essential. While the latter enables identifying the 309 best destinations,
thereby establishing a quality brand, the former allows for every destination to become certified,
more depending on its ambition and strategy. In that case, a more considerable emphasis 1s

placed on process requirements, valuing the journey rather than the goal. In the view of
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Baumgartner, both approaches have their justification. The question is what the underlying goal
of the certification scheme is. Suppose the goal is to contribute to a sustainable transformation of
the tourism industry. In that case, a process-based scheme enables and stimulates more
destinations to take the step and improve their performance. Regardless, according to the expert,
a minimum set of mmpact criteria 1s required to safeguard the baseline sustamability of the
destination. Nevertheless, he argues that certification schemes focussing on process requirements
can leverage the mimprovement potential of a destination, thereby appealing and accessible for
destinations just starting their sustainability journey.

5.3. Selected certification schemes

Based on these results, three certification schemes were selected as cases for the assessment. In
this selection, the two priorly 1dentified trade-offs were considered. The decision to include
schemes at different spots within this continuum was taken deliberately. Like this, this research
will provide clarification within the plethora of labels and approaches to gain insights into which
aspects might have a more significant impact on the potential effectiveness of such schemes. In
the following, the three cases are briefly presented.

Case 1: Green Destinations
Green Destinations 1s a non-profit organisation based in the Netherlands. It is one of the most

widespread and most discussed destination certification schemes currently active. It 1s a global
scheme, currently including destinations in 60 countries. Since 2018, Green Destinations is
GSTC recognised. The organisation operates in a decentralised way, employing a network of
partners and representatives ranging from independent consultants to NGOs and government
bodies (Green Destinations, 2021).

Case 2: TourCert Sustainable Destinations
The German non-profit organization TourCert was founded in 2009 to promote environmental,

social and economic sustaiability in tourism. Its main field of action 1s to advise and accompany
destinations, tour operators, and accommodation providers to develop and implement a
sustaiable tourism strategy. Having started certifying only tourism businesses, TourCert birthed
its destinations certification in 2014 as one of the first schemes to iclude all tourism service
providers on the destination level (TourCert, 2018). The TourCert Sustainable Destinations
certification system focuses on the entire customer journey and can be applied internationally.
Certified destinations commit themselves to continuous 1improvement of their sustamability
performance, supported by learning structures and tools provided online. The most significant
uptake of the scheme 1s in Germany, Switzerland and Austria, with most certified destinations

being located in Germany (TourCert, n.d.).
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Case 3: Mountaineering Villages
The Austrian mitiative Mountaineering Villages, or Bergsteigerdorfer, 1s an mitiative founded and

led by the Alpine Associations to establish a network of leading sustainable Alpine destinations.
The mmitiative aims to showcase places that comply with the aims of the Alpine Convention in an
extraordinary way. Primary emphasis 1s placed on mountain sports activities and the preservation
of local cultural and natural values. Based on the underlying philosophy of tourism as an “all-
embracing experience of nature” (translated from Bergsteigerdorfer, 2014) destinations are
required to show restraint regarding increasing technological expansion in the Alps. This
philosophy 1s mirrored in its mobility criteria, stimulating visitors to arrive without their private
motor vehicle. This case represents the most context-specific scheme for tourism destinations n

the Alpine area.
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6 Application of the assessment framework

To answer research sub-question two b) and c¢), the following chapter presents the results of the
analysis of the three selected certification schemes. For this purpose, the history and functioning
of each certification was briefly introduced, followed by a systematic assessment based on the
assessment framework presented in Section 4.4.

6.1. Green Destinations
6.1.1. Introduction to the standard

Green Destinations 1s a foundation and non-profit organisation based in the Netherlands. The
Green Destination Standard 1s a consortium of three organisations with equal shares: Green
Destinations, the Coastal & Marine Union (EUCC) and the European Centre for Eco and Agro
Tourism (ECEAT). Within this consortium, Green Destinations 1s responsible for all operational
tasks executed by its six people and regional coordinators in Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Africa. In
2018, the certification body was accredited by the GSTC. The Green Destinations Standard was
first developed in 2015, originating from the Quality Coast programme and was GSTC
recognised 1 2016. With 1ssuing a new version of the standard m 2021, it was recently re-
recognised. It is important to note that the Green Destinations Standard does not equal the GSTC
recognised Green Destination Certification. Instead, multiple programs use the Green
Destinations Standard, such as Quality Coast, Slovenia Green and the Green Destinations
Awards & Certification Programme. These programmes assess and award the destinations
political regulations and their management organisation. More information regarding the sorts of
schemes using the standard are listed in Table 13. Tourism businesses in the destinations are not
mcluded in the scope of this standard but covered by the sister standard Good Travel Seal. The
Green Destinations Standard 1s communicated and spread through a global network of
representatives in 52 countries. Some of these representatives have undergone a four-day training
with Green Destinations to become auditors or advisors. Lastly, as a foundation, Green
Destinations claims to follow the cost covering principle. The award costs start at a 1575€ annual
fee, while the certification costs amount to a minimum of 5250€ excluding audit costs. Additional
support packages are available between 1400€ for online only and 4000+€ for on-site support by
Green Destinations or one of its regional representatives.

In addition to its awards and certification, Green Destinations offers destinations to create
their own label based on the Green Destinations standard, referred to as ‘white label solution’.
This solution enables destinations to communicate with their customers in their unique voice.
Such a white label 1s based on all criteria of the Green Destination certification, with the only
difference that the destination uses its own logo and communication. Green Destinations
recognises all white labels as being Green Destinations certified and lists the destinations on their

website.
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6.1.2. Functioning and uptake of the certification

Functioning of the certification
The revised Green Destinations Standard 1s defined by a list of 84 criteria in 6 main themes:

Destination Management, Nature & Scenery, Environment & Climate, Culture & Tradition,
Social Well-Being and Business & Hospitality. The criteria follow the GSTC requirements for
destinations. Moreover, the standard includes non-mandatory ‘optional’ criteria as well as ‘not
applicable’ criteria. While the former was not considered relevant enough to be included in the
core criteria, the latter was but can be excluded in certain circumstances. Lastly, additional criteria
can be added which go beyond the GSTC requirements. In the recent revision of the standard,
some criteria were removed, while others were added or formulated more stringently. The most
significant additions refer to the mclusion of civil society stakeholders in the process, increasing
reliance on renewable energy and promoting sustainable mobility. Removed criteria were
focussed on community empowerment, seasonality, legal compliance and the obligation to take
corrective measures in non-compliance. Of the 84 criteria of the revised standard, nine are
optional, and for eight criteria, the destination may choose ‘not applicable'.
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Certification procedure

Figure 10 provides an overview of the organisational structure and the certification procedure of
Green Destinations. The certification procedure is mitiated by a certification agreement between
Green Destinations and the destination's governmental authority or DMO. Followingly, the
destination receives access to the online Green Destinations Assessment & Reporting System,
which provides the basis for the self-reporting of the destinations. The system includes a clear
overview of the criteria as well as guidance on their implementation. Each destination receives its
account, which the appointed destination coordmator who 1s responsible for managing the
certification process in that particular destination manages. In addition, destinations are enabled
to add employees to distribute responsibilities. The tool offers a library of best practices for each
criterion, drawn from the worldwide network of awarded and certified destinations.

Moreover, the system constitutes the primary communication channel between the
destination, the advisor and the auditor. Regional representatives from the Green Destinations
network assume the advisor and auditor role. To safeguard their independence, the advisor 1s
not allowed to take over the auditor role for the same destination. After completing the self-
reporting, a technical check 1s conducted by Green Destinations to ensure that all criteria were
considered. If the destination scores high, it 1s approved for the verification and audit. In that
step, the self-assessment 1s first checked for completeness through a desk audit. Then, via the
remarks function in the online reporting system, the auditor informs the destination on fulfilled
requirements and non-conformity for each criterion. Based on this prior verification, destinations
have the opportunity to submit further information and prepare for the on-site audit. Followingly,
the on-site audit includes confidential stakeholder mterviews and on-site visits to critical areas
within the destination and a final meeting with all relevant stakeholders. At the end of the audit,
the auditor issues an audit report summarising the results. For each criterion, the destination
receives a score on a scale from 0 to 2, with 0 for non-comphance, 1 for partial comphance and
2 for full comphance. The audit report also includes the auditor's advice regarding the extent to
which the destination reached certification status. Based on that, the Green Destinations Awards
& Certification Committee and the Operating Organisation (Green Destinations) each appoint a
Committee Rapporteur. They review the audit report and advice based on which they make the
final decision. If all criteria are met, unconditional certification 1s granted. In the case of non-
conformities, the certification can be postponed to a later point in time. Alternatively, conditional
certification 1s granted with the obligation to correct smaller non-conformities (<10% of the
criteria) within a given period.

Lastly, in case of severe non-conformities, the certification 1s not granted. The destination
can then request to receive a pre-certification award based on its scores from the audit. For the
final score, all individual criteria scores are converted 1nto a score between 1 and 10. For each of
the six main themes, the destination then receives a score between 1 and 10. The themes weigh
equally, which finally results in an overall score between 1 and 10. In the prior version of the
standard, only 70% of the total score were based on the criteria, while 30% were based on
mdicators. With its revised standard, Green Destinations decided to move away from indicators,
now focussing its entire assessment on the criteria. The Green Destinations certification 1s valid

for three years and has an assessment cycle of two years.
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Compliance level requirements and uptake
In order to receive the Green Destinations certification, 100% compliance with the Green

Destinations Standard is required. The award system, however, enables destination to already
receive a recognition when less than 100% of the criteria are met. With 609% percent compliance,
the destination receives the Bronze Award, with 709% the Silver Award, with 809 Gold and with
90% Platinum. In this way, many destinations register for the awards in the first place, rather than
for certification. According to the Co-founder of Green Destinations, this is due to the lower
entry barrier based on less stringent requirements and audits and much lower costs than the
GSTC-Recognised certification. These dynamics are reflected in the relative share of
certifications and awards using the Green Destinations Standard (Table 13). In the overall 16
countries, only one of the 94 destinations 1s Green Destinations certified. This implies that only
one destination 1s 100% compliant with the Green Destinations Standard and certified according
to GSTC-Accredited principles, such as third-party auditing. Among the other destinations, 12
have received one of the Green Destinations awards, with the majority being awarded silver or
gold, thereby complying with 809% of the standard. Additionally, 26 destinations are Quality Coast
awarded, amongst which most destinations reached 80% compliance or higher. Moreover, 54
destinations are part of the Green Scheme of Slovenian Tourism, one of the Green Destination
white labels with the highest uptake. The Green Scheme Standard 1s based on the complete
Green Destinations Standard and some ETIS indicators. Of these 54 destinations, none reaches
the highest compliance level. Instead, the awarded destinations are almost evenly spread between
the Bronze, Silver and Gold levels. Lastly, one destination received the Ecotourism Australia
Certified Nature Tourism Certification, which 1s based on the Green Destinations standard and
expanded by some criteria of Ecotourism Australia.

In addition to the schemes based on the Green Destination standard, two destinations are
conditionally certified with the GSTC certified Mountain IDEAL Standard in the United States.
This standard 1s not based on the Green Destinations Standard but affiliated with Green
Destinations because the Dutch organisation acts as the certification body for the Mountain
IDEAL.
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Table 13: Relative share of sorts of certifications/awards using the Green Destinations Standard (n=94)

Type (Award/Certification) | Level (if applicable) Required Compl No. of ded/certified | Geographical scope of Relative share of sorts of
with the Green destinations (%) uptake certifications/awards within
Destinations Standard the Green Destinations
System [1]
Certifications/Awards using the GSTC-R ised Green Destinations Standard
Green Destinations - 100% 1| The Netherlands 1,06 %
Certified (GSTC -
Accredited)
Green Destinati Award | Plati 90% 2 | Portugal, The Netherlands 2,13%
Gold 80% 5 | Finland, Spain, Sweden, 5,32%
Taiwan, The Netherlands
Silver T0% 4 | Brazil, Croatia 426 %
Bronze a0% 2 | Japan, The Netherlands 213%
Quality Coast Award Platinum 90% 7 | Portugal, The Netherlands 7.45%
Gold 80% 14 | Cyprus, Germany, Malta, 14,89 %

Portugal, Spain, The
Netherands

Silver T0% 4 | Dutch Caribbean, Portugal, 4.26%
The Netherlands
Green Scheme of Platinum 90% 0 0%
Slovenian Tourism [2] Gold 80% 18 | Slovenia 19,15 %
Silver 0% 16 | Slovenia 17,02 %
Bronze 40% 20 | Slovenia 271,28%
E A | Ach d E: 100% [{] 0%
Centified [3] (GSTC-Accredited)
Ecotourism 90% 0 0%
Nature Toursm 80% 1 | Australia 1,06 %
Total (*) %4 100%
Affiliated Certifications using their own standard
Mountain IDEAL - 100% 2 [cond) | USA
Certification (GSTC-
Recognized)
[1] = /e

6.1.3. Systematic assessment

The following three sections present the results of the assessment of the Green Destinations
Certification based on the systematic assessment framework presented in section 4.4. The overall
scores for each criterion are depicted in Appendix 2.

Certification body: management assessment
Figure 11 illustrates the summarized score per good governance category.

Green Destinations - Management Assessment

Legitimacy & Voice
3

Faimess Direction

Accountability &

Performance
Transparency

Figure 10: Certification body management assessment Green Destinations

(blue = Green Destinations scores, red = international benchmark level)
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In Legiimacy & Voice, Green Destinations exceeds the mternational benchmark level (2,33).
While all six criteria meet the benchmark level, two of them were found to exceed it. Like this,
Green Destinations received a score of 3,0 for its assessment methodology and audit report. This
score was based on the comprehensive character of the Green Destinations Assessment &
Reporting System which provides a clear overview of all criteria and includes guidance for their
immplementation. The additional opportunity to consult international best practices, formulate
action plans and assign responsibilities to provide the destination with insights into correcting
measures in case of non-conformity led to extra points. Likewise, the system allows auditors and
advisors to leave remarks based on which the destination can assign responsibilities for each
required correction.

In Direction, Green Destinations does not live up to the mternational benchmark level
(1,67). This score 1s due to an insufficient materiality analysis. Green Destinations bases its criteria
catalogue and weighing entirely on the requirements of the GSTC and does not conduct a
materiality analysis in the respective tourism sectors. However, the organisation 1s in regular
exchange with the destinations and their stakeholders to increase the relevance and context-
specificity of its certification. Hence, it received a score of 1,0 on criterion A.2.2.

In Performance, Green Destinations meets the international benchmark level for all three
criteria (2,0). Destinations are supported during the process through the online reporting tool
and a support package that can be booked according to a destination's needs. Additional
consultancy 1s accessible via Green Destinations Representatives in the respective region.
Regarding the impact of its certification, Green Destinations 1s conducting a qualitative study with
destination stakeholders. Through on-site stakeholder consultations, the organisation aims at
providing a fair overview of the certification impact in the destinations at hand.

Regarding Accountability & Transparency, Green Destinations does not live up to the
mternational benchmark level (1,67). This performance 1s mainly due to a lack of transparency.
The lack of indicator transparency and unclear information on the compliance level requirement
for the multi-tiered certification, were found to be most pivotal. Green Destinations published its
revised standard, including all 84 criteria on its website. This criteria catalogue, however, does
not provide insight into the indicators used for assessing compliance. Furthermore, the interview
made clear that Green Destinations bases its assessment largely on the presence of a policy
document for each requirement, which does not become apparent from the criteria catalogue
alone. Moreover, the organisation does not transparently share the comphance level requirement
for the different levels of the awards and certification. In the interview, Green Destinations was
very willing to share these compliance levels. Nevertheless, managing four award levels and one
certification level, more public transparency would be required. In that light, also the transparency
of the register of certified entities 1s worthy of improvement. Since only Green Destinations
Certified destinations reached a full comphance level with all GSTC recognised criteria, while the
Bronze level can already be reached by complying with merely 60% of the criteria, public
communication is not fully transparent. Lastly, since the revised Green Destinations Standard
does not include indicators, the measurability and benchmarking possibilities for certification
users are hampered.

Lastly, in Fairness, significant shortfalls were 1dentified (0,5). The organisation does not
feature any guideline to ensure gender and racial equity in its board. While the majonity of the
organisation's employees are women, the board 1s mainly composed of men. However, a
representative of Green Destinations shared his dissatisfaction about this misrepresentation and
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showed interest in implementing such an internal policy. Regarding legal regulations, the criteria
of the certification require legal comphance with international and national regulations. Its
criteria, however, are not more ambitious than that. Hence, in some cases and countries,
compliance with the certification criteria is guaranteed merely by complying with legal regulations.

Overall, Green Destinations does not reach the mternational benchmark level regarding
the management of its certification (1,63).

Certification standard: performance assessment
Opverall, the Green Destinations Standard does not live up to the international benchmark level

mn neither of the three issue dimensions of sustainability. In contrast, it scores well regarding the
process requirements. Figure 12 illustrates these results, and the following sections investigate
them more closely.

Green Destinations - Performance Assessment

Planet
3
Act 2 People
0
Check Prosperity
Do Plan

Figure 11: Certification standard performance assessment Green Destinations

(blue = Green Destinations scores, red = international benchmark level)
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Impact requirements

While the Green Destinations Standard scores below the benchmark level i all three issue
dimensions, it scores comparatively well in the planet dimension (1,75). The majority of criteria
meet the mternational benchmark level, with a few exceptions m both relevant endpoints.
Regarding natural resources, the certification criteria ensure the measurement of energy and water
consumption and waste management. However, water consumption reduction is only covered as
an optional criterion, implying that non-conformity does not affect the destinations final score. In
contrast, Green Destination’s energy criteria are more comprehensive, including mcreasing
renewable energy and reducing fossil fuel rehiance. Criteria targeted at tourism enterprises within
the destination were found to be phrased less stringent, using formulations such as ‘encouraged
to’. Hence, the criteria do not guarantee an actual mmimum performance of the businesses. This
shortcoming 1s further hampered by the lack of clear performance critera tying the certification
to a specific minimum threshold for each criterion. Green Destination consciously does not
employ such performance thresholds; therefore, the certification does not give a complete insight
mto the quantitative performance of a destination.

Regarding the natural environment, the standard includes sufficient criteria on air and noise
pollution. However, visual pollution 1s only addressing light pollution, while scenery 1s included
as an optional criterion. Furthermore, the standard does not ensure measures for biodiversity but
covers wildlife, animal welfare and nature conservation. A destination may opt for ‘not applicable’
for the wildhfe criteria, which prevents the destination from scoring negatively if it does not have
any wildlife interactions, such as an urban destination.

In the people dimension, the scheme has significant gaps regarding the worker well-being.
While it includes criteria ensuring equal employment and training opportunities for all, it does
not directly address the working conditions in local tourism businesses. These issues are reflected
in the overall score in this dimension (1,47). Nevertheless, community livelihood 1s covered
sufficiently by the standard.

In the prosperity dimension, the certification scores relatively low (1,16). While it fosters
social stability by ensuring the priority of local producers and suppliers, it does not cover the
seasonal dependency of tourism offers which 1s of particular importance for Alpine destinations.
Albeit formerly being included i the first version of the standard, seasonality was removed 1n its
revised version. This decision was made due to Green Destination’s self-conception, not wanting
to prescribe destinations any strategies regarding the seasonal distribution of visitors. Instead, the
new standard includes a criterion regarding the management of visitor pressure in account of the
needs of the local economy, community and environment. Lastly, there are shght gaps concerning
the extent to which fairness i the economic system is ensured. While fair and transparent
communication strategies are required of certified destinations, fair contracts with suppliers and
fair competition are only included as an optional criterion.

Opverall, the Green Destinations certification scores 1,47 on the impact requirements and

hence does not live up to the international benchmark level.

Process requirements
In the process requirements, the standard scores better than in the impact requirements, with an

overall score of 1,81. As Figure 12 illustrates, particularly the first three stages of the PDCA cycle
are well represented m the Green Destinations Standard. In the Plan-stage, it exceeds the
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mternational benchmark level (2,25) on Policy and Responsibility & Authority while scoring
shightly below in terms of the intensive analysis of the initial situation. While the scheme requires
destinations to identify their sustainability status quo as a first step of the certification process, it
1s left to each destination to what extent this occurs in collaboration with stakeholders. The
immplementation plan, however, 1s defined collectively, and political commitment 1s formally
ensured. Furthermore, Green Destinations requires the destination to appoint a responsible
person that 1s sufficiently trained or experienced in sustainability 1ssues.

In the Do-stage, the scheme meets both requirements regarding regular monitoring of
strategy and output and precise documentation. For this documentation, the Green Destinations
Assessment & Reporting System provides a clear overview and enables a destination to assign
responsibilities to the various tasks. Hence, the standard meets the international benchmark level
(2,0).

In the Check-stage, the standard also lives up to the international benchmark (2,0).
Furthermore, it includes criteria for regular review and evaluation of the objectives and targets of
the policy and action plan and their implementation. Furthermore, the sustainability monitoring
system 1s regularly reviewed. Besides, the sustainability management system and action plan
implementation, a destination must undergo an mdependent audit by a Green Destinations
auditor every two years.

Lastly, the scheme scores below target in the Act-stage (1,0). Once a destination has
received the full GSTC certification, Green Destinations does no longer demand continual
improvement. Similarly, a destination receiving the Bronze award 1s not obligated but merely
mvited to improve its performance to receive the Silver and Gold award and eventually becoming
certified with the GSTC recognized certification. Hence, continual improvement 1s stimulated
but not ensured. Nevertheless, in partial compliance with one of the criteria, a destination may
receive the opportunity and obligation to take corrective actions, to prevent a termination of the
certification or award.

On average, Green Destination scores 1,81 on the process requirements and does not
entirely live up to the imternational benchmark standard.

Standard indicators: quality assessment

Green Destinations 1s moving away from indicators with the second version of its standard. For
that reason, the focus of the quality assessment was adjusted to these circumstances and was based
on the criteria of the standard. The majority of indicators relate to the presence of a policy
document but do not specify requirements for such a document. In addition, the auditors are
required to verify the implementation during the on-site audit. For that purpose, the certification
procedure prescribes the auditor to execute confidential stakeholder mterviews and collect
anecdotal evidence of implementation. Due to limited auditing time, which takes five days for the
Green Destination certification, this procedure allows a probing and identifying the most pressing
1ssues rather than a complete detailed assessment. Furthermore, Green Destinations’ decision to
move away from quantitative indicators as benchmarks 1s negatively reflected in its score in the
performance assessment and was not considered on this assessment level to prevent a double
evaluation.
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Green Destinations - Quality Assessment

Methodological elements Application aspects

Figure 12: Standard indicator quality assessment Green Destinations

(blue = Green Destinations scores, red = international benchmark level)

Figure 13 illustrates Green Destinations’ scores m the quality assessment. In terms of the
methodological elements, the Green Destinations criteria meet the scientific benchmark
requirements for indicator construction (2,0). The criteria link to all three dimensions of
sustainability and cover the critical dimensions of sustainable tourism. However, in the criteria
catalogue, little emphasis 1s placed on implementing the policies in each issue dimension. The
mterview sheds light on the standard application, which ensures that destinations implement their
strategies and policies. A destination scores lower if the implementation cannot be proven and
needs to live up to its promises until the next audit two years later. In the interview, Green
Destinations clearly stated that to be certified, the destinations need to provide evidence of their
compliance and implementation of the criteria.

Regarding the final result, all six themes of the standard weigh equally. However, since
two of these themes deal with environmental and climate issues, the planet dimension 1s
represented with a more significant number of criteria than the other two dimensions.
Additionally, Green Destinations follows a justified and systematic method for the normalisation
and aggregation of its criteria. Moreover, the criteria have an adequate scope, and the required
data 1s easy to measure.

In terms of its application, the standard does not entirely live up to the scientific
benchmark requirements (1,75). While the standard scores well in terms of transparency, clarity
and participation, shortfalls were found regarding the responsiveness of the criteria. Furthermore,
due to their qualitative character, the criteria are not as responsive as quantitative indicators.
Lastly, criteria are developed and revised in consultation with key stakeholders and feedback
from certified destinations, expert organisations and auditors. Overall, the Green Destination

standard performs well in the quality assessment (1,88).

Overall score
Overall, the Green Destinations certification scores 1,72. Table 14 provides a summarised

overview of the scores and weighing percentages for each assessment level and criterion. With its
overall score, the standard does not live up to the mternational benchmark level.
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Table 14: Green Destinations assessment overview and final score

Theoretical Domain | Score | Category | Assessment Level | Level Total
[0-3] | Weight [ Score [0-3] Weight | Score [0-3]
A - Certification Body [Management]
A.1 Legitimacy & 2,33 6,67%
Voice
A.2 Direction 1,67 6,67%
A.3 Performance 2 6,67% 1,63 33,34%
A.4 Accountability & 1,67 6,67%
Transparency
A.5 Faimess 0,5 6,67%
B - Certification Standard [Performance]

B.1 — Impact requirements
B.1.1 Planet 1,75 5,56%
B.1.2 People T5| 556%| 147 172
B.1.3 Prosperity 1,16 5,56%

B.2 - Process requirements 1,64 33,34%
B.2.1 Plan 2,25 4,17%
B.2.2 Do 2 417% | 1,81
B.2.3 Check 2 4,17%
B.2.4 Act 1 4,17%

C — Standard Indicators [Quality]

C.1 Methodological 2| 16,67%
elements 1,88 33,34%
C.2 Application 1,75 16,67%
aspects

6.1.4. Final observations

With its broad portfolio including various certifications and awards, the organisation aims to
enable an easy entry for destinations. Destinations starting up their sustamability journey can
receive the Bronze award with comparatively little effort due to its lower stringency compared to
the certification. While this has shown to increase the uptake of the standard (see Table 13), the
low stringency decreases its impact. The interview with Green Destinations made clear that the
step from the Gold or Platinum level award to the GSTC Recognised certification 1s a big one for
many destinations. This hurdle exists due to the difference in costs between the award and the
certification level. The organisation acknowledges that additional incentives might be needed to
stimulate the continuous improvement of destinations sustainability performance.

Furthermore, Green Destinations recently formed a platform of representatives for the
DACH region. The network of independent consultants and Green Destinations representatives
aims to make the Green Destinations criteria more accessible for Alpine countries. An interview
with one independent representative emphasised challenges related to the language barrier due
to the English criteria and the lack of context-specific criteria. The organisation currently develops
Alpine-specific criteria as a benchmark for mountain destinations in collaboration with Alpine
Stakeholders and tourism consultants. Lastly, Green Destinations currently tests and advances its
Good Travel Seal in collaboration with the Austrian Ecolabel and the Alpine Convention,
enabling tourism businesses to receive certification. The organisation is aiming to promote a close
collaboration between its two certifications. Due to the collaboration with Alpine stakeholders,

context-specificity 1s intended to be improved.
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6.2. TourCert

6.2.1. Introduction to the standard
TourCert is a non-profit private limited company (gGmbH) founded in 2009. Besides its three

offices in Germany, where it operates with a small team of 10 people, the TourCert System 1s
currently being expanded to other countries and contexts. The particular focus of this expansion
lies on Latin America, where TourCert has two offices in Ecuador and Peru. With its network of
Preferred Partners in 6 countries, the organisation is building a growing community of
representatives. TourCert Preferred Partners are other organisations in tourism consulting and
auditing that represent the TourCert system and take over advisory and auditing roles in various
cities and countries. While the TourCert Standard for Businesses is GSTC-Recognized,
TourCert presently aspires to also have its destination standard recognized. From the beginning,
the organisation based its standard on international benchmark standards such as ISO, EMAS
and the GSTC. The TourCert consultancy and certification system considers the entire tourism
service chain and 1s designed to be internationally applicable. The main emphasis of the system
lies on the process and continuous improvement of a destination.

The majonty of the certification costs are due for the process support during the
mtroduction of the standard. Intense consultation, workshops and on-site visits cost 19.350€ and

the audit and certification an additional 4.500€. On top of that, destinations are obliged to pay a
yearly fee of 4050€.

6.2.2. Functioning and uptake of the certification

Functioning of the certification
The TourCert Standard is built around eight main themes: Management Strategy & Planning,

Management Sustainable Offer Development, Economic Securnty, Local Prosperity,
Environmental Protection and Landscape Conservation, Resource Management, Culture &
Identity and Common Good & Quality of Life. The criteria catalogue subsumes 53 basic criteria
m total, including 17 criteria regarding the management of a destination, six prosperity related
criteria, 19 environmental ones and 11 social ones. Only 13 of the total 53 basic criteria are
obligatory. For each criterion, where applicable, TourCert refers to the equivalent GSTC
criterion. Further, the catalogue indicates which actor in the destination 1is responsible for the
criteria. Responsibility 1s shared amongst the DMO, the sustamability council appointed by the
DMO and those tourism partner businesses that committed to sustamable development.
Businesses can become partner businesses if their services are mainly targeted at tourists and
contribute to the leading share of their total revenue. Moreover, they need to be committed to
the sustamability process of the destination. Therefore, they have completed TourCert Qualified,
mvolving making an mventory of the business's sustainability status quo or being certified with a
recognised environmental or sustamability certification such as EMAS, ISO 14001, the EU
Ecolabel or other known ecolabels for tourism businesses (for the complete list of recognised
certifications, see Appendix 3a). Alternatively, the tourism businesses can become directly
certified by TourCert. Moreover, partner businesses must appoint a sustainability representative
and sign a sustainability agreement with the DMO. In addition, they are obliged to yearly hand
m surveys of their electricity and heat energy usage and yearly updated list of improvement
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measures. Since TourCert certifies the DMO, that organisation also has the primary
responsibility for all criteria.

Besides the standard criteria, the TourCert standard includes 11 additional core
mdicators to compare the destination's performance with industry benchmarks. Table 15

provides an overview of the core indicators.

Table 15: Core indicators TourCert Destinations Standard (TourCert, 2016)

No. | Core indicator

Share of recognised partner businesses

Share of certified service providers in tourism

Bed occupancy in accommodation

Average CO? emissions from energy usage of accommodation
(partner businesses)

Share of renewable energy from total energy usage (partner
businesses)

Index destination rating on DMO-level

c
LA RN L )

BlWIN| =

wn
-

Index destination rating destination level

Index product rating

Share of service providers with recognition “Travel for everyone”
(Reisen fir alle)

10 | Share of service providers in tourism with quality recognition

1 Share of regionally produced, organic and fair products in the DMO

0|~
SRS

ESES

The first core indicator gives the share of recognised partner businesses. For the second core
idicator, all service providers certified with one of the recognised environmental or sustainability
schemes are counted. The indices of core indicators six to eight are based on survey data
generated by the DMO. For each survey, each answer receives points which are weighed and
complied into an index. Core indicator six 1s based on survey results of all DMO employees and
all employees with direct client contact. Like this, TourCert aims to capture the visitor perspective
as well. In addition, a representative selection of business partners is queried. For core indicator
seven, a representative selection of tour guides 1s surveyed. Besides, the product rating indices
are based on the rating of one marketed product or offer. For that purpose, a question catalogue
1s filled in by employees of the DMO and tourist information who are responsible for the offer
development. Core indicator ten gives the share of service providers with a recognised quality
label. TourCert does not specify a list of recognised quality labels but considers all international
and national quality labels as well as more regional ones. These core indicators are weighed in a
systematic and justified way to ensure comparability. While the standard criteria serve to guide
the process to becoming a more sustainable destination, they only have informational purposes
mn the certification decision. The core criteria, in contrast, are in the focus of this decision. Due
to the comparison with industry benchmarks, they further serve to ensure a minimum
sustainability performance level.

As an alternative to its certificaion programme, TourCert offers a qualification
programme, which enables destinations to take the first step towards becoming more sustainable.
TourCert Qualified 1s more affordable than the certification and can be achieved in a much
shorter ime frame. Starting with a self-commitment declaration, TourCert Qualified involves a
two-to-three-week training of a sustainability manager. This manager then leads the TourCert self-
check. Based on that, the destination 1s obliged to identify at least three concrete measures for
mmprovement which need to be submitted to TourCert. These measures need to be updated and
expanded every year. The Qualification process 1s finalized with an online audit, upon which the
destination receives a certificate stating their TourCert Qualified status.
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Certification procedure
Figure 14 provides an overview of the organisational structure and the certification procedure

with the TourCert Standard. The certification procedure 1s imitiated with a certification agreement
between TourCert and the destination. The procedure may only be started once sufficient
tourism stakeholders within the destination came together around a shared vision of leading the
destination towards more sustainable tourism. Once this was successful, the DMO appoints a
destination sustamability council of various representatives from the destination. While the DMO
1s responsible for the managernal aspects of the process led by its sustaability manager, the
sustamability council takes a more strategic role. It is responsible for developing a tourism strategy
for the destination, implementing all criteria, and developing an 1improvement programme.
Furthermore, 1t invites all tourism businesses to become partner businesses. Led by the DMO
sustamability manager, the destination actors then conduct an inventory of the sustainability status
of their destination. The TourCert Certification System and Online Tool guide this process. In
the next step, an introductory and strategy workshop 1s held for all tourism stakeholders, led by
an advisor from the TourCert Preferred Partners network. This advisor guides the process up to
an mternal audit that verifies the destinations compliance with the TourCert Standard. The DMO
1s responsible for generating the necessary data regarding the basic and core criteria in that
process. Once this first audit 1s completed successfully, a third-party auditor executes an on-site
audit to guarantee independence. The auditor then issues an audit report, mcluding the
destination's performance i the basic and core criteria. Based on the audit report, the honorary
TourCert Certification Committee makes the final decision over the certification.

The certification is valid for three years. Before the end of this cycle, the destination
restarts the process by doing a new inventory, collecting indicator data and carrying out surveys.
TourCert does not require a certain minimum threshold of how much a destination must
mmprove from the first certification to re-certification. However, re-certification requires the
destination to execute additional surveys, such as visitor survey, business partners and tour guides.
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Figure 13: TourCert Destinations organisational structure and certification procedure

[Field & line colour coding according to affiliated actor group: green = certification organization; blue = destination; yellow = certification organization
partners/representatives. Red fields = certification procedure steps.|

Compliance level and uptake
The TourCert Certification does not require a certain minimum compliance level. Instead, the

decision 1s made based on the destination’s relative performance compared to industry
benchmarks i the 11 core criteria.

Overall, 37 destinations and municipalities are certified or qualified based on the
TourCert Destinations Standard. Table 16 provides an overview of the relative share of all sorts
of certifications and qualifications based on that standard. The majority of destinations are
German, with 13 certified and 13 qualified destinations. The other destinations are all Latin
American, with two certified destinations in Costa Rica, one mn Ecuador and 2 qualified
destinations in the Dominican Republic. Furthermore, three Ecuadorian municipalities are
certified, and three more TourCert qualified. Thus, overall, the slight majority of the destinations
and municipalities are TourCert certified (43,249% + 8,11%).

Table 16: Relative share of sorts of certifications/awards using the TourCert Standard (n=37)

] Type (Certified/Qualified) | No. of qualified/certified | Geographical scope of Relative share of sorts of

destinations/municipalities | uptake certifications/qualifications

™ within the TourCert System [1]
TourCert Destination 16 | Germany, Costa Rica, Ecuador 43,24%
Certified
TourCert Destination 15 | Germany, Dominican Republic 40,54%
Qualified
TourCert Municipality 3 | Ecuador 8,11%
Certified
TourCert Municipality 3 | Ecuador 8,11%
Qualified

Total (**) 37 100%
[1] = */
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6.2.3. Systematic assessment

The following three sections present the results of the assessment of the TourCert Destinations
Certification based on the systematic assessment framework presented in section 4.4. The
detailed assessment results can be found i Appendix 3.

Certification body: management assessment
Figure 15 illustrates a summary of the results.

TourCert - Management Assessment

Legitimacy & Voice

Fairness Direction

Accountability &

Performance
Transparency

Figure 14: Certification body management assessment TourCert

(blue = TourCert scores, red = international benchmark level)

In Legiimacy & Voice, TourCert exceeds the mternational benchmark level (2,5). The
certification body lives up to the international benchmark m all criteria and exceeds it in three
criteria of this category. First of all, in terms of neutrality and impartiality, the certification body
performs exceptionally well. TourCert ensures its impartiality in the certification process through
its independent, voluntary expert and decision-making authority, the honorary TourCert
certification committee. This committee 1s responsible for the final certification decision and the
accreditation of the third-party auditors, thereby ensuring TourCert's impartiality in the process.
Being composed of representatives from academia, NGOs, tourism industry, economic,
environmental and social associations, the certification committee further guarantees a high
stakeholder involvement in the certification process. The committee declared tourism industry
stakeholders as extraordinary members, not entitled to participate m individual certification
decisions to maintain its neutrality. Due to its mdependent role, the certification committee
further validates the audit.

In Direction, TourCert meets the international benchmark level (2,0). Through its regular
exchange with experts and practitioners from the field, TourCert considers recent findings and
new developments on the international level in its processes and standard. While this also
scientifically grounds the criteria catalogue, TourCert does not consider a materiality analysis

m weighing the criteria. Since the main certification decision is based on the core criteria that aim
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to represent all three issue dimensions of sustainability, no indication could be found about the
scientific basis of this selection. TourCert balances this underperformance with its broad
recognition of and reference to other sustainability standards. Many international certification
schemes for tourism businesses are embedded in the TourCert system as proof of commitment
to the sustainability of the partner businesses.

In Performance, TourCert meets the international benchmark level (2,0) in all three
criteria. With its process emphasis, the certification body offers several support options. Through
TourCert Qualified, these options are also available at a low entry barrier for destinations
merely interestedin the certification. In an exchange with its certification committee, the
organisation further monitors its system's impacts, aiming for continuous improvement.

In Accountability & Transparency, TourCert likewise lives up to the imternational
benchmark level (2,0) 1n all criteria. Since 1t does not offer a multi-tiered certification, criterion
A.4.8 was not included i the final score. Overall, the certification body 1s very transparent. All
mformation regarding the legal status, organisational structure, contractual arrangement and cost
structure are shared publicly on the TourCert website. Likewise, the website and publicly
available documents offer a complete insight into the use of the certification, certification process,
regulation for recertification and termination, complaint management and register of certified
entities.

Lastly, in Fairness, the organisation does not meet the international benchmark level (1,0).
While it meets the benchmark level regarding exceeding and referring to legal requirements, it
does not include any guidelines ensuring gender and racial equity in its Board membership.
Nevertheless, the TourCert operating team and Board i1s mainly composed of women, despite
the lack of such a guideline.

Overall, TourCert almost meets the international benchmark level in terms of its certification
management (1,90).

Certification standard: performance assessment
In the performance assessment, the TourCert Standard does not live up to the international

benchmark level in neither of the three issue dimensions of sustainability. In contrast, it scores
well regarding the process requirements. Figure 16 illustrates these results, and the following
sections investigate them more closely.
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TourCert - Performance Assessment

Planet
3
Act People
Check Prosperity

Do Plan

Figure 15: Certification standard performance assessment TourCert Destinations

(blue = TourCert scores, red = international benchmark level)

Impact requirements
In the planet dimension, the TourCert Standard does not meet the international benchmark level

(1,66). Regarding natural resources, the standard covers water management to a broader extent
than energy management. While the latter 1s only included i one criterion and does not ensure
energy conservation measures, the former targets water conservation. Regarding the natural
environment category, the standard comprises general requirements regarding air and noise
pollution and biodiversity. In contrast, visual pollution and tourism land use are less targeted.

The TourCert Standard meets the international benchmark level (2,0) in all criteria across
both endpoints in the people dimension. It includes requirements ensuring good working
conditions and family-friendliness and equal employment opportunities independent of gender,
age, ethnicity, origin, religion, or sexual identity. Moreover, it comprises detailed requirements
regarding regional cultural heritage & traditions and likewise ensures the promotion of health and
safety.

In the prosperity dimension, the TourCert Standard does not live up to the international
benchmark level (1,0). While emphasizing local prosperity, the standard does not cover any
seasonality related requirements. Concerning fairness i the economic system, the standard
assures that the DMO and partner businesses are fair and transparent in their communication.
Contracts and competition, however, are not encompassed in the standard.

Opverall, the TourCert Standard scores 1,55 in the impact requirements, thereby not living
up to the mternational benchmark level.
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Process requirements

In the process requirements, the TourCert standard exceeds the international benchmark level
shghtly (2,08).

In the Plan-stage, the standard scores particularly well (2,33) due to its intense stakeholder
mvolvement requirements. For example, a destination can only receive certification once local
tourism service providers are committed to sustainability. Furthermore, the destination must
conduct an inventory, develop an implementation plan and give a political commitment to
continuous improvement. All these requirements are reflected as criteria in the standard.

In the Do-stage, the standard lives up to the imternational benchmark level (2,0) due to its
process focus. The obligatory sustamability report ensures that destinations regularly compare
their strategy with their actual performance and improvements. Due to the broad mvolvement of
destination stakeholders, clear documentation 1s required and key to the successful
immplementation of the TourCert Standard.

In the Check-stage, the standard likewise meets the benchmark level (2,0). The internal
audit constitutes an essential part of the destination certification process and 1s performed by an
mdependent auditor. Similarly, the DMO 1s required to evaluate its management system
regularly.

Lastly, in the Act-stage, the TourCert standard performs according to the international
benchmark level (2,0) due to its emphasis on continuous improvement. Improvement measures

are obligatory to be taken yearly, both at DMO and destination level.

Standard indicators: quality assessment

Since TourCert uses qualitative criteria and quantitative indicators and indices, the quality
assessment was based on all types. However, the main emphasis of the certification decision lies
on the core indicators. Hence, these were also the focus of the quality assessment. Overall, the
TourCert Standard almost meets the international scientific consensus level for indicator
construction (1,938). The results are illustrated in Figure 17.

Regarding the methodological elements, the TourCert Standard scores slightly below
(1,86). This score is due to the lack of a systematic weighing process. While the TourCert
Standard includes core indicators and criteria for all three 1ssue dimensions covering the central
aspects of sustainable tourism, the final decision 1s based on the core indicators only (Table 15).
All standard criteria merely have an informative purpose. Besides, the criteria and indicators
cover an adequate scope, and the required data is readily available and measurable. Through its
use of surveys, TourCert can collect data that 1s otherwise very difficult to measure, such as, for
example, the touristic expenditures per visitor per day. The indices specified in the core criteria
are normalized and aggregated n a justified way, and the indicators and criteria are compiled
using a systematic method.

Regarding the application aspects, the TourCert Standard meets the international scientific
consensus level in all four criteria (2,0). The indicators are publicly accessible and formulated.
Furthermore, the criterta and indicator formulation process underlie an exchange with
stakeholders. Lastly, the core indicators respond quickly to changes through being specified in

percentages.
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TourCert - Quality Assessment

Methodological elements Application aspects

Figure 16: Standard indicator quality assessment TourCert Destinations

(blue = TourCert scores, red = international benchmark level)

Overall score
Overall, the TourCert destination certification scores 1,91. Table 17 provides a summarised

overview of the scores and weighing percentages for each assessment level and category. The
standard does not entirely live up to the mternational benchmark level with its overall score,
although coming very close to it.

Table 17: TourCert assessment overview and final score

[ Theoretical Domain | Score | Category | Assessment Level | Level Total
[0-3] | Weight | Score [0-3] Weight | Score [0-3]
A — Certification Body [Management]
A.1 Legitimacy & 2,5 6,67%
Voice
A.2 Direction 2 6,67%
A.3 Performance 2 6,67% 1,90 33,34%
A.4 Accountability & 2 6,67%
Transparency
A5 Fairness 1 6,67%
B — Certification Standard [Performance]

B.1 — Impact requirements
B.1.1 Planet 1,66 5,56%
B.1.2 People Z| 556%| 155 1,88
B.1.3 Prosperity 1 5,56%

B.2 - Process requirements 1,82 | 33,34%
B.2.1 Plan 2,33 4,17%
B.2.2 Do 2 4,17% 2,08
B.2.3 Check 2 4,17%
B.2.4 Act 2 4,17%

C - Standard Indicators [Quality]

C.1 Methodological 1,86 16,67%
elements 1,93 33,34%
C.2 Application 2| 16,67%
aspects

6.2.4. Final observations
As the preceding sections have shown, the TourCert Standard and certification perform pretty

well in the assessment. However, one needs to stress ones more that the final certification decision

1s based mainly on the core criteria rather than the full critena catalogue of the standard. This
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difference 1s not directly covered by the assessment framework and hence not reflected i the
overall score of TourCert.

Besides, it became apparent that TourCert 1s actively communicating its process focus.
Therefore, the organisation moved from quantitative indicators to qualitative assessments. The
mterview with a representative of TourCert emphasised that this decision was made based on
years of experience i collaboration with different destinations. Since every destination is
different, TourCert places less emphasis on the fact that specific threshold values are passed.
Instead, the certification values commitment to continuous improvement. To ensure that
regardless of a certain standard 1s met, the core criteria are compared with benchmarks from the
mdustry. In this context, 1t also needs to be emphasised that TourCert values providing context-
specific support to its destinations. Before expanding to a new country or continent, the
organisation ensures that TourCert representatives with local knowledge or experience are on the
ground. So far, the organisation did not yet expand to the Alpine area.

6.3. Mountaineering Villages
6.3.1. Introduction to the standard

The Austrian initiative Bergsteigerdorfer, or Mountaineering Villages, emerged in 2005 and
started to operate in 2008. The Mountaineering Villages do not refer to their mitiative as a
certification scheme. In the mterview, a representative called the mitiative a “conservation
project”, conserving the heritage of the traditional mountaineering village in the Alps. In literature,
it 1s also referred to as a quality seal or brand (Weiand, 2020) distinguishing destinations with
exceptionally high ambitions in natural and cultural heritage preservation. One of the most
evident characteristics distinguishing the initiative from other certification schemes is that it is not
growth-oriented. Rather than trying to label as many villages as possible, the mitiative has very
high entry barriers and aims at safeguarding a certain exclusivity of the label. Based on the
defiitions provided in the glossary of the ISEAL Alliance, however, the label qualifies as a
standard and certification. ISEAL defines a standard as a document providing guidelines “with
which compliance 1s not mandatory” (ISEAL, 2016, p.4). A certificate 1s defined as a document
communicating “that fulfilment of specified requirements has been demonstrated” (ISEAL,
2016, p.3). Hence, n the following chapters, the words certification scheme and standard will be
used.

To understand the idea behind the standard, a rough understanding of its history is
essential. Over the past 15 years, it developed from a ‘romantic 1dea’ (Representative of the
Mountaineering Villages, personal communication, 23 April 2021) to an Alpine-wide network.
Having maintained its original mission, the cultural heritage of Alpinism 1s stll at its centre.
Multiple drivers were stimulating the foundation of the mitiative. Firstly, following the agreement
“Helfen wir den Alpen” (Let us help the Alps) from 1994 1n Lienz, the Mountaineering Villages
aim to bring together a network of best practices for ecologically oriented tourism forms in the
Alps. Furthermore, the initiative represents one implementation project of the Alpine
Convention, aiming at sustainable Alpine development and emphasising the heritage aspects
mentioned above. Mainly, implementation at the municipality level 1s put into practice by the
Mountaineering Villages. By targeting a particular type of village, the main driver of the mitiative

1s to preserve the unique Alpine places of silence, high biodiversity, hospitality and Alpinism.
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Due to increased exposure to demographic risks such as an ageing population and increasing
migration, more of these original places are tempted to follow classical mass tourism strategies.
Such strategies promise profits but come at the cost of the cultural and natural herntage they are
based on. With the ambition to strengthen the Alpine heritage’s authentic character and make it
consumable (Weiand, 2020) the Alpine Associations aim to represent an opposite pole in the
increasingly growth-oriented developments m Alpine tourism. To give their conservative
ambitions a face and turn from mere ‘preventers’ (Representative of the Mountaineering Villages,
personal communication, 23 April 2021) to concrete implementors, the Mountaineering Villages
regard themselves as a ‘peer group for species protection” (Representative of the Mountaineering
Villages, personal communication, 23 April 2021). The type the mitiative aims to protect 1s the
particular traditional Alpine village, as described above. This focus 1s reflected i the criteria
catalogue, emphasising values such as nature and landscape.

The villages are required to pay an annual fee that 1s composed of two parts. The first part
1s a base fee, which 1s topped with a fee based on the last year's overnight stays. In the mnterview,
a representative of the mitiative indicated that most destinations arrive at a fee between 700€ and
4200€.

6.3.2. Functioning and uptake of the certification

Functioning of the certification

The standard 1s structured around three different types of criteria. The first criteria that are
mvestigated are the exclusion criteria. These four criteria are rigid criteria and crucial when a
village first aims at becoming a Mountaineering Village. Once an exclusion criterion applies to a
village, the village 1s not considered for further investigation. Moreover, these criteria are
reconsidered once profound infrastructure changes were made that threaten the village's general
mtegrity. The main aspects leading to exclusion from the standard are insufficient tourism
mfrastructure, minor Alpine landscape character, landscape damage or dominance of technology,
no village character or being located next to a highspeed transport route, such as highways or
airports. These criteria are further specified, including qualitative requirements and quantitative
threshold values, like the minimum altitude of the village.

The second category of criteria 1s the core criteria. These criteria are basic requirements
that all Mountaineering Villages need to fulfil. If a village fails to fulfil them, it receives the
opportunity to improve. In contrast, if a newly certified village departs from the core criteria, this
can lead to exclusion. The core criteria concern tourism quality, Alpine competence, village scape
quality, landscape quality, mobility and cooperation quality. Each of the five core criteria includes
further requirements. For example, one requirement regarding landscape quality states that the
village 1s obliged to forego any new ski area developments or expansions. In addition, the core
criteria involve impact and process requirements. The first four mainly emphasize impact issues,
while the fifth criterion on cooperation quality focuses entirely on process issues. Lastly,  the
target criteria serve as an additional qualification for Mountaineering Villages. They involve
additional requirements regarding tourism quality, Alpine competence and landscape quality, and
cultural and regional heritage.
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Certification procedure

Figure 18 provides an overview of the certification procedure and organisational structure of the
Mountaineering Villages. The certification procedure 1s initiated by a written informal statement
of interest of the municipality to the national project team of the Mountaineering villages. That
team then conducts a pre-screening based on the exclusion criteria. If the municipality screening
1s negative, the municipality receives a reasoned rejection. If the screening is positive, an on-site
audit is executed based on the core and additional criteria. This audit is likewise lead by the
national project team. Throughout the whole process, an advisor from the international steering
committee can be consulted if required. Followingly, the audit report 1s filed and shared with the
mternational steering committee, which then issues a written statement with the final decision. If
the decision 1s negative, the municipality receives a reasoned rejection. If it 1s positive, the support
process 1s maugurated. Together with the municipality and local inhabitants, the national project
team organises a first informational session to inform local mhabitants and inquire about their
opimmions and perspectives. If the local mhabitants are not favouring receiving the label, the
process 1s not further pursued. If they show interest, the village receives the opportunity to present
themselves to the Mountaineering Villages national project team and advisor. Finally, the villages
1issue their application and the audit report to the mternational steering committee for the final
decision. Admission decisions are made at the second annual meeting of the international
steering committee. If the admission decision is positive, a municipal council resolution is
requested. With this formal statement, the process 1s officially finished. A village working group
18 established, and communication materials for the website are created. The certification 1s
finalised with a declaration and statement of commitment on the part of the village.
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Figure 17: Mountaineering Villages organisational structure and certification procedure
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Uptake

Opverall, there are 29 Mountaineering Villages, the majority of which in Austria, with 20 villages.
In addition, four villages are in Germany, three in Italy and two in Slovenia. Switzerland does not
have any Mountaineering Villages, yet. However, the interview with two representatives of the
mitiative indicated that Swiss villages were currently aiming to become part of the Mountaineering
Villages.

6.3.3. Systematic assessment

The following three sections present the results of the assessment of the Mountaineering Villages
Certification based on the systematic assessment framework presented in section 4.4. The
detailed assessment results can be found in Appendix 4.

Certification body: management assessment
Figure 19 illustrates the scores of the Mountaineering Villages in the five good governance
categories.

Mountaineering Villages - Management Assessment

Legitimacy & Voice
3

2

Fairmess Direction

Accountability &

Performance
Transparency

Figure 18: Certification body management assessment Mountaineering Villages

(blue = Mountaineering Villages scores, red = international benchmark level)

In Legitimacy & Voice, the Mountaineering Villages do not meet the international benchmark
level (1,0). The majority of criteria score below, except for stakeholder mvolvement and the
standard assessment methodology. The interview made clear that the Mountaineering Villages
are consciously not neutral and impartial towards which destinations to certify and which ones
not to. This subjectivity further becomes evident when having a closer look at the wording used
m internal procedures. Rather than naming it certification procedure for destinations, it 1s
referred to as the new admission of villages mto the partnership. This admission procedure
follows a standardised methodology which also includes correcting measures in case of non-
conformity. However, the most crucial difference to a classical certification scheme 1s that the
Mountaineering Villages do not use a third-party audit. While the mternational steering group
makes the final admission decision, the first assessments are based upon the judgement of the
national project teams, constituted of employees and local representatives of the Alpine
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Associations. However, according to the interview with two representatives, the initiative aims to
change this and introduce a mixed assessment commission to issue a recommendation on which
basis the mternational steering group would make the final decision. Such a commission would
be composed of representatives of all Alpine associations and voluntary and professional
employees of the Mountaineering Villages.

Regarding Direction, the initiative scores far below the international benchmark level
(0,33). Having used the same standard for 15 years, the mitiative recently started reviewing some
of its criteria regarding current events and Furopean politics. One prominent example of this are
challenges related to the big water reservoirs used for hydropower purposes that have been
mcreasingly spreading over the Alpine countries. Based on top-down European decisions, some
Alpme countries have hardly any valley that i1s not affected by extensive renewable energy
mfrastructure. While the Mountaineering villages understand the necessity of such infrastructure
as part of the European energy strategy in light of the Paris Agreement, such reservoirs constitute
a clear non-conformity with their exclusion criteria. Hence, the initiative contemplates updating
some of its core criteria regarding scientific and political developments. Nevertheless, the criteria
catalogue is not based on any materiality analysis, and the system does not interact with or refer
to other sustainability standards. Furthermore, the criteria demonstrate the unmistakable touch
of the Austrian Alpine Association that founded the mitiative. This touch 1s reflected 1n the high
emphasis placed on Alpine sports and Mountaineering tourism.

Regarding Performance, the Mountaieering villages score better but still below the
benchmark level (1,66). The mtiative engages in regular mmpact assessments and mvolves
stakeholders i this process. Destinations are mainly supported through on-site visits and citizen
assemblies. The mitiative follows the subsidiarity principle, leaving the destinations much
freedom 1n their development as long as compliance with the exclusion and core criteria 1s
ensured.

In Accountability & Transparency, the Mountaineering villages meet the mternational
benchmark level in the majority of criteria. However, the legal status, organisational structure and
costs of admission are not sufficiently transparent. Hence, overall, the mternational benchmark
level 1s not reached (1,45). The mitiative does not have a standardised complaint mechanism but
handles those on a trust basis. Furthermore, the criteria are only to a limited extent suitable for
benchmarking purposes. Many criteria do not state an absolute threshold value but are instead
based on a yes/no assessment. Only a few of the criternia generally include indicators. The
mterview emphasised that the assessment 1s rather qualitative than quantitative, where sometimes
even ‘gut feeling decides’ (Representative of the Mountaineering Villages, personal
communication, 23 April 2021).

Lastly, the Mountaineering village criteria do not refer to any legal requirements, thus not
performing particularly well in terms of fairness (0,5). The strict core criteria, however, partly
exceed legal regulation and can be regarded as ambitious. As a small mitiative, 1t further does not
comprise any equity-related guidelines regarding its board membership.

Opverall, the Mountaineering villages perform below the mternational benchmark level

regarding its certification management (0,99).

Certification standard: performance assessment
In the performance assessment, the Mountaieering Villages Standard does not live up to the
mternational benchmark level in neither of the three issue dimensions of sustanability. In
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contrast, it scores well regarding the process requirements. Figure 20 illustrates these results, and
the following sections investigate them more closely.

Mountaineering Villages - Performance Assessment

Planet
3
Act 2 People
Check Prosperity
Do Plan

Figure 19: Certification standard performance assessment Mountaineering Villages

(blue = Mountaineering Villages scores, red = international benchmark level)

Impact requirements

The Mountaineering Villages do not live up to the international benchmark level in neither of
the three sustamability 1ssue dimensions, leading to an average score of 0,7. Generally, the
Initiative satisfies one criterion in a very stringent way, thereby exceeding the international
benchmark level, or the criterion 1s not covered at all.

For example, i the planet dimension (1,03), natural resource issues are only included
regarding water management, while energy and waste are disregarded. Moreover, the criteria
oppose regional renewable energy developments, not from an energy perspective but an
mfrastructure perspective. Being majorly driven by the ambition to protect the traditional Alpine
environment, landscape and village scape, visual pollution and tourism land use are covered m a
very stringent way. Emphasis 1s placed on the typical, Alpine settlement picture, imited industry
and number of mhabitants. In contrast, other natural environment criteria, such as air and noise
pollution, are only indirectly targeted through requirements regarding reducing carbon-based
mobility and distance to highly frequented traffic routes. The standard does not include
biodiversity.

The criteria underrepresent the people dimension (0,75). Worker well-being 1s not
mcluded, and neither are health or safety 1ssues. However, regional heritage and traditions are
paid particular attention to by the criteria, emphasising Alpine competence, rural development
and landscape quality, and regional traditions and products.

Equal to the people dimension, prosperity issues are not sufficiently covered by the
Mountaineering Village Standard (0,33). The only criterion that 1s met on target 1s local
prosperity, which 1s ensured through granting priority to local producers in suppliers in the

partner businesses within each Mountaineering village.
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Process requirements

In the process requirements, the Mountaineering villages score far below the nternational
benchmark level (1,0).

In the Plan-stage, the mitiative does not live up to the ternational benchmark level (1,0),
although two criteria in this category do. The standard ensures the engagement of the
stakeholders mvolving village mhabitants and local tourism businesses from the beginning. To
mitiate the process, various actors, including the municipality, tourism actors, the Alpine
Association, nature protection mitiatives and local inhabitants, need to be commutted to the values
and criteria of the Mountaineering Villages. The main difference compared to the international
benchmark regards the lack of a comprehensive analysis of existing 1ssues and the formulation of
an action plan to improve them. In addition, the village 1s required to appoint a representative of
the village that acts as a communicative bridge between the Mountaineering Village mitiative and
national project groups and the village. Furthermore, political commitment is crucial to finalize
the certification process, proven with a formal declaration.

In the Do-stage, the Mountaineering Villages Standard does not meet the international
benchmark level (1,0). Both criteria involving the monitoring and documentation processes are
somewhat but not fully met. Since the certification does not involve laying out a strategy or

sustamability policy, monitoring and documentation are limited.

In the Check-stage, the standard does likewise not live up to the international benchmark
level (1,0). The appointed representatives of the village are obliged to take part in regular quality
meetings. Furthermore, the quality 1s ensured through continuous engagement with the local
Alpine associations and Alpine convention. However, the management or System reviews are not
formally required by the standard.

Lastly, in the Act-stage, the standard underperforms compared to the international
benchmark (1,0). Thus, while villages are obliged to improve their performance once they deviate
from the core criteria, continuous improvement is generally not at the centre of the standard.

Standard indicators: quality assessment

Since the standard uses a mix of qualitative requirements and quantitative indicators, its quality
assessment was based on both types. Overall, the Mountaineering Village Standard does not live
up to the iternational scientific consensus level for indicator construction in the quality
assessment (1,18).

From a methodological perspective, there is room for improvement (0,86). Besides the
availability & measurability of the data, which meets the international scientific consensus level,
the standard scores relatively low on the methodological elements. Regarding the scope, all three
issue dimensions of sustainable development are touched upon. The people and prosperity
dimension, however, are represented to a lesser extent. Consequently, in terms of
representativeness, the criteria and ndicators do not fully cover the cntical dimensions of
sustainable tourism. Furthermore, with the emphasis lying on Alpine competence and natural
and cultural preservation, topics such as energy or waste management, biodiversity or worker-
wellbeing are underrepresented. Moreover, on the one hand, the indicator and criteria scope are
particular to the Alpine context, which increases its relevance for Alpine tourism. On the other
hand, it has shortfalls regarding sustainability on the national or international level. One example

of this 1s the mtiative’s disinclination against technological infrastructure projects, such as
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hydropower reservoirs. In that specific case, the standard disregards sustainability measures on a
European or national level due to its narrow geographical focus. For that reason, for some of its
criteria, the scope is relatively narrow. Lastly, the standard does not follow any systematic method
to compile its indicators in terms of reliability. The indicators were developed by the Austrian
Alpine Association and have not been changed for over a decade. The interview, however, shed
light on the ambitions of the mitiative to adjust its indicators to increase topicality.

Regarding the application aspects, the standard performs slightly better (1,25). The
mdicators are publicly accessible and formulated in simple language. However, the publicly
accessible criteria catalogue does not indicate the data source or methods behind the certification
procedure. Moreover, the indicators were not developed in consultation with stakeholders.
Lastly, the criteria and indicators are very responsive, reacting quickly to changes due to their
rigid formulation, which does not leave much room for mediocre performance; either a village
meets the criteria, or it does not.

Mountaineering Villages - Quality Assessment

Methodological elements Application aspects
Figure 20: Standard indicator quality assessment Mountaineering Villages

(blue = Mountaineering Villages scores, red = international benchmark level)
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Overall score
Overall, the Mountaineering villages certification does not meet the international benchmark
level (1,01). Table 18 summarizes the results.

Table 18: Mountaineering Villages assessment overview and final score

Theoretical Domain | Score | Category | Assessment Level | Level Total
[0-3] | Weight | Score [0-3] Weight | Score [0-3]
A — Certification Body [Management]
A1 Legitimacy & 1 6,67%
Voice
A.2 Direction 0,33 6,67%
A.3 Performance 1,66 6,67% 0,99 33,34%
A.4 Accountability & 1,45 6,67%
Transparency
A.5 Faimess 0,5 6,67%
B — Certification Standard [Performance]

B.1 — Impact requirements
B.1.1 Planet 1,03 5,56%
B.1.2 People 075| 556%| 0,70 1,01
B.1.3 Prosperity 0,33 5,56%

B.2 — Process requirements 085 | 3334%
B.2.1 Plan 1 4,17%
B.2.2 Do 1 4,17% 1
B.2.3 Check 1 4,17%
B.2.4 Act 1 4,17%

C — Standard Indicators [Quality]

C.1 Methodological 086 16,67%
elements 1,18 33,34%
C.2 Application 15| 16,67%
aspects

6.3.4. Final observations

The mterview with two representatives of the Mountaineering Villages reaffirmed that the
mitiative mainly serves as a 'conservation programme', protecting a particular village type and
Alpine hertage. In the light of increasing infrastructure and technology dominated developments
i Alpine tourism, the initiative aims to create a countermovement. With its Alpine focus, the
scheme operates in a particular context where the heritage that the imitiative aims to protect is
directly threatened. Hence, the mitiative does not come from a neutral standpoint and acts with
a particular political interest to build a peer group representing their vision.

Furthermore, the interview shed light on specific secondary effects of the certification that
positively impact the destination's sustaiability without being operationalised in the criteria. One
example of such an effect 1s biodiversity from the planet dimension. Since the imitiative has very
stringent criteria on landscape protection, emphasising the preservation of coherent ecosystems,
these ecosystems automatically provide living space for many different species. Another example
1s from the people dimension and concerns the working conditions. In the Alps, the large majority
of businesses are small family-owned businesses, mainly employing local people. The
mterviewees explained that the wages would often be relatively low, but in exchange, employees
receive board and lodging at the employer's cost. Nevertheless, these factors cannot be

guaranteed, and like always, there are also exceptions.
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Additionally, with the scheme being very locally oriented, other issues, such as waste
management, are already targeted by Austrian legislation and were therefore consciously not
mcluded in the criteria. However, in the past years, the scheme has increased its uptake in other
countries, such as Germany, Slovenia, and Italy. Since national legislation differs, a certain Alpine-
wide performance 1s not safeguarded by the Mountaineering Villages certification.

Moreover, the assessment shed light on a conflict of scope, as seen in its beforementioned
strong opposition to significant renewable energy infrastructure projects. From an Alpine
perspective, such developments threaten the Alpine natural and cultural heritage. However, from
a European perspective, these projects are essential to keep up with the Paris Agreement. This
disagreement 1llustrates how the context-specific scheme represents different priorities than a
global scheme might defend.

Opverall, as a certification scheme, the Mountaineering Villages 1s very niche. This niche
orientation 1s reflected in the interest to maintain a sense of exclusivity and only certify villages
sharing the particular values of the Alpine Associations. Additionally, the imitiative places more
emphasis on actual impact than on formal correctness. Therefore, many things remain implicit
knowledge rather than being operationalised. However, despite its impact orientation, the scheme
scored better in the process assessment than in the impact one.
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7 Cross-case comparison

The assessment of the three cases resulted in that none of the three certification schemes lives up
to the international benchmark level. While each scheme was found to have its particular
strengths and weaknesses, this research identified certain commonalities and differences between
the cases.

7.1. Average performance

The following table (Table 19) presents the average scores of the three schemes for each category
across all three assessment levels. Following the assessment structure, the second assessment level
was subdivided into impact and process requirements. In addition, the fourth column indicates
the average of all individual scores per assessment category. Hence, each certification schemes’
score for each of the theoretical domains was averaged to obtain the numbers displayed in column
four. These numbers are very similar to those i column five, which displays the average of the
average scores as displayed in column 3. While the relative scoring order of the scores does not
differ from one average to the other, the exact numbers for the certification management category
show a discrepancy. This difference can be explained by the Simpson’s paradox (Simpson, 1951)
which’s explanation would go beyond the scope of this research. It is merely relevant to note that
the only statistically correct averages are depicted in column four.

Table 19: Average performance per assessment category

Assessment Level Theoretical Average Average of | Average
& Category Category Score individual of
scores per average
theoretical scores
gory
Legitimacy & 1,94
Voice
Cemﬁcauonﬂody Direction 1,00
[Certification Performance 1,42 1,51 1,26
3 Accountability & 1,28
Requirements] Transparenc;y
Fairmness 0,67
Planet 1,48
Certification Jard People 1,42 1,24 1,24
(Impact requirements] Prosperity 0,83
Plan 1,86
Certification Standard [ g 167
[Process requirements] I "cH oo 1,67 1,63 1,63
Act 1,33
Methodological 1,57
Standard Indicators | elements 1,66 1,66
[Quality requirements] Application 175
aspects

As Table 19 shows, the certification schemes perform best in Legiimacy & Voice in the
certificaion management category, almost meeting the international benchmark (1,94). On the
certification standard level, the schemes, on average, score lower in the impact categories (1,24)
than n the process categories (1,63). Amongst the impact categories, they were found to cover
prosperity aspects to a much lesser extent (0,83) than the planet and people 1ssues. In the process
categories, all three schemes were discovered to underperform i the Act category (1,33). Lastly,
on the standard indicators level, the schemes, on average, perform better in the application
aspects (1,75) than regarding the methodological elements (1,57). Overall, the certification
schemes score best on the indicator level, with an average of 1,66.
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7.2.  Sensitivity analysis

Cross-case comparison in four weighing scenarios
Based on the assessment results, a sensitivity analysis was performed to compare the potential

effectiveness of the scheme in different scenarios. Figure 22 presents the results of this analysis.
The yellow bar indicates the baseline scenario, weighing each of the three assessment levels
equally. In the green scenario, most weights were given in equal parts to the certification body
and certification standard level while only attributing 10% of the weight to the standard indicator
level, ensuring a mimimum methodological and application quality. The other two scenarios each
give total weight to one part of the certification standard level. In the blue scenario, 1009 weight
1s given to the process requirements, while in the orange scenario, 1009% weight 1s attributed to
the impact requirements.

Cross-Case Comparision of Final Scores in 4 Weighing Scenarios

Green Destinations

TourCert

Mountaineering Villages

0,00 0,50 1,00 1,50 2,00 2,50
100% Certification standard level, Process category
100% Certification standard level, Impact category
45% Certification management level; 45% Certification standard level; 10% Certification indicators level

Baseline scenario (33,3% for each assessment level)

Figure 21: Cross-case comparison in different weighing scenarios

Interestingly, the schemes relative potential effectiveness does not differ across the different
scenarios. TourCert remains the frontrunner, outperforming Green Destinations and the
Mountaineering Villages 1n all scenarios. Green Destinations follows as a clear second, while the
Mountaineering Villages reach the lowest potential effectiveness m all scenarios. The most
considerable sensitivity was observed when giving total weight to the impact requirements.
Compared to the other three scenarios, all schemes perform the lowest. This underperformance
1s reflected in the three schemes average score in the three 1ssue dimensions of sustainability (1,24
- see table 19). In contrast, on average, the schemes performed best when attributing 100% weight
to the process requirements. This performance is reflected i the higher average score for the
four dimensions of the PDCA cycle (1,63 - see table 19). Both Green Destinations and TourCert
perform best in this scenario, with TourCert surpassing the international benchmark level (2,08).
The Mountaineering Villages perform slightly worse than in the two scenarios that also include

certification management and indicator quality issues.
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Case scores and the GSTC
Moreover, this analysis enables a reflection on the global baseline standard provided by the

GSTC. While the GSTC standard aims at providing the mternational benchmark level for
sustamability in tourism, the assessment framework used m this research was deliberately
designed more comprehensively than the GSTC Accreditation (GSTC-A) and Destination
(GSTC-D) criteria. Therefore, certification schemes that are both accredited and recognised by
the GSTC might have still not met the international benchmark level in this analysis. However,
since many tourism certification schemes look at the GSTC criteria as an international
benchmark, it is mteresting to perform an additional analysis comparing the schemes’ average
scores 1n criteria directly corresponding to GSTC-A or -D criteria with the average scores in the
criteria that are not. The latter are in the following referred to as non-GSTC criteria.

Two of the mvestigated schemes 1n this research are oriented at the GSTC. While Green
Destinations 1s already GSTC accredited and has its standard recognised based on the GSTC-D
standard, TourCert i1s currently aiming to receive recognition of its destination standard. On its
way to becoming recognised, the organisation is basing its criteria catalogue primarily on the
GSTC criteria and indicates the correspondences where applicable. Table 21 presents the scores
of these two GSTC-oriented schemes on the critena of the assessment framework that are not
part of the GSTC-A and -D criteria

Table 20: Scores of GSTC-oriented schemes in non-GSTC criteria

Nr. Theoretical Criterion Green TourCert
Domain (non GSTC - | Destinations Score
A/-D Score
criteria only)
Certification Manag 1t Requi ts (non GSTC - A criteria)
A22 Direction Materiality 1 1
analysis
A33 Performance Management 2 2
review
Ad.12 Accountability & Measurability 1 2
Transparency and
benchmarking
AS5.1 Faimess Reference to 1 2
legal
regulations
A5.2 Board 0 0
Membership
Impact Requirements (non GSTC - D criteria)
B.1.2.4 Paopla Community 2 2
livelihood
B.1.3.3. Anti-Corruption 1 0
& Responsible
3 Political
Prosperity Involvement
B.1.35 Fair contracts & 1 0
competition
B.1.3.6 Fair tax 0 0
behaviour
Process Requirements (non GSTC - D criteria)
B.2.1.3 Do Monitoring 2 2
B.2.2.2 Documentation 2 2
B.2.3.1 Check Internal Audit 2 2
B.2.3.2 Management 2 2
review
B.2.41 Act Continual 1 2
Improvement
Average Score (non GSTC - A / - D criteria) 1,29 1,36

On average, Green Destinations scores 1,29 on the non-GSTC criteria, while TourCert scores

1,36. Table 22 compares these average scores with the average scores on the GSTC-
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corresponding criteria. For that purpose, the non-GSTC criteria were excluded from the average
to compare the schemes’ performance under both conditions. This comparison shows that on
the criteria corresponding to the GSTC-A or GSTC-D standard, Green Destinations scores 1,87
and TourCert 2,05. Hence, both schemes were found to score much lower in the criteria not
included in the GSTC Accreditation or Destination Standard.

Table 21: Comparison average scores of GSTC-oriented schemes in GSTC and non-GSTC criteria

Average Scores Green TourCert
Destinations
Average Score (non GSTC - A / - D criteria only) 1,29 1,36
Average Score (GSTC — A / - D criteria only) 1,87 2,05
Average Score (all criteria) 1,72 1,88

7.3.  Communalities and differences

Opverall, the assessment shed light on more differences than commonalities between the schemes.
Nevertheless, some commonalities were 1dentified.

Assessment results

Firstly, comparing the individual schemes’ average scores for the different assessment levels, all
three standards score the highest in the indicator quality and certification standard process
assessment. Further commonalities were found for the certification management level, where all
schemes score lowest in the Fairness category. All three schemes perform equally low i the
prosperity dimension and best in the planet dimension in the certification standard category.

The Standard
Regarding the structure of the standard, all three standards include both obligatory and optional

criteria. Moreover, both Green Destinations and TourCert include process requirements, while
the Mountaineering Villages Standard only covers impact requirements. Hence, all data regarding
the process requirements was obtained from mnternal documents capturing the processes and the
mterview with two representatives.

While the Green Destinations - and TourCert Standard showed an excellent breadth,
covering a wide range of different criteria, the Mountaineering Villages Standard demonstrated a
depth over breadth approach regarding its standard. TourCert was found to have the most
balanced scores across all its criteria, except for the prosperity dimension in the impact category.
However, one needs to add that the TourCert certification i1s mainly based on the core criteria
(Table 15) and not on the essential criteria as indicated in the standard. Considering the
certification as a whole, one could therefore argue that TourCert does not follow a

comprehensive approach. This issue 1s further discussed n section 8.5.

The Certification
In terms of the certification user, some differences were found. While Green Destinations and

the Mountaineering Villages certify the destination as a whole with all its political regulations,
TourCert certifies the DMO. Moreover, looking at the uptake of the certifications, the
Mountaineering Villages were found to have the highest uptake, closely followed by TourCert.

Green Destinations is far behind due to the majority of their destinations being awarded rather
J ) g
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than certified. Regarding the legal status of the certification organisations, all three have a different
form. Green Destination 1s a non-profit organisation and foundation, TourCert 1s a non-profit
private limited company, and the Mountaineering Villages are a private-public partnership.
Similarly, the cost of certification 1s spread over a whole range. The Mountaineering Villages offer
the most affordable certification. Green Destinations follows as a second, and TourCert offers
the most expensive certification.

Impact vs Process
Another interesting difference was observed regarding the mmpact or process focus of the

standards. Both TourCert and Green Destinations communicate their certification as being very
process-focussed. TourCert, in particular, emphasises the way to becoming a more sustaimable
destination as the most mmportant, while the certification itself i1s seen as a bonus. Green
Destinations also follows a process-focused approach, enabling destinations to enter their
programme through their multi-tier awards and certification system. In line with that focus, both
schemes support destinations during the process and give destinations that are just starting up
their sustainability journey the opportunity to get in touch and discuss possible entry points. As
mentioned in Section 6.1.4., the multi-tiered system of Green Destinations also has drawbacks
and does not in every case serve as an incentive to keep on improving as a destination.

7.4. Applicability in mountain destinations

While all of the three schemes are applicable in mountain destinations, not all include mountain-
specific indicators or criteria in their standard. For example, while the Mountaineering Villages
follow a very context-specific approach and are exclusively applicable in the Alpine countries, the
other two standards do not contain any mountain related criteria.

To change that, Green Destinations is currently working on extending its standard to
mclude also mountain-specific criterta. The organisation indicated to collaborate with the
Mountain IDEAL Certification i the USA. That certification was developed by the non-
governmental organisation Walking Mountain Science Centre. The Mountain IDEAL 1s
recognised by the GSTC and was developed specifically for mountain destinations.
Geographically, the standard 1s only prevalent in the USA, with two certified destinations so far.
Since the Walking Mountain Science Centre is not a certification body, the organisation
approached Green Destinations to organise the audits and manage the certification procedure.
In this way, Green Destination now includes the Mountain IDEAL in its offers and list of certified
destinations. Green Destinations 1s still debating whether to disseminate the Mountain IDEAL
m European mountain destinations such as the Alps. In the interview, the Green Destinations
representative showed reluctance to include yet another standard to the Green Destinations
portfolio. In its current version, the Mountain IDEAL only includes two mountain-specific
criteria regarding snow melting and snowmaking. Therefore, he considers focussing the visitors’
and destinations’ attention on the existing Green Destinations multi-tier system and adding a
module with mountain destination criteria. For such an addition, the foundation 1s currently in
exchange with the Slovenian Tourist Board, which developed the white-label Slovenia Green
under the Green Destinations Standard and possesses over local knowledge regarding Alpine
environments. Moreover, Green Destinaions DACH 1s in consultaion with the Austrian

Ecolabel and the Alpine Convention to develop Alpine-specific criteria and indicators.
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TourCert, in contrast, 1s presently not focussing on mountain destinations. Instead, due to its high
standard of context-sensitive process support, the organisation first expanded its geographical
scope to Latin America, following the demand. In the mterview, the TourCert representative
underlined that the organisation is generally very open to acquiring local knowledge and
expanding to other contexts, such as the Alps. However, due to limited human resources, such
an expansion could only follow a demand, which 1s not given at present.
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8. Discussion

8.1. Challenges of destination certification

Many challenges complicate sustainability certification at the destination level. Destinations are
complex systems of various actors interacting in a decentralized way. As such, they are constantly
changing (Schianetz et al., 2007). Due to this complexity, stakeholder collaborations can be
challenging since different actors might have different opmions or conflicts of interest. This
diversity is particularly challenging in more prominent destinations (Grapentin & Ayikoru, 2019).
Such collaboration, however, 1s critical for the success of sustainable tourism. Hence, leadership
1s required to find constructive synergies between the actors. As an alternative to a DMO guided
leadership approach, Zehrer et al. (2014) promote the notion of a leadership network as a
coordinating force within a destination. Such a network would have various tasks, ranging from
developing a vision and strategy, exchanging know-how, resource bundling, and cost-sharing to
market development and joint projects. The authors identified several characteristics of such a
network that are significantly influencing the development of a destination. Regarding the
members of the network, mutual trust and active participation are crucial. Furthermore, both
mfluential and competent actors should be at the table. Regarding strategy development, a variety
of actors improves the performance. Moreover, establishing common goals and a shared need to
take action 1s essential for the network’s success. Additionally, other destinations actors should
be in favour of the network. The network requires an efficient way of working related to its
operations and should utilize resource and competence bundling between the various actors
(Zehrer et al., 2014).

The assessment of the three certification schemes has shown that different choices can be
made regarding who the certification user i1s and who 1s leading the sustamability process i a
destination. The findings of this research seem to form a middle ground between the DMO and
network leadership approaches. Dependent on which actor is ultimately receiving the
certification, being it the DMO or the destination as a political entity, the leadership structure and
definition of responsibilities within the destination vary.

8.2. Maximising impact: global applicability vs local context-specificity

Each tourism destination faces its challenges and 1ssues. Hence, also global schemes need to leave
room for context-specific adjustments. According to Strambach & Surmeier (2018), a lack of local
embeddedness can mmpede the effectiveness of a certification scheme. Such adjustments,
however, only include the impact criteria of a standard since these are the most sensitive to local
conditions. All schemes should equally cover the management requirements for certification
bodies, process requirements for certification standards and quality requirements for standard
mdicators.

Two approaches to enhance the local context specificity of global schemes are discussed
m the literature. First, Grapentin & Ayikoru (2019) argue that destinations should select relevant
mdicators for the local context and the stakeholders. Since this would entail selecting which
criteria of a standard to comply with and which not, it opens several questions. How 1s this
selection made and under which circumstances, suppose the destination 1s making this decision

mdependently? In that case, it is most likely subject to multiple biases and therefore not
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necessarily reflecting where the destination has the most room for improvement (Kahneman,
2011) Instead, such prioritisation could rather serve marketing and commercial purposes than
actual sustainability improvement.

Another possibility 1s to enlarge the global baseline criteria by an additional set of criteria
fitting to the local context. Suppose a destination 1s located n a skiing area. In that case, it could
mclude an additional set of criteria covering all aspects around winter tourism, ski pistes, lifts and
snowmaking. If such an approach is followed, Johnsen et al. (2008) emphasise the need to relate
these additional criteria to a frame of reference from sustainable tourism theory. Furthermore,
the scholars argue that the compilation of such criteria needs to comply with mternational
standards of indicator quality. Also according to the GSTC, the GSTC requirements constitute
merely a global baseline standard and should be enlarged to suit the needs of local contexts
(Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2019).

The creation of local criteria comes along with various challenges. First of all, some local
practices might be difficult to standardise (Strambach & Surmeier, 2018). As the assessment of
the Mountaineering Villages has shown, a large part of the local knowledge regarding sustaimability
m Alpine destinations 1s implicitly included in the certification without being operationalised as
part of the standard. Many of the criteria of the Mountaineering Villages Standard are based on
a deep understanding of the Alpine nature stemming from years of closely living and working
with this environment. This local knowledge is invaluable and difficult to achieve by global
standard makers. Incorporating tacit knowledge entails that local standard makers might consider
specific 1ssues as more or less necessary to their target context, which again is subject to biases.

Moreover, regionalisation takes time (M. Balas, personal communication, 29 March
2021) and requires financial and human resources (Font, 2002). Especially for smaller
organisations and certification bodies with little resources it can be challenging to create local
criteria following international quality standards. Furthermore, if smaller schemes grow, they have
to deal with more diverse applicants, which often leads to standardisation.

Furthermore, with their international networks, mternational labels are increasingly
accessing local markets. From a consumer perspective, this strengthens the brands and achieves
economies of scale. Consequently, according to Font (2002), global standards are more likely to
make a difference to the consumer. The more touchpoints consumers have with a certification
scheme, the more likely it is to influence their purchase decision. At the same time, there 1s a
growing tendency towards destinations or countries creating their own schemes (Schweiz
Tourismus, 2021) or strategies (Bundesministerium fiir Nachhaltigkeit und Tourismus, 2019;
IDM Sudtirol, 2020; Pechlaner et al., 2017). Such a decision 1s often based on political rather
than operational grounds (Font, 2002). As offered by Green Destinations, white-label solutions
can provide the operational and structural basis for a certification, while at the same time enabling

destinations to use their own branding for political and marketing purposes.

In terms of stringency, some interesting observations can be made regarding the GSTC criteria.
Tables 21 and 22 in Section 7.2. illustrated that both GSTC-oriented schemes perform much
better in those criteria of the assessment that are also part of the GSTC-A or -D standard than in
the ones that were added from other international standards. Due to their orientation at the
GSTC as an international benchmark, global standards might lose other international standards,
such as ISO or ISEAL, out of sight. This is not surprising if the GSTC claims to set the global
baseline standard for the tourism mndustry.
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At the same time, Green Destinations, which 1s both GSTC-Accredited and -Recognised, did still
not meet the international benchmark level, also not for those assessment criteria that are
corresponding with the GSTC standard. One explanation for this difference i performance
could be a lower stringency of the GSTC criteria compared to the criteria of the assessment
framework used in this research. Having a closer look at two exemplary GSTC criteria, in which
both GSTC-oriented schemes scored only a 1,0 provides an insight into the difference m
stringency between the GSTC criteria and the ones in this research.

As a first example, criterion B.1.1.6. (Visual pollution) corresponds to GSTC-D criterion
D12 (Light & Noise Pollution). While criterion B.1.1.6. requires the certification to “ensure the
identification of [various] visual pollution sources and the reduction thereof”, GSTC-D criterion
D12 only requires guidelines and regulations to mimimise light pollution, therefore accounting
only for a part of all visual pollution. There are various sources of visual pollution ranging from
wind turbines, abandoned buildings, building facades, lighting features, cell towers and
advertisement (Chmielewski et al., 2018). In the assessment framework used 1n this research,
noise pollution represents a separate criterion (B.1.1.5.). It can be observed that both certification
schemes score 2,0 on noise pollution. Therefore, it can be concluded that the lower scores in
criterion B.1.6. are most likely due to less stringent requirements of the GSTC on the matter of
light pollution.

The second example concerns the seasonality of tourism and sustaiable mnovation
(criterton B.1.3.1.). The criterion directly requires the standards to “ensure the promotion of
sustainable mmnovation to reduce the seasonal dependency of tourism offers” and corresponds to
GSTC-D criterion A8 (Managing visitor volumes & Activities). GSTC-D criterion A8, however,
only mentions seasonality in its suggested performance indicators. While these indicators have
merely a guiding purpose, the criterion states, “Action is taken to monitor and manage the volume
and activities of visitors, and to reduce or mcrease them as necessary at certain times and in certain
locations, working to balance the needs of the local economy community, cultural heritage and
environment.” Hence, seasonal dependency issues are only implicitly included i the criterion.

These two examples shed some light on the stringency range between the GSTC criteria
and the criteria used in this research. For certification schemes that orient their standards on the
GSTC, this difference could account for some of the score variations. Furthermore, 1t could
potentially explain why even GSTC-Accredited and -Recognised schemes such as Green
Destinations did not reach the international benchmark level in this research.

8.3. The Alps as context for global change

Concerning the context of this study, some scholars argue that specific issues are more relevant
for the regional sustainable development in the Alps. According to Tribaldos & Rist (2021), these
1issues include protecting essential resources, biodiversity, and ecosystems on the planet level.
Moreover, on the people level, emphasis should be placed on the preservation of local cultures.
Finally, on the prosperity level, local jobs and sustainable regional development should be 1n
focus. All of these 1ssues are included in the GSTC-D criteria.

Tourists often see the Alps as one entity, crossing national borders daily through thematic
routes or one-day excursions. This tourist behaviour contrasts with the institutional setting made
up of national parties, which often enough does not represent a unified entity. The institutional

structure renders cross-border cooperation challenging. Nevertheless, even within one Alpine
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states, destinations can learn from each other to find solutions to its present problems (Paunovi¢
& Jovanovi€, 2017). Also, the Alpine Convention appeals to harness synergies. Its recent Climate
Action Plan 2.0 (Permanent Secretariat of the Alpine Convention, 2021) presents various detailed
implementation pathways in ten sectors, one of which the tourism sector. In one of the pathways,
the formation of an Alpine-wide coordimated approach 1s emphasised. The goal behind such
coordination 1s to avold unfair distributional effects or surpass individual destinations’ carrying
capacity.

In practice, however, there 1s still a clear tendency towards national approaches in the
Alps. While Slovenia focuses on its award system Slovenia Green, based on the white-label
solution of Green Destinations and shightly expanded to fit the Slovenian context, other Alpine
countries follow different approaches. Switzerland Tourism has just launched its new
sustainability strategy, Swisstainable, targeted at tourism businesses (Schweiz Tourismus, 2021).
Swisstainable does not mvolve a new label but builds on existing standards and certifications
tourtsm. In doing so, it recognises a growing list of various certification schemes operating in the
DACH region. Amongst the recognised schemes are also industry certification of TourCert and
the Good Travel Seal of Green Destinations, both schemes which were not discussed in the scope
of this research.

The Austrian federal ministry of agriculture, regional development and tourism published
its strategy Plan T'in 2019, defining conditions for sustainable development of Austria as a
tourism destination (Bundesministertum fiir Nachhaltigkeit und Tourismus, 2019). When the
Covid-19 pandemic hit the European tourism industry, the ministry involved various mstitutions
and experts 1n restarting the Austrian tourism industry after the pandemic. Under the name “Auf
geht’s” (Let’s go), the ministry 1s currently organising an interactive workshop series to adjust Plan
Tto the current circumstances in tourism (Bundesministerium fiir Nachhaltigkeit und
Tourismus, 2021). To what extent such a strategy involves certification is unclear. Since the
project has just started, no prelimimary findings were available until the finalisation of this
research.

The Itahan Alpine province of South Tyrol has published a study on the future of tourism
m South Tyrol, referring to various megatrends, one of them being sustamability (Pechlaner et
al., 2017). Likewise, the DMO of South Tyrol included sustamability strategies in its activity
program in 2020 (IDM Siidtirol, 2020). For that purpose, the DMO currently focuses on three
primary measures: firstly, a sustamability index 1s currently developed to increase the
measurability of sustainability in South Tyrol. To what extent such an index would serve as a basis
for certification 1s not known to the point of the finalisation of this research. Secondly, best
practice examples are subjected to a sustainability audit to develop a promotion platform for
leading businesses and products. Lastly, a three-year sustainability roadmap 1s developed to
mcrease the destination's sustainability and set clearly defined action steps for various
stakeholders.

These examples illustrate that Alpine states follow different pathways towards sustainable
tourism. To what extent nattonal competition plays a role in that represents an interesting avenue
for future research. However, one can state that the increased nationalisation and fragmentation
i sustainable Alpine tourism and certification complicates international comparability.
Moreover, it hampers the awareness of visitors by exposing the tourist to an ever-growing label

Jungle.
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8.4. The road to sustainability: continuous improvement

Sustainability, in tourism and beyond, i1s not an end state to be reached, but rather a process of
ever-improving impacts and processes (Baumgartner, 2016). Since sustainability practices are
constantly advancing, certification schemes must account for this. There are several ways for
certification schemes to incorporate continuous improvement into their practices. First of all,
regularly updating their standard 1s crucial for staying up to date with scientific developments and
mternational best practices. The GSTC, for example, 1s regularly revising its standards to cover a
more comprehensive set of sustainability criteria (Global Sustainable Tourism Council, n.d.).

Such a revision should occur in consultancy with experts from academia as well as
practitioners (Arpin et al., 2016). Arpin et al. (2016) present one way of linking scientists with
practitioners through the creation of scientific councils. Including representatives from both sides,
the goal of such councils 1s to coproduce “science-based and operational knowledge” (p.8).
Regarding the revision of standards, these councils can serve as ‘early warners’ for emerging issues
that practitioners might not have in sight. Moreover, they can serve as arenas to explore and
reflect on emerging approaches, debates and tools for destination sustainability thereby providing
recommendations for the standard revision.

In addition, certification bodies can demand their certification users to commit to
continuous 1mprovement. Some certification schemes, such as Green Destinations, employ
tiered schemes to stimulate continuous performance improvement. While this lowers the entry
barriers for destinations just starting up their sustainability journey, it grants similar reputational
benefits to all certified destinations, which might discourage continuous improvement (Mzembe
et al., 2020). As in the case of Green Destinations, award schemes allow the awarding of schemes
that comply with only 60% of the criteria. Once the full certification 1s reached at 1009, no further
continuous 1mprovement 1s guaranteed by the standard. While all mvestigated certification
schemes require regular re-certification, such a re-certification 1s bound to maintain high
performance rather than continuously improve this performance.

Ensuring ongoing improvement often goes along with a process-focus of a certification
scheme. Close long-term collaboration between the certifying organisation and the certified
destinations through regular support and exchange facilitate continuous improvement.

Suppose a certification scheme has the ambition to make the tourism industry more sustainable.
In that case, it 1s favourable to incorporate a strong focus on process requirements, supporting
destinations on the way to becoming more sustainable. At the same time, it 1s crucial to guarantee
a minimum level of impact reduction since focusing on improvement alone does not guarantee
any specific results (Gract & Dodds, 2015). Impact-oriented schemes, in contrast, tend to have
higher entry barriers regarding the sustainability requirements that need to be met to be certified.
If these barriers are too high, this might neglect a considerable potential stemming from those

destinations that are just starting their sustamability journey.
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8.6. Reflections on the assessment framework

Applying the assessment framework to the case studies provided the opportunity to take a meta-
view on the framework.

First of all, the analysis of TourCert illustrated shortcomings related to the certification
standard level of the assessment. Since that level, only assesses the potential effectiveness based
on the standard, it does not consider whether the final certification decision 1s based on the full
standard criteria or only a selection. For the TourCert certification, the standard merely has a
guiding role 1n the certification decision, and no full complhance with all criteria 1s required. Like
this, the assessment framework might lead to unrepresentative results. Since the primary purpose
of the framework 1s to assess the potential effectiveness of the certification scheme, one might
argue that its application 1s necessarily tied to the assumption that the certification decision 1s
based on compliance with the complete standard. In its glossary of key terms in the context of
sustainability standards, however, the ISKAL Alliance does not link the issuing of certification to
comply with the complete standard. Instead, the emphasis lies on the audit procedure, which
needs to be executed through a third party to qualify as certification (ISEAL, 2016). If, however,
one ties the potential effectiveness of a certification scheme to compliance with the complete
standard, this would have two main consequences. Firstly, incorporating this assumption into the
assessment would have resulted in a different score for TourCert, being lower than portrayed mn
this research. Secondly, it would require an adjustment of the assessment framework, either
through adding a criterion regarding the basis of the certification decision or applying the
certification standard assessment only to those criteria guiding the final certification decision.

Furthermore, the application revealed some necessary adjustments to the assessment
framework. Two redundancies were found within the framework. Firstly, idicator quality
criterion C.1.1. (Connection to sustainability dimensions) requires that the indicators of the
standard Iink to the three-issue dimensions of sustainable development. Since this, however, 1s
already assessed in the impact category, criterion C.1.1. can be discarded. Secondly, certification
standard process criterion B.2.3.1. (System evaluation) requires a regular evaluation of the
tourism system, processes and product by an independent auditor. Criterion A.1.3. (On-site third-
party audit) in the certification management category already requires an on-site third-party audit
and Criterion A.4.11. (Regulation of recertification and termination of certification) requires a
precise mechanism regarding recertification. How regular such audits have to be conducted 1s not
defined i either of the criteria. To reduce redundancies, criterion A.4.11. could be expanded to
mclude the maximum timeframe of certification validity. In this case, criterion B.2.3.1. could be
discarded.

In addition, some criteria require adjustments. In the process category, in particular, some
criteria were found to be formulated vaguely. Criterion B.2.2.2. (Clear documentation) and
Criterion B.2.3.1. are addressing an organisational context instead of a destination context. This
confusion resulted from the origin of the crteria from ISO 14001, which 1s targeted at
organisations. In the case analysis, the criteria were adjusted to the destination context. Hence, a
reformulation 1s needed.

More differentiated formulations are also required in the quality category. For example,
criterion C.1.2. (Representativeness) requires that the mdicators cover the critical dimensions of
sustainable tourism. What these dimensions are and how they might differ from one context to

the other needs to be specified to improve the reliability of the assessment framework. Similarly,
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clarification 1s needed for criterion C.1.5.1. (Weighing), mentioning the relative importance of
the three issue dimensions. During the case analysis, it became apparent that also this relative
importance might be context dependent. For example, following the argumentation of Tribaldos
& Rist (2021), in the Alpine context, the planet dimension might be more important than people
and prosperity issues due to increasing pressures from climate change and over-tourism.
Similarly, criterion C.1.3.1. (Adequate scope) lacks some specification regarding what can be
defined as adequate n a given context. Hence, a context-dependent clarification of these criteria
1s required.

Opverall, the application of the quality assessment criteria was accompanied by the most
challenges. In addition to the adjustments mentioned above, it became apparent that the standard
mdicator level does not meet the actual complexity of approaches followed by certification
schemes. All mmvestigated schemes rely on qualitative indicators and criteria. Green Destinations
focusses a large part of their certification decision on the presence of policy documents and
sampling examinations of implementation on-site. As mentioned above, TourCert bases its
certification decision on its core indicators only. These differences illustrate that certification
bodies make different choices regarding how to measure the destinations’ compliance with a
standard. A comprehensive assessment framework needs to account for these differences.
Therefore, the quality assessment level requires some revision before repeated application by

other scientists.

8.7. Theoretical and policy implications

Theoretical implications
While many studies in certification literature approach potential effectiveness from a regime

theory perspective (Kalfagiannmi & Pattberg, 2013; Tikina & Innes, 2008) others use lmited
context-specific metrics (Morgans et al., 2018) or critical components of effectiveness (Mor1
Junior et al., 2016) to perform their assessment. Again other studies rely their assessment merely
on international standards without connecting those to theoretical endpoints (Abel et al., 2017).
No study was found that bases its assessment criteria on sustainability or management theory.

Hence, this study offers a broader understanding by establishing that the potential

effectiveness of schemes depends strongly on the combination of several factors. These factors
concern both the certification management and the standard and include impact and process
aspects.
This broader understanding was obtained by integrating several literature streams, harnessing
synergies between sustainable development, corporate sustainability, and management literature.
Sustainable tourism objectives were linked directly to elements of sustainable development
theory, a theoretical connection whose underdevelopment has been repeatedly criticised by
scholars (Saarinen, 2013; Sharpley, 2000) and might be explained by the lacking theoretical
foundation 1n the field compared to certification impact literature (Bilbao-Terol & Bilbao-Terol,
2020; Capacci et al., 2015)

In line with that, on the certification standard level, the results of this research emphasised
that more research is needed to determine prosperity criteria that measure prosperity aspects at
a destination. While research 1s increasingly considering the prosperity concept, the theoretical
understanding in many studies (e.g., Morgans et al., 2018) 1s still rather focused on neo-liberal

mdicators such as profit and economic growth (Vermeulen, 2018).
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In addition, this research has shown that more studies are needed to put forward a theory-based
set of mountain-specific criteria and indicators. So far, only minimal research exists (Boskovi€ et
al., 2020; Kuscer, 2014; Tribaldos & Rist, 2021), which 1s usually not tied to certification but
mstead merely postulating essential aspects to consider in Alpine development. Through
continuously relating to the Alpine context, this research provides several points of reference for
further research.

Lastly, this research opens up avenues for future analyses of certification schemes in other
contexts and other levels of certification, such as mdustry certification. For that purpose, the
certification standard assessment level would need to be adjusted to fit another context.

Policy and managerial implications
The results of this research yield several managerial and policy implications.

For managerial practice, this research emphasises the need to base standards for
sustamability certification on findings from sustamability theory. To ensure that standard
development does not take place in a theoretical vacuum but leads to actual, tangible results,
mmpact and process aspects should be granted equal importance. While impact criteria guarantee
that a destination’s ambition of becoming more sustainable 1s achieved, process criteria guide the
way while allowing for context-sensitive development. Moreover, a certification body 1s advised
to pay attention to its internal management, using the good governance principles as a guideline.
Besides, destinations aiming at certification benefit from making an informed decision of which
certification scheme to adopt. When aiming at a comprehensive sustaiability standard, global
standards, such as the GSTC-Recognized standards, might present the most promising
alternative.

Moreover, global certification schemes can benefit from a close collaboration with Alpine
stakeholders to develop context-specific criteria sets as an addition to their global standards.
Possible synergies between local and global schemes can be harnessed if both sides follow a
common goal. In that case, local schemes can benefit from the breadth and operational quality
of global schemes. At the same time, local schemes can contribute their context-specific know-
how and tacit knowledge to increase local topicality and understanding of global standards. The
outcomes of such an exchange would benefit the global standards in terms of additional criteria
and increase the context-sensitivity of their process support.

On the Alpine level, the countries can benefit from mcreased cross-border collaboration,
aiming to coordinate strategies and tools for sustainable tourism and destination development
and the dispersion of know-how and best practices. For that purpose, an international steering
group with representatives from all Alpine states as proposed by the Alpine convention
(Permanent Secretariat of the Alpine Convention, 2021) could present a good starting point.

From the policy perspective, it needs to be noted that actions at the destination level can
only reap their full effectiveness if accompanied by policy and regulatory frameworks for
sustamable tourism development. Such frameworks must be comprehensive, covering all three
1ssue dimensions of sustainability while simultaneously covering ambitious targets. Due to the
cross-border character of Alpine tourism, developing these policies could be most beneficial on
the European level. Furthermore, regulations can be complemented with financial incentive
structures on the EU level. On the one hand, such measures can involve direct subsidising of
certification costs for destinations, thereby increasing the uptake of certifications. On the other

hand, financial measures can include other green financial instruments, such as green taxation or
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green fiancing. Lastly, in the hight of the current recovery programs from Cowvid-19, such
programs could be bound to sustainability measures, fostering a green recovery of the industry.
The OECD underlines the opportunity behind this crisis for rethinking the industry and giving it
a new direction (Development, 2020). The recently published EU recovery plan already take
steps 1n this direction, allocating specific funds to “clean, smart and fair urban mobility”, “green
and digital solutions”, and environment and rural development (European Travel Information
and Authorization System, 2021). The funds to rebuild the tourism industry, however, are not
directly linked to any conditions. Therefore, in its current state, the EU recovery plan can at most

stimulate the sustainability transition n tourism.

8.8. Limitations & outlook

Several limitations of this research pave the way for future research.

First, in terms of reliability, the grading scale of this research may be applied shghtly
differently from one researcher to another. While the research design was constructed to ensure
maximum replicability and application to different cases, one might argue that the criteria leave
some room for interpretation. Taking criterion A.3.1., for example, the international benchmark
level 1s defined as "The certification body ofters mformation and support in the certification
process.”. Since 1t does not specify what such support should entail, researchers might draw the
line between the grading levels differently. While one researcher might give a 2,0 for on-site
support, another might already give the international benchmark level for online support. To
minimise this risk, methodology and analysis choices were outlined transparently to ensure that
the reader can follow the reasoning behind each scoring decision. Future research can endeavour
on the operationalisation presented n this research while specifying the grading more clearly for
each criterion.

Second, to ensure internal validity, data triangulation has been followed, and all steps
taken during the analysis were made explicit. Results were obtained from academic literature,
official documents of the certification organisations and mterviews. Furthermore, the theory-
based assessment framework and the embedding of the results in the broader context of
mternational practices and theory aimed to safeguard the study's external validity. Like this, the
study might provide equally interesting insights when conducted with other certification
schemes.

Third, this research was limited in its time and scope. Consequently, only a small selection
of certification schemes could be analysed, limiting the generalizability of the results. Moreover,
the case selection subject to bias since it was partly based on interviews with two experts affiliated
with TourCert. Since the interviewees were selected based on their expertise, this affiliation was
unfortunately 1dentified after the case analysis had already started The case was assessed
rigorously and based on the same assessment procedure as the other two cases to prevent
mfluence on the analysis.

Fourth, due to its limited scope, the assessment of the potential effectiveness of the
schemes was based entirely on the analysis of the certification body and standard. The research
could have been complemented by an investigation of certified destinations to gain more insights
mto the applicability of the certification. Building on the comprehensive assessment framework
presented in this research, future research could integrate the destination perspective as a

certification user.
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Lastly, following its objective, this research systematically assessed the potential effectiveness of
tourism destination certification schemes. However, this study did not attempt to measure the
actual effectiveness of the schemes. For that purpose, future longitudinal quantitative studies
would be required to mvestigate the direct sustainability outcomes following destination
certification. Besides, to test the assessment framework presented in this research, more

systematic empirical research 1s needed.
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9 Conclusion & practical recommendations

Conclusion

This research aimed to systematically assess the potential effectiveness of the major certification
schemes for sustainable tourism destinations in the Alps. This aim was approached m two
objectives. The first objective was to develop a comprehensive, theory-based assessment
framework including performance, management and quality criteria to ensure that all angles
affecting the potential effectiveness of such schemes were considered. Subsequently, the second
objective was to apply this framework to three certification schemes applicable to Alpine
destinations to provide empirical findings on their potential effectiveness. Hence, this research
addressed the following research question: What is the potential effectiveness of certification
schemes for sustainable tourism destinations in the Alps based on performance, management
and quality criteria?

This study was further guided by four sub-questions that will be answered subsequently to answer
this central question.

Firstly, to answer sub-question one a) How can the management and performance of
certification schemes for sustainable tourism destinations be assessed? and b) How can the
quality of the indicators applied m the certification standards be assessed?, a systematic
assessment framework was developed encompassing three assessment levels and four categories
(certification management requirements, impact -, process -, and quality requirements). The
mpact and process category together formed the performance criteria. The assessment
framework was developed following a systematic procedure to assess the potential effectiveness
based on theoretical consensus and international best practice. To start with, for each assessed
category, theoretical domains were developed combining governance, sustainability, management
and mdicator theory. Then, in a second step, assessment criteria were developed for each
theoretical domain across all assessment levels. These criteria were established based on
mternational standards and extended by findings from academic literature. In the analysis, these
criteria represented the international benchmark level for the potential effectiveness of
sustamable destination certification schemes. In this way, the first research objective was fully met,
evidence for which can be found in section 4.4.

Secondly, to answer sub-question two a) Which are the major certification schemes
targeting sustamnable tourism destinations in the Alps?, an overview of existing certification
schemes for tourism destinations was made, presented in section 5.1.1. Overall, 13 schemes were
identified. This number was further downsized based on nine selection criteria. In this way, Green
Destinations, TourCert and the Mountaineering Villages were 1dentified as the most relevant
schemes for sustainable tourism destinations in the Alps. Two schemes with global applicability
and one local scheme specific to the Alpine context were identified with that selection.

Thirdly, to answer sub-question two b) 7o what extent do these certification schemes
cover the performance and management criteria defined in 1a? and ¢) To what extent do the
mdicators in these certification schemes fulfil the quality criteria defined m 1b?, the assessment
framework was applied to the three cases. The findings show that none of the schemes lives up
to the international benchmark level of potential effectiveness. On average, the schemes
demonstrated the highest degree of potential effectiveness in the process and quality categories.
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Moreover, impact categories were covered less comprehensively on the certification standard
level, with a particular underrepresentation of prosperity issues.

In this way, the second research objective was likewise fully met, evidence for which can
be found in chapter 6.

The case analysis shows that some certification schemes approximate the international
benchmark level more than others. TourCert obtained the highest score on potential
effectiveness based on the assessment framework, closely followed by Green Destinations. The
Alpine-specific scheme Mountaineering Villages was found to score much lower. In line with that,
the results suggest that global schemes orient themselves at the Global Sustainable Tourism
Council standard as an industry benchmark, resultantly tending to cover a wider breadth of
criteria. Moreover, global standards tend to rely on the Global Sustainable Tourism Council
criteria for completeness, thereby disregarding their role merely as a global baseline standard.
Clarity on this role 1s particularly relevant in the light of the open wording of the standard resulting
from being targeted at global applicability. While some global standards were discovered to
mclude additional criteria, the question remains to what extent this also tackles limited criteria
depth.

In comparison, this research provides first evidence that local schemes tend to have a
more context-specific focus than global ones while covering a smaller breadth of criteria. This
difference might indicate that local schemes tend to disregard global developments and scientific
findings regarding sustainable tourism development at the destination level, thereby limiting their
potential effectiveness. Finally, the empirical cases featured in this research indicate an apparent
lack of theory-based mountain-specific criteria, emphasising a clear avenue for future research.

Overall, these findings allow us to conclude that based on performance, management and quality
criteria, the potential effectiveness of certification schemes for sustainable tourism destinations in
the Alps does not meet the international benchmark level as defined by leading international
standards. Instead, the potential effectiveness was found to be lower than the international
benchmark, with considerable differences between global and local schemes.

This research enables maximising the contribution of destination certification for
promoting sustainable tourism development in the Alps and beyond. Its contribution extends the
understanding of the potential effectiveness of sustaiable tourism destination certification
schemes by providing a comprehensive, systematic and theory-based assessment framework

covering three levels of potential effectiveness.
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Recommendations

Based on these conclusions, practitioners should consider the following practice-oriented

recommendations:

4 In their following revision process, global certification schemes should consider enlarging
their standard to cover broader aspects of prosperity. Moreover, global certification
schemes could be advanced by consulting Alpine stakeholders or local certification bodies
to enlarge their standards by mountain-specific criteria. Local schemes can benefit from
orienting themselves at the breadth of global standards to ensure their context-specificity
does not come at cost of comprehensiveness. The baseline provided by the Global
Sustainable Tourism Council can serve as a guide.

4 Destinations on the path towards sustainable tourism development can benefit from
contemplating sustainable destination certification as an essential element of their journey.
When aiming at a comprehensive standard, covering all three dimensions of sustainability
while providing guidance and maximising process effectiveness, certification schemes
recognised by the Global Sustainable Tourism Council might present the most promising
alternative.

4 The Global Sustainable Tourism Council can benefit by placing particular emphasis on
prosperity issues in the following revision of its standard, assuring the revised standard
also mcludes a corruption assessment and aspects providing fairness in the economic
system. Similarly, in its Accreditaion Manual, fairness aspects could be considered more
significantly.

4 National governments can enhance the role of cross-border collaboration in their
sustainability and tourism strategies. In addition, Alpine-wide operating non-
governmental organisations such as the Alpine Convention can amplify such
collaboration by providing a platform for knowledge and best practice exchange.

Moreover, the following recommendations should be considered by European policymakers:

4 In its upcoming proposals on sustainable tourism, the European Commission should
consider reinforcing the need for comprehensive regulatory frameworks, covering all
three dimensions of sustamability while similarly encouraging ambitious European-wide
targets.

4 In its following budgetary procedure, the European Union should deliberate to allocate
financial incentive structures for sustainability certification in tourism. In addition, the
mstitution should consider binding some of its Covid-19 recovery plans for tourism
destinations and businesses to sustainability measures, thereby fostering a green recovery

of the industry.
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Appendix 1: Sustainable tourism actors in the Alps
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Figure 22: Sustainable tourism actors in the Alps (CIPRA International, 2018)
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Appendix 3: TourCert

a. TourCert recognized environmental- and sustainability certifications for partner
businesses

- Blaue Flagge

- Blaue Schwalbe

- BIO-Hotels

- Ecocamping

- TourCert certification

- Green Globe

- Viabono

- EMAS
ISO 14001:2004

- Green Key

- Partner Nationale Naturlandschaften (Partner national nature landscapes)

- Certified Green Hotel

- Okoprofit

- TripAdvisor Green Leaders with minimum Bronze status

- Green Sign/infraCert

- ehc eco hotels certified

- Wellness-Stars

- Wellnesshotels & Resorts Qualititsstandards

- Qualititsmanagement Golf & Natur

- EU Ecolabel for accomodations

- Qualititsmanagement Wassertourismus (QMW) Kanu (quality management water
tourism)

- TUI Eco Resorts

- Umweltgiitesiegel Alpenveremshitten (environmental quality seal for mountain huts)

- DGNB - Zertifizierungssystem fiir nachhaltiges Bauen (certification system for sustainable
construction)

- Green Pearls

Regional certifications or other certifications need to fulfil the following requirements to be
recognized:

- Focus on environmental, social and sustainability aspects (at least 50% of the criteria),
spread across various thematic fields
- Onssite audit or third-party audit

- Certificate valid no longer than three years.

(TourCert, 2016)

VI



b. Assessment TourCert

management assessment

Certification body

o] I 000U PIROg 3] U A1nba puE J9puab aunsua o) sau9pinb Jar0 $a500sp APeq UCREIYR DUl (£.0¢ Biogqueg 7§ 10Uz beyey) digsseausa )y pizog 75V
GonenBa:

anBojees eusjy 2 pue vone|siBa [euonewayul pue [euogeu Bugsia o} 1240, pue suawainba [eBa| spaaox 23ey D By sueeynBas [eBa) o aauaay ssowey ad
SN ConEys

anBojziey Bualy ‘suosinosd Bunuawajdu) z 10 BUPBWILDUSG BLY PUE SIUBWAXINDES Bl J0 A1 IGEINSEBLY DL JOJ SICIEDIPUI B|GEIETLICD 1810 BIBU] BunewLpUDG pue AIjGeINSEa WY
Doneo a9 Ki2ss05a0 JOGE PotIOIul A[BUu 51 295N UOREo3 R0 5L

suorsimosd Buuawaduw) z UORE1390 JO UOIEUILLIB} PUE LORED398) Jo} WSIIBLPAL Jeaj & 1940 sasodsip Apoq uenesyRiao au| Uoneal3a0 Jo UoHeUILB}L PUE UoREDYId8) Joy uonenBay WYY
2anpaacid 1U1E[GW07 € Jo SoRY G sU0dsa PUE GWE) 9B S3als 1293

suosioue Bunuawardu| z S9UJ20 1241 WSIUEUIIL JulE|TUICD PIIUBINIOR PUR POSIRIZPUEIS @ 10K Sa50dsip APeq UENEYRR0 Il wowoBeuew wieduon oY

EEo z 2101550907 A21/qnd DUT 2URIEGs U PO 9IE 1507 [PUOBPRE O[Gss0d PUE UORTILAR O $1500 BUL mianas 1500 wesedsueL SV
(PIOD an|i5 ‘a7Uc.g ‘6'a) uonEdRIEY

eu pasan-gjnw oy siuawaINbal WNWIIUIL 818.0UCD B} UO UOREWLIJUI BjqE|EAR Apignd puE sa SIS Sxy| onesyRe0 pesap-nu Jo} suewasnbay uasedsues| ey

BUSGOM H 'san1ua palyue 4o Jaisibas ajge|ieae Aplgnd e s1sixe 204 S2313UB PalyLes Jo JatsiBas Juasedsues | Yaad
Suewainba

anBojees eusjy 2 Ppaseq-s5a201d 4o WAL Ny L Jo} BLBILD BUF UB UOREUNIOJUI oigeleAe KpIiGnd pue 2oy Sisike 2104 ‘ssa00ud UoneoyaD ussedsUes, } PISIpITPUEIG P
“GoREIRe 0d

aysqeM z 1o adlo3s A1)Jqe2|dOE PUE JOPDUBYELS PUE SIOL30S JUEABJAJ BU1 JO MOIAKAD DIGE|IEAE APIIand B 1810 iau] dinosB 106561 uasedsues | P
Sewannbal

ausgam z p052q-90URLIOL2T JO AWM, U3 O} 2UDILD LR UO LORRLLBIU| 2IGENEAE A21Gnd Puz 99 1570 2U0uL woaEayIaD 30 08N WwasedsuelL [

marnua| z SiuawaBUE.LE [ErI>2U 1SIX@ J9SN UOREDYIEY PUE AP0 UORERLIE B UBANIAG swoweBuewe [endequey vy

ausgam z age/iene Aoyqnd si kooq UOREILLIED B 40 2UMEANAS [PUOIESEB.0 Bl 2manas [euonesUEio vy

0.d BuNUBWS 0| ‘01SGOAY z “SWaLWNo0P B|ge|IEAE APIIGNd S [ UG bjaez UB00a1 A|15ea 51 ApOq UDREDLIAD Byl JO SMETS [26a] auL smeis 2607 vy
“peawmop

suoisiA0sd BunusLaldul ‘MoimBL] z 51559304d 511 'S130}40 JUBLIGAPEUI 2INSEDL 1 SIBPIOUBEIS LM aNBojelp Je|nBas u 5| APEg UBIIESY B DUy anBojeip Jap|OLEXeIs WalSISUED) eV

wainien| z 4] BUIBIU 51 SIUBLINI0P PUE S1D8GL| 53 JO BULCHUOI [ENURUD Ui S05eBUS APeg UGBS @ Bl uauISsassE 1edul] eV
S39%n Uones a0 [eRusiod puz 1Usans

suorsioud Buuawajdw) ‘mara) 2 @1 Uado s Jayo s1y | "ssE00:d LOREYLIE A U Hoddns puE UOKEULIOJUI Sa40 ApEq UDHEY D BY| ssado:d uoneayReo U poddng souvuLIopeq VeV
=

suorsinoud Bunuewaiduw| *aulppInG uogeayme] Jemnu Jo; sws|UEGIRW Jano $930dSIP PUE SW3sAS UOREDYID JE| IS UL OF 1051 APOg UBHEDYABD BU| SpirepuEs AqEUEISTS B0 0 BURRBY TV
01905 WunGs amedsal

mwansonl L o1 ui sishjeus Aaeuaieu e J0 S1NSe) D Pased §| SuaWwaIINDa: 4o BunyBiom puz anbo|ee 2D BuL sisdjeue Aueuman zzv

] SPIRRUEI [2UORELLGIL JUENO[Q. SE |[9M 5€ SOUPUY JIUaI%s 190 SIPISUCD UORE24RR Ul 109N 193 10 SR TEPSUT) uopoailg \Zv
"B Ul PAUaWINO0p S| PUE AP0 IPNE 9 40 WUaPUEGapU] SIN230 51 WOIEImas

10} UOISIDBP [BUL DU} PUE SINSAJ JIPNE BL O UONEPI[BA L) JoJ LIDISAS © JOAD Sa50TSIp APOG UBIEDYLBD BUL ypne o UonEpIEA TV
35N UOREa0 OU 0 9q /559508 51 100ax 1] AHILIOJU0> UOU PUE SjUawannbal
“[SIONEUl X3[GWO3 JO SIUDWAANDaI

mans| [ AULGJUO3-UOU J0 ase3 Ul *6'0) s jo 1 01 S0 Suss) 180 2104 UBUIDAIOAUY JBDIOYYEIS ViV

44017UBLU| *0U|BPING UONEDYRIED ~Jjpne ALEG-PJIL) 8Y5-UO 1uBpLBGAPUI UE 53e|d SOEL ELBILID OU J0 JUBLIIYINY DL JO IUBWISSISSE DL L ypne Auied-piia a1S-U0 LY
31UL10}u05-U0U 40 95T U] SaITSERW BURDBLIO3 01Ul SIBISUL
pue SuIRINbas WNW UL U0 SaulIaPING 2o S9pIAC:d ABOIOPEUIOW SILL “SIUoWaIMbal Jo Iy

suoisyoue Bunuauwaldw “aujppInG uoReoLLaD z 1 40} A60|0pO AR IUDWSSISSE PALUILITIO PUE DI IZUEIS @ JA0 Sa50dsip APeq UENEYRR0 Bl ABo|opoipou WawsSassE PISIERUES 1y
Sesn UoRESyRIeD [ERUSIod JOo Keorouose pue Aee]

auljepnB uonEayLIET "SGR 51 Apoq uoneoyeo oy | yjensedu pue Aeaneu 51 U0 aulEpPING € Jono sasOdsIP Apeq UoEY LD BY| fyjeredw g Ayeaneny eoj0p 79 fosupyBey v

Ay wng uopeyy N

Complete certification body management assessment TourCert

Figure 27

VII



: performance assessment

Certification standard

Impact requirements

anbojmes eualud

Anoireyag xel Jed

anBojmes eusiuy

ANOIABUSG XB1 JI8) UNSUS UOLEDNLIED 9yl 4O BB
“onnedwos e} pue seyddns
L 53381305 218} SINSUS UOREIYLISD B 4O EBLID

uenpeduwos g svenucs seg

S[EOVE pUE S916MERS UORED]anw0D 1o, edsunn

PUE T 18} SINSUS UOREIYAIED B3 4O EUSD

Sunsnew e

weasis Sjwouoo3 U ssewied

“BuBUSNUI PIpIS
-2u0 pue uonnadwes Jigun Laquq ‘uondnuod
4O UDRUSASIT 8L SINSLS UOREIYRIED B3 4O ELBLID

WawaAOAY
11104 8igisuodsey R uondnuod-nuy

‘siayddns pue sisonpoid
1830] JO A11301:d BYL INSUB UOREIYAIED BYS 4O ELTIED

faodsosd 2907

/a0 wsuna jo fouspuadep
|eunseas aanpas o1 uopenoUU, 3|qeUEISNS

10 UOROWOID I UNSUD LOREIYRIT 24 1O EID

uopeaouu| AgeuiEsns g Ayjeucseas

Aypqms (mepog

YELE

SELE

YELVE

EEre

TELE

VEVe

swepae jo vonues:d put yijEsy
J UOROWOI Sl SINEUS LOAEIYISS B3 4O BLSIID

fasges g yyesn

Joaioy: uoneniesus
i 5oy saunseaws jo uopmuBwadw) By
pue suopipen pue aBeway [eimn3 jo uonepaidde

pue 1acsa ainsua LoREAYRIES o o B

suojpen 1y aBewoy [eimjna jeuoiBoy

Ranuspy
|enxas 1o uoiBijas ‘uiBUe IS *368 1apUas Jo
swapuadapur ‘suosiad pakeidws o 4o serumieddo
|enbe 2/nsuS UOREIYRIED BY3 4O BUBIID

Aussoap wewkodws

ssoupuaLy-AjE) pue sInoy 10r0
ads i suopuUaS Bupiom 1509 o

01 uonuBIH
UBLIYSI|GEISS B BUMNSUS LOREIYRIED BYI 4O BUEID

Bujeq-jjem spiom

ojdosg

Yz

ETIE

T

VZTre

Bujuueid 2NIANASE401 PUB - UORINAELOD Ut
Auaede jo sy

21N2-01208 PUE [FIUSWUCLIAUS O
UORE;0pISUOD BYL QINSUS LOIEIYRIED B4l 4O B

85N pug| wsno|

P i doroRsa sjasUadsey B

uoomosd Kysion poig 1oy sanseay .
AUSIBNPOI U0 SBRIALIE
Pue 51240 WSLNOL 4o 12349

| PUE 1811p JO LORESYIUSPI -
SBINSUS UOIIEDYLISD BY 4O BB

fsenporg

001001 UORaNDR: PUE $83N0S UGAN1GT [ENSIA 10
D

USp| SY3 2INSUB LOREIYRISD 34 40 €

woanjjod jensi

102291 UCINPI 941 PUR $224n08 Lonnjod asi0u 30
UOILEIYIUBP! B BINSUS UOREIYLISD BYL 4O EUBID

uonnjjod ssioN

SUOISIUIB DHO JO UORANPRI pue
IUSWIBINFEAL BYL BINSUS UOREIYIED BY3 jO BUMUD

uopnjod sy

JUSWUOIALS |[RIMEN

Buipahans
PUE UONEITTDE- UDNINDDI DISEM JO) SANETIW
10 uonTIueWaIdw] 243 e IewoBIUE SNSEM jO

AUsWeEINSEBLW BYL SINSUS UOREIYLISD BYI 4O BUBIID

wswabeuew siseA

[Ty reyrye—
10 uopeWBKA Put OISO 38 4o
JUOWBINSEDLY Bl SINSUB UOEYSS B4 0 EHENLD

JuswBBEURW J51EM

snbojee) eusiuD orLteL
snBojee) eusiLy -
enbojeies euausD TrEly
anbojmed auawd zt
snbBojeie eusiuy zg
anBojmen suswD Tt
enbojeien euaILD 89
enBojee) euaD €9
enbojmen euewsD s
snBojeien eusiuy £5425
anBojee eusiuD vs
anbojeie euaiy o9
enbojeies euaisD S9r9TY
enbojeen eusiuy 1194019
anbojeres euolD 19499
snbojee) eusiD g9

Kousiye- pue uoneniosu0D AGIaua o) sainsEaw
16 uopewewe|dul pue uondwnsusa ABious jo

AUSWISINEESLL BUL SINSLS LOREIRISI BY3 4 &)

uswebeuew ABisuz

secunoses jueN

euRig

FLe

L1V

LN Y]

SIVe

e

Ve

Thre

VEVE

t category TourCert

impac

Complete certification standard assessment i

Figure 28

VI



Process requirements

uonen|ene waTshs puE 1ueWEBEUEW B JO SITSE) O

anBojered euoID Z1 Uo poseq UBE) | UORIE 18y} BINSUS UOREIYISD BU JO BURILD SUONoE GAIDLI03 BRSNS uewenosdw jenupuo) Y \vze
wa1shs uswabeuew

BU|jBPING uoREdYIED 4O uoPEN[EAS JB|NBA BY1 BINSUS UORBIYIISD BU1 JO BUBILD uopen|eas Juswabeuepy MajARI JusweBeuryy zeTa
1oypne [euonesiuebio Juspuadepu ue Aq
pauwiopad ‘uopiesjueBio sy Jo 1pnped pue sassaseid ‘Wwaisks

sUBpING UonesyIED O uoneN|eAs JB|NBa BY1 BINSUS UONBI|[LISD BY} JO BLSILD uonen|es walskg Ypny [Rwsqu| Fooyd veze
Siawasnbal ay1 Jo BuipuelSIapUN Je3)D
€ oney seakojdws |je 1eu: Usiiqeiss o1 seinpeooid pue sjenuew

aujepInG uoneoynIe) se101/0d Jo UOREIUEWINOP Y3 SINSUS UOREDYRISD W JO EURILD uoneuswINIOp 89D uopmuewINIOg zzTE
andine yum ABerens pue fajjod

anBojeie) eLaaD) ovL 40 uosedwion Jg|nBas Byl BINSUS UONEDLISD YA JO ELBID Buuoiuop Bupoyuop og vzTe
senyiqsuodses

enBojge] eusiy vl 1EB]D JO UONILIEP BY} BINSUS UOREDNISD BY] JO BUBILD simpans [euonesiuebig ARogne g Ayqisuodsey JaXA]
anosdwr Ajenuguos
puE s1UBWaIINDAI 31 185W 01 JUBWA|WLIOD JO WUBWISIEIS

anBojeieD eusI) 1L JPWLIO} B O 30USISIX3 3Y1 2INSUB UONLIYLISD Y JO BLAILD WBWNWWOD [e2N]0d erze
$15p|0YaEIS Y UOIEICTE]|0D Ul

anbojeied epaD) 14zl sds1s UOMIDE JO UORILYSP BY1 BINSUS UOLEIYLISD U JO BLSILD uelg uoneswsjduw) food zize
S19PIOUSHEIS LM UOREIOGE05 U Sanss!

anbBojereD eusIID 7z BUSIX® JO UOIEIYIUBPI BYL SINSUS UOREIYISD Y1 JO BLBILD uonenys [eul Jo sisA|eue BAISUBIU] sphjeuy ueld vize

ebug
Auyenp meq “ON uoueD L) wewsg oD WY-PeYD-0g-ueld N

tandard assessment process category TourCert

ons

Complete certificati

Figure 29

IX



: quality assessment

Standard indicators

anBojeie] euayi) seBueyd o} pue Appinb puodsal sioiesipuy ay | ssauanisuodsay pedw) uue-Buo £ZD
'siap|oy@xels Juena|as ||e Aq paidedse

MaIIBIY| pue yum uope|nsuod ul padojersp aie si01edipul 8y uonediiued pecig [ 4 4e)
-suosied Ae| Aq perasdiaiu;

anBojeie]) euayi) 8q ued pue abenbue| ajdwis asn sio1edipul BY | fae) ypeegnQ VZZTO
pesopsip Apignd a1 spotjew pue

anBojeyen eusyu) s92un0s e3ep pue a|qissadde Apijgnd ae siojedIpUl Y] foussedsuer] Aiiqeunosoy soodse uogeoyddy )
uswdojanap
]GeUIEISNS JO SUOISUBLIP @NSs] BRI Y JO GduELIOdW]

MmalnIa| BANE|a1 BYL Yim 8duepIodoe Ul st BuiyBiam ol BuyBis nseJ [euy 3

ey 21941 p yBiom sy 4yBiom 3jnseu [euy jo uopejduioy e
“Rem paypsn] e U] s1n200

MaInBIY| e1ep JojEDIPUI Jo uonebaibbe pue uoneziewiou ay| uoneBa.bbe 3 uonezeuuon uoge|ndjuew ejeq K d e
“poyraw

MalAIBI| Jley pue onews1sAs e Buisn pajidwod aie sioledipul 8y | Ajigeljey SELD

anBojeyen eusyu) “ainseaw o} Asea pue ajqe|ieae s ejep paunbal ay | Ajqeinseaw 5 Ayijiqe|ieay zZeD
*adoos |eojydesboab
syendoidde ue pue §1500 wB}-BUO| PUE -LIOUS J5AGD

anBojele eI ©} uozoy aw areudoidde ue ARy SJ01EIPUI DY | 2doos ajenbapy uonesyeds BMeq LELD
“WSUNo} 8|qeuleIsnS

anBojeren euai) 4O sUCISUBWIP JueLIOd W DU} JBAOD SIOIEDIPUI BY| ssauaneIURsaIdaY suoweje Aoy Zro

“(Kuadsoud ‘ojdoad 3oue|d) juswdo|aAsp a|qeuIRlSNS suoisuawIp
anBojejer) euali) 4O SUOISUBWIIP DNSSI 23J4) DU O3 U] SI0IEDIPUI BY | BUIRISNS O} UOIDBULOY 3deouco eJ00 % edoag swewsle [e3160|0POeIN N %]
uoRdINRSUCO
Ayeng meq uopeuejdg ) 4cyedipuy o3 sejdpuud Aey dowedpuy jo {E] uN

tor assessment TourCert

ica

Complete standard ind

Figure 30



Villages

Ineering

Assessment Mountai

Appendix 4

management assessment

Certification body

Mot Glusiaquiaw pieog s3I Ul Anba pue Japuab 2nsua 0) saUIPRING Jano $2500s P APOG LORERLLID BU) (£10z "Biaqueg g luuebeyey) diusioquialy pizog 7sv
vonenbal
Mo anBojmeD euaD L pue uope|siBa) [ruoRLL] puT [2UCREU BuRs|Xa 0 Siaja) puE KUBWAINDA 269 SPIIIX AL UL suonejnBa; (eBa) o1 a2uainay ssowey sV
S1050 UOREDYIT
Mo anBojmeD euaD L 4o B youag auy pue boau aus 4o Aayj 91 40} 5101201pUI 2/QEIETLD ISIXD Q2L Buppewipuag pue AqRINsEaly Y
“UoREDy1a3) AIBSS2290 INCGE PALLI/! ABLUR £ 195N LORER4ITS 3UL
SUAWND0R [2waly| z . pue uopeay 10§ WS|UBYRRLL B @ Jan0 52500SIP APOG LOREDLLID BU) UOIEDYID JO LORBLIALDT PUE UCREDAIADA Jo) UoRE|NBY LYY
I “aunpasaid ueidwos € Jo sR|IaIsuodsal PUE auey Fwp 'S0ms JEap
Moty S9UYOP 22Up WSIUTYRAL WIZdUIOD PAILIWINIOR PUE PASIPLEPUEIS @ Jan0 $2500s P APOG LORERLLIZD 2U) waweBeuzw 1uedwoy ory
Mot L ‘2(Grs59002 Apl|qnd pUE JuasEdsURI) Ea2 2J¢ 1500 [PUORIPRE 2]Q/S500 PUE UOREDYAI22 40 SI502 UL ‘2amanas 1500 Juasedsu| vy
“[PloD 8AJIS ‘azucug *B'3) onesyLIa>
o PRI J0} S16RWIINDRJ WINWIUIW 212,002 LA UQ UOREWIOMI 2GR ene ARIIqnd pue aay SSXa asauL LOREDY IO PaIAL-R|NW 40} SWuawWRINba) JualedsURI] TPy
SusoPAL z saqu payiLad 4o JasiBal aqe|iere Apiqnd e jsixe aioy| sanyue payad Jo JaisiBe) Jusledsues| vy
‘suawasnbal
SusoPAL z paseq-ssa30icl JO JUBLJY|ny 817, 164 BUBIUS DL UO UDTELLOI SIOE| AR APING PUE DoY) SISKD BIBY | ssa30,dl UoHEDYLED JUBIEdSUEY % POSIPIEPUEIS P
Toneyes 5
SusoPAL z 40 addoos AypcEsidde pur JopIOYSYEIS PUE SI01985 JUEAB|B) DL JO IALAIBAD B|GE|EAE APIand @ 18X aioy| dnou 1962 Juasedsurs| S¥Y
‘suawasnbas
anfojeien euBYIN/EYSGAM, z paseq-asuBwLOpSd Jo JUSLUYIMY 17 O BUBILD B UG UGHEWIOU! S[qe] 2R 9ljqnd pue pal 1510 aiay| onESyE J 85N JuaIEsUE)| YEY
mainsany| z E ! 15 Jasn LoReoyQID pue Apog LOREDYLE) DU UBBNIAE swewsBuELE [ENRALOY R d
swawno0p jeusaiy| | 2108|122 A21jgnd 5| Apog UOREaLES B 40 AUNIaNAS [2UoEsIuRB.0 3L aumanis [euonEsueBig hv
OISO, ! “SWRL0p 2|9¢|[ene ARoNG B |7 UO 2z uBooal K520 51 Apeq UOREa4La0 S 40 STIES (269] 2UL ‘smams [eba] Js vy
“pasvaunacp
Moty z 51 552001 14| "SI0 WILANPELI 2UNSETIW OF IIPIOYAES Ypim aNBO|EIP JeinBas Ul 51 APOT UONEDYLIFD UL anBojeIp Jap|oYRAES WASUTT CEY
Mot z A||2U231 S RUILNOOP PUE S1280LL] 53] 40 BULIONLOW [ENURUCS | s26EBU APOG LORERLIID 2U) Juawssasse pedu| eV
SN UoNES YR [FRUSIE] pUE U
maruau| L ||z @1 uado ) Jayo sy} “ssa20:d UOREIYRLR2 A3 Ul LOdNS PUT LOKRLLIOI 51240 APOT UOREDYLIZD UL ssaoaud uopeaymas u) woddng sousuLOpeg eV
uonuBooas
mamaiy| BN I} SWSIEDAW JBAD SISOOSI PUE SWAJSAS LONESYIG JE[IWIS UBLRO O} S1840) APOG UOREDYIBD BY| SPIEPUE}S AJ|IRUIBISNS JBLLO 0} B3UBIBISY TV
*J01985 Wsuna) aansadsal
mamaiy| i Ul siskjeue Ayjeusiew e Jo syrses uo paseq 5| Suawasinbas o BunuBlam pue anBojeEs BB BU | siskjpue f)eusiely zzV
mamaiy| L “SPUBPUEIS [2UCEWSIUI JUBAS]D. SE [[M 58 SBUIDUI SYUBIS JUD3D SISPISUCS UOREDLIBD BU| $JUBAD JUBLIND JO LOREIBPISUY oI VZv
“BuLA Ui PRIUBLINS0P 51 PUB APOG LPNE B4 JO JUBPUBCAPUI SIN30 51| “UOREID
JUBLINIOQ [ELIBYUI ‘MOIAKSIU| L 10} UOISIZBP (Ul LR PUE S3YNSBI IPNE BU JO UCEPIEA BLAL 1O Wa3sAS © JaAD S9560sIP APOq LORESLIED BU | pne o uoepijeA, LV
195N UDREOYIBD BUA JO; BIQSSA00E 51 0cal SIL| AYILLIOJUES-UOU PUE SUBWAsNba
motmszIL| ! PO]l1ry INOGE UOREULOJUI [ L OGE) JPNE PASIPIEPUELS © 531000 APOQ LPME JO APOg UoREDYIED BY| poda, ypne pasipiepuelg SV
(sJonEwW %0/dwe 10 Huawannbal
mainsany| z s Ayi10JUD3-UoU 40 950 Ui *B2) LIOPIOYBYELS 40 LUALIBAIOAL BLA JO} SWISIUELPALL 1SIXD DDU) WaWANOALI JBPIOYNEIS IV
mamaiy| PnE Auied- ity a3/5-Uo JuspUGaPUI UE 9B|d Sa0{E), BSYID UL JO JUBLJLNY SU J0 JUBWISSESSE BU | Wpne Apzd-puity 35Uy cIY
“AqILIIOJUED-UOU Jo 8523 I SaINSEaU BUISBLOS CYUI SHBISU
puE SUBWAIINGS! WU Lo SsaulapinG Jea|s sapmoid ABojopoLaw S| SuauIBINba) J0 BN
auawnaog z aup 10y ABojOPOLaU JUBUISSaSSE PAILRLINIOP PUE PasIpIeRUESS 2 Jano sasodsp Apog UoREaLIR 2U] 4Bojopoiew uawssasse pasipiepUTI iV
"S85 UORESYIIAY [2RUA0A Jo JuapUBdapU! AlEdILouCDS PuE Aj[2Ba)
Moty 51 Apoa uoReayLa2 9Y | “AYjeiedul pue Ai[24naU S U 2UY2PING @ Jano Sa50CsIP APOG LOREDLLIZD BU) edw g Aueanay w0 Moswpibe] iy
Ayenp weg weussesy b uopsy fioBey ™~

Villages

Ineering

body management assessment Mountai

Ification

Complete certi

Figure 31

Xl



. performance assessment

Certification standard

Impact requirements

anBojees ey

INOIABYST XE) Jje} BINSLS UOHEIIED SUY JO BLBIT

noineysg xe) ey

onbojmes esows

Gonneduos ue; pue sienddns

SI98A1UOD Jje} BINSUS UONEDILED BYY JO BLBIT

uonpoduwen g s1oenuoa oy

onbojmeD euou

anBojees eualLD

Slepmew pue salbaens uopEnUNMILS Juasedsuen

PUE [TYINg “je; 205UD UOREILED 43 4O BURIND

Bupowew ey

weshs 2|wouoog | sewey

Buiousnjur peprs
~euo pue uoapedwe3 Jeun "Aequq ‘vordnuea

Jo uoUBABId 817 BINSUS LORESHAISS BL 4O BB

wswaaiony

o030 ofqisuodsoy % UodnLET- LY

anBojeies eawD

siey/ddns pue simanpod

901 j0 Aiuopd 813 ainsus UBREDYAISS B JO BB

fapadsoid jeso

anBojole @uaid

oo wspnal jo kauspusdep
euosees @anpa: o3 UREAGL| SGEUIEISNS

40 Uonowosd 3u3 2UNEUS UONEIYLIAD Y 40 BUAD

UORRAOUUI BIGRUIBIENS 7 AU jBuoseas

Ajjiqes [@epos

VELE

enbojmen esoD

snBojees ewsis

SWaPI08 O LORANBId PUE WiIEaY
30 vonowod 8y BINSUS LOREIYLIED B JO BUSIID

asyes g jesp

Josiein uonenEsUGS
a1 104 saunseaw jo voneweweldw) oyl

pue suopipen pue 6oy I3 Jo uoaeeidde
pue 1986531 BINEUS LOREDYLISD Y JO BLBLID

suojpes  aBeiway [eam|na [euoiBay

pooyieny Apununos

anBojeED BLAILD

Kwopy
enxes Jo uoiB) a1 ‘uiBuo i iuipe ‘ebe apust jo
wapuadapu ‘suosiad pakoidws (e jo sanunuoddo

|enba BJNsUS UONEIYLIB U JO BLAILD

Assamp wawkodws

anBojmes euowd

ssaul|pusLy-jie) puE sinoy Jan0
o3 uonuane [eads yum suoPUS Bupuom isaq jo

JUBWYS|GEISE DU BINSUS UOREDLSD SYL JO BLBID

fyjenb wswkoidws

Buiscrijem Jepom

YZLe

€Z18

[ x45:]

anBojEes eEowD

G+8E8 '£42V.

Bujuue|d eamanase4Ul PUE - GORINASUOD Uy
fapedes jo sywy jeimyno-010s pue [ewsLLCNAS O

28N puB| WsUNOL

anbojgies esawD

%.E%,ESEEEE:5;&32%@2_6
oI i oD ojasuodsy E
uopamond Ausizmpoiq oj saunseapy -
fysaa,
pue oo

8P puE 18P JO UORE:

:BinsUS UOAEYAIED YA j0 BUEIID

Asienporg

anbojmes epewn

¥8 'q+EE8 bEY

anBojees auewD

anoqe 935

402,213 UORINPRJ PUB S3INOE LONNJIO [BNEIA O

UOIIERNUBPI B BINSUS UONEIISD BUL JO BLBIIT

uonnjod jensin

Jomie Uomonpel U pus seamos Uonn||od eseU Jo

UOJE3RUBPI B3 BINSUS UOHEIYLSD BU3 JO BUSILTY

uonnjed ssion

anbojaie) ewewd

#8 '9E8 APy

snbojeIeD EuaILD

SUOISS|We DHO JO UONaNPa: pue
AUSWAINEEIW 243 BNSUS UOGEYLI I3 40 BLAYD

uopnjiod v

WOWUOIAUS [N

Suiphons

pue Uonesedss. 'UORONPAI S1SEM IO} SBINSEBL

16 UoEIB WU 8y} Pue JBWSBRLBL S1SeM Jo
WBWAINSEBLL BL1 BINSUS UOTESJ1IAD 841 J0 BUSIID

sWaBEUEW B1SEM,

anBojEeD BEoWD

UoRENIB5UGD JIEM 10} SBINSERU
10 uonewawsldun pue uondwnsuss Jajem jo

WBWEINEEDW BU3 RINSUS UGTEDYLIAD BY1 JO BUOILID

wewaBeuRw JSieM,

onbojaeD epoI

Ty
wsg

“ON uopewy

Kouziaye- pue uonenasuos ABIaus 10} sainseaw
Jo uonewawa|duw; pue uopdwnsuos ABiaua jo

JUPWOINSERW DU RINSUD UOAEYLI YA 4O BLUOHLD

uswobeuew ABIou3

Jousd

gUre

LUVe

LAY}

SLre

riLe

e

TIVE

VI'VE

uowueung enss Aupgeuimsns.

Villages

ineering

fication standard assessment impact category Mountai

Complete cert

Figure 32

Xl



Process requirements

Lonenjers wajsks pue JuswabeURL By JO SYNSa) B

el O paseq USYE: S| UCHIE 124 BINSUS UORESLIS? B3 4O BLIBIID SUORIE BAIPBLI0D B BATUBASIA Y \rza
washs wawabeuew
Mz 30 uopen|eAs 1e|NBaI 8L BINSUS UONEDYILIED BU JO ELBIID uonenjens s wsBeuely mepaes JusweBeuepy zezd
1onpne [euopesiuebio Juapuadapu ue Aq
pauuoyiad ‘uonesiueBio ay jo 19npoid pue sssseaoid ‘waishs
rENE ] 4O uonen|eAa 1eNB31 Al 2INSUS UOKEOIUSD BU} JO BLISYHID uonenjeas waysks PNY [ewedu] ey VeTd
Swewalnbas oyl jo BupuBISsIapUN JEap
© aney seskojdws ||e yey) ysiqelss o} seinpasoud pue sjenuews
mainzI 52121100 JO UONEIUBWINGOP 3U3 SUNSUS UONEDIUISD SUJ JO BLBID uoneILRWNDOp 83D uoRRUSWNZOQ zzzd
Indino yum ABa1ens pue Aajod
malnz] 10 uosLEdWOD JBINBEI BUI BINSUS UONEDILIED BUI JO ELBILD BuuoluoW Bupcyuop oq vzza
swswinzop seniiqisuodsal
jeuseIy] ‘MajABIU B8]0 JO UCIUYBP B BINSUS UOREDYILIED BU JO ELBIID simonus jeuopesiuebig fyoyne 3 Ayjiqisucdsey vizd
aaoudw Ajlenuguos
swawnoop pue s1uswainba) 241 135W O} JUSWRIWILIOS J0 JUSWS3IELS
[eUIBIUL ‘MBIAIBIU |BULIO) © 4O 82USISIX3 BU} SINSUS UCHEOLIUSI BU} JO BLISYHID JUBWHWWOD | od erza
Swewnoop S15P{OUIHIEIS (AIM UOREIOGE]02 Ul
Jeussiul 'maimBIU] 5015 UORJE JO UOIIUYBP BUI BINSUS UOREDUISI BUI JO BLBILD ue)d uoneluswaldu foyjod zizd
Suewnoop SIPIOYSEIS [l UOREI0qE|03 U Sanss!
Jeusaiul 'majnoIU| Bunsixe 0 UOIIE3IUBPI AU BINSUB LUONEDILIBD BUY JO ELBIID uonenys [eniul Jo siskjeue ansuaIL| sshjeuy uelg Vizd
sbeg
Ayeno wea L] wewey SPAD PY-PRYS-oa-usd N

Villages

ineering

tandard assessment process category Mounta

1on s

Complete certificati

Figure 33

Ul



: quality assessment

Standard indicators

snBojeje] eusyn) -saBueyp o} pue Appinb puodsa: siojesiput oY) ssauanisuodsay 1oedw; wuer-Buo £z
siep|oy@els Jueaajal | Ag pardaooe

mainau| PUE Y1im UonelNsuod ul padojanap ale sioledlpul 8y | uonedpnied peoig F 440}
suos.ad Ae| Aq pajaidiaiul

anbo|ele) eLal) aq ues pue abenbue| ajduiis asn siolesipul 8y | Ruep yoeenno 1222
anBojeien “pasojpsip Apijgnd aue spouiaw pue

eUAILD 'BUSARM 5924N0s E}EP PuE 2|qIsse00e AI|gNd aJe SI0edIPUI 2y Kaussedsues| Ayqeauncsoy spoedse uopes)jddy [Kr4e)
wawdojerep
2|QBUIISNS JO SUDISUBWIIP NSS! @1y} 8y J0 aduepoduw

MalmR| QARER[2I 3Y) YUM 2ouepIoDDe Ul S| BulyBlam ay) BuiyBrapm }nsel [euy jo D [ e}
~kem paiisnl & Ul sinaso

mainR| elep Jojedipul jo uonebauBBe pue uoieziieuLou 2y uonebasbbe 5 uoneziewsoN uogendiuew weg k%)
“pPoLpew

malnB| Jiey pue dpews)shs e Buisn paiduwiod aie sioediput 8y Ajigerjey [ e)

anbojeje) eLay) ‘ainseauw 0} Asea pue a|qe|ieAe S| elep painbai ay| censeaw g A}|iqe|ieny e
-2doos |eaiydesBosb
@1endoudde ue pue saye wisl-buo| pue -Loys JaAod

snBojejen euoyn ©3 uozuoy swi syeudoidde ue sAey sIoYEdIPUI BY | adoos sjenbapy uopesypeds Beq Vel
“wsuNoy ojqeureIsns

anBolele) euai) 4O suoisuaWIp Juenoduw 8y} JOAOD SIOLEDIPUI BY | ssauaAnejuasaiday syuewele ey k%)

‘(faadsoud “ajdoad 1aued) wawdojerap sjqeureisns suoisusWIP
anbo|ele]) euai) O SUOISUBWIIP ANSS] 9214} AU} O} Yul| SI01edIPUl BY | sanss| Aj|igeulelsns 0} UOIAUUC) 3deouod 81003 edoog ‘suewse|e [esjBojopopaly 11D
uopongsucs
Aujenp ©eq uopeusida BHeWD 40yeaipuy oy sejdiound fey 40RIIPUY] JO WY AN

Villages

ineering

tor assessment Mounta

ica

Complete standard ind

Figure 34

XV



