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Abstract 

 

Since the tourism sector is a significant contributor to environmental 

degradation and socio-cultural disruptions, there is a pressing need to 

transition towards more sustainable and responsible tourism models. 

Green transformations encompass a spectrum of initiatives aimed at 

minimizing negative environmental impacts, preserving cultural heritage, 

and fostering socio-economic inclusivity within tourism destinations. 

Drawing upon existing literature and policy frameworks, this paper 

highlights the key principles, challenges, and opportunities associated with 

advancing sustainable tourism through green transformations. It highlights 

how crucial it is to incorporate economic viability, community involvement, 

and environmental protection into the planning and development 

procedures for the tourist industry. Stakeholders can assure the long-term 

viability of the tourist business, encourage ecological conservation, and 

improve destination resilience by adopting green changes. 
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Introduction 

 

Sustainable tourism, often referred to as responsible tourism or eco-

tourism, has garnered increasing attention in recent years due to its 
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potential to minimize negative impacts on the environment, cultures, and 

communities while maximizing benefits for all stakeholders involved 

(UNWTO, 2019). It emphasizes preserving natural resources, protecting 

biodiversity, and promoting cultural heritage at tourist destinations 

(Fennell, 2019). Sustainable tourism is not only vital for safeguarding the 

integrity of ecosystems and cultural sites but also for ensuring the long-

term viability of the tourism industry and enhancing the well-being of 

local communities (Hall, 2015). 

 

However, despite its potential benefits, sustainable tourism faces 

numerous challenges that threaten its effectiveness and sustainability. 

These issues include overtourism, which in popular places leads to 

environmental damage, congestion, and cultural decay (Gössling et al., 

2020). Additionally, the tourist sector contributes significantly to 

pollution, carbon emissions, and habitat degradation, which exacerbates 

global issues like biodiversity loss and climate change (Scott et al., 2020). 

Additionally, there are concerns regarding the unequal distribution of 

tourism revenues, which often leads to socioeconomic disparities and 

cultural marginalization within destination communities (Gursoy et al., 

2018). To address these challenges and ensure the sustainability of 

tourism, there is a pressing need for green transformations that prioritise 

environmental conservation, social equity, and economic prosperity 

(Dodds & Joppe, 2005). 

 

This study endeavours to investigate how green transformations 

contribute to the advancement of sustainable tourism practices by delving 

into various aspects. Specifically, it aims to identify the principal 

challenges confronting sustainable tourism, scrutinize the concept of 

green transformations and their capacity to address these challenges, 

delve into successful case studies of green initiatives within the tourism 

sector, evaluate the effects of green transformations on environmental, 

social, and economic sustainability, and offer recommendations targeted 

at policymakers, industry stakeholders, and practitioners to foster the 

promotion of sustainable tourism through the implementation of green 

transformations. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Sustainable tourism, as defined by the United Nations World Tourism 

Organization (UNWTO, 2019), embodies a comprehensive approach 

towards tourism development that prioritizes the minimization of negative 
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environmental, sociocultural, and economic impacts, while concurrently 

maximizing benefits for host communities and ensuring the preservation 

of destinations for future generations. This definition underscores the 

intricate interplay between various dimensions of sustainability within the 

tourism sector. 

 

Central to the concept of sustainable tourism is the integration of 

environmental conservation, socio-cultural authenticity, and economic 

viability (Hall & Lew, 2009). The integration showcases a comprehensive 

methodology that acknowledges the interdependence of environmental, 

social, and financial systems. The responsible management of natural 

resources, such as actions taken to reduce pollution, maintain 

biodiversity, and safeguard delicate ecosystems, is what environmental 

conservation comprises. While promoting meaningful relationships 

between visitors and locals, socio-cultural authenticity highlights the 

significance of honouring and protecting the cultural history, customs, 

and identities of destination communities. On the other side, economic 

viability entails promoting tourism-related activities that minimise 

negative economic externalities while producing good economic effects 

for host communities, such as revenue production, job creation, and 

infrastructure development. Therefore, sustainable tourism aims to 

achieve a careful balance between satisfying travellers' demands and 

wants for distinctive and unforgettable experiences while guaranteeing 

the long-term viability and resilience of destination places (Fennell, 

2019). This balance is achieved through the adoption of practices and 

policies that prioritize sustainability principles throughout the tourism 

value chain, from planning and development to operation and 

management. 

 

A plethora of scholarly investigations have delved into the multifaceted 

domain of sustainable tourism, shedding light on its challenges and the 

necessity for transformative green initiatives within the industry. Gössling 

et al. (2020) embarked on an exhaustive review, endeavouring to unravel 

the intricate challenges besieging sustainable tourism. Their analysis 

underscored the imperative for transformative changes aimed at curtailing 

environmental degradation and mitigating socio-cultural disruptions that 

often accompany tourism activities. By scrutinizing the multifarious 

facets of sustainable tourism, Gössling et al. illuminated the pressing need 

for green transformations to steer the industry towards a more sustainable 

trajectory. Similarly, Scott et al. (2020) contributed to the discourse by 

elucidating the pivotal role of green transformations in mitigating the 
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carbon footprint associated with tourism activities. By examining the 

nexus between green initiatives and sustainable practices, Scott et al. 

(2020) highlighted the potential of transformative changes to mitigate 

environmental impacts and promote responsible tourism practices. 

Sustainable tourism practices are based on several fundamental concepts 

and principles that direct industry participants in their efforts to promote 

sustainability. One prominent framework is the Global Sustainable 

Tourism Criteria (GSTC), which offers a comprehensive set of guidelines 

aimed at promoting sustainability across various facets of tourism 

operations (GSTC, 2024). These criteria encompass critical areas such as 

environmental management, socio-cultural impacts, and economic 

benefits, providing a holistic framework for assessing and enhancing the 

sustainability of tourism initiatives. By adhering to the GSTC criteria, 

tourism stakeholders can effectively integrate sustainability principles 

into their planning, development, and management practices, thereby 

minimizing negative impacts and maximizing positive outcomes for 

destinations and communities. 

 

In addition to the GSTC, the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) approach 

represents another pivotal framework that underpins sustainable tourism 

practices. Coined by Elkington (1997), the TBL approach advocates for 

the consideration of three interconnected dimensions - environmental, 

social, and economic - in evaluating the sustainability of tourism 

initiatives. By adopting a triple-bottom-line perspective, tourism 

stakeholders can assess the holistic impacts of their activities and 

decisions, ensuring that environmental conservation, social equity, and 

economic prosperity are concurrently prioritized. The TBL framework 

serves as a guiding principle for achieving a balanced and sustainable 

approach to tourism development, wherein the needs of present and future 

generations are harmonized with the preservation of natural and cultural 

resources. Together, the GSTC criteria and the Triple Bottom Line 

approach constitute foundational frameworks that inform and guide 

sustainable tourism practices, offering a robust foundation for industry 

stakeholders to pursue sustainability objectives systematically and 

holistically. 

 

The literature extensively discusses a myriad of challenges and barriers 

that obstruct the advancement of sustainable tourism endeavours. Among 

these challenges, over-tourism stands out as a pressing concern, with 

studies emphasizing its detrimental effects on various aspects of 

destination sustainability. Gössling et al. (2020) underscore the 
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multifaceted impacts of over-tourism, including environmental 

degradation, cultural commodification, and social tensions. In addition to 

over-tourism, inadequate infrastructure poses a significant barrier to the 

sustainable development of tourism destinations. Adequate infrastructure, 

including waste management programmes, transit networks, and lodging 

options, is crucial for promoting sustainable tourist practices, according to 

Hall and Lew (2009). However, the literature suggests that stakeholders 

often operate in silos, with conflicting interests and priorities impeding 

collective action (Mowforth & Munt, 2009). This lack of collaboration 

exacerbates challenges such as over-tourism, environmental degradation, 

and socio-cultural conflicts. 

 

Furthermore, limited awareness among tourists and industry stakeholders 

about sustainable tourism principles and practices presents a significant 

barrier to sustainability. Research by Weaver (2008) highlights the 

importance of education and awareness-raising initiatives in promoting 

responsible tourism behaviour. An increasing amount of academic 

research examines the expanding field of environmentally conscious 

practices and efforts in the tourist industry. Dodds and Joppe (2005) 

contributed to this discourse by conducting a seminal study on the 

greening of the accommodation sector. Their research shed light on the 

adoption of eco-friendly technologies and policies by hotels and resorts, 

illuminating the multifaceted strategies employed to minimize 

environmental impacts and enhance sustainability within the 

accommodation industry. Dodds and Joppe's investigation underscored 

the pivotal role of the accommodation sector in spearheading green 

initiatives and setting sustainability standards for the broader tourism 

industry. Furthermore, Fennell (2019) delved into the emergence and 

evolution of ecotourism as a sustainable tourism niche, offering insights 

into the principles, practices, and challenges associated with 

conservation-oriented tourism experiences. 

 

Green Transformations in Sustainable Tourism - The Case of the 

European Union 

 

The section emphasises how important tourism is to the progress of 

European areas and how it may support rural development, employment, 

and economic expansion. These features highlight the need for consistent 

and trustworthy data in the tourist sector, especially when it comes to 

regional policy and sustainable development programmes (UNWTO, 

2021). In fact, maintaining and developing cultural and natural heritage as 
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well as promoting economic growth in European areas depend heavily on 

sustainable tourism practices. In order to meet issues like an ageing 

population, increasing external competition, and changing consumer 

demands, it is imperative to create more environmentally friendly and 

sustainable tourism practices, as stated in the European Commission's 

Communication on EU Tourism Policy (European Commission, 2006). 

 

An estimated sixty-two per cent of people in the European Union (EU) 

who were 15 years of age or older in 2022 travelled for personal reasons. 

This indicates that they made at least one trip for tourism each year, 

covering a range of leisure activities like vacations, pastimes, and visits to 

friends and family (Eurostat, 2023). However, there are significant 

differences amongst EU members; for example, participation rates in 

Bulgaria range from 27.8% to 83.7% in Holland (Eurostat, 2023). This 

disparity underscores the diverse tourism landscapes across European 

nations, influenced by factors such as cultural preferences, geographical 

attributes, and socio-economic conditions. The observed participation rate 

of 62% in 2022 reflects an improvement compared to the preceding years 

significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Notably, the 

participation rate in 2020 stood at 52%, marking the initial impact of the 

pandemic, followed by a modest increase to 56% in 2021 (Eurostat, 

2023). Despite this upward trend, the 2022 participation rate remains 

slightly below the pre-pandemic level recorded in 2019, which stood at 

65%. 

 

This surge in tourism post-pandemic activity underscores the resilience 

and adaptability of the European tourism sector. However, it also raises 

pertinent questions concerning the sustainability of such growth. 

Sustainable tourism principles advocate for the responsible and equitable 

management of tourism activities to minimize adverse impacts on the 

environment, society, and culture while maximizing long-term benefits 

for host communities (UNWTO, 2019). 

 

In 2022, European Union (EU) residents aged 15 and above embarked on 

nearly 1.1 billion tourism trips, encompassing both personal and business 

purposes (Eurostat, 2023). This number indicates a noteworthy growth of 

23% from 2021 and an impressive rise of 51% from 2020. However, 

despite this resurgence, the total number of trips remained 6% below the 

pre-pandemic levels recorded in 2019 (Eurostat, 2023). Short trips, 

spanning one to three nights, constituted the majority, accounting for 

56.4% of all tourism trips undertaken by EU residents (Eurostat, 2023). 
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Additionally, a substantial proportion of these trips - 75.5% - were 

directed towards domestic destinations, while the remaining 24.5% were 

directed abroad (Eurostat, 2023). 

 

Figure 1: Share of the population participating in tourism, 2022 (% of the 

population aged 15 years or more) 

 
Source: Eurostat, 2023 

 

Notably, there were considerable variations in the propensity of residents 

from different EU Member States to travel abroad. For instance, residents 

of Luxembourg exhibited the highest inclination towards international 

travel, with 94.5% of their total tourism trips directed abroad. This was 

followed by Belgians (74.5%), Maltese (60.6%), Slovenians (53.3%), and 

Dutch (51.9%) residents. Conversely, residents of Romania (8.1%) and 

Spain (9.8%) displayed a markedly lower propensity for international 

travel (Eurostat, 2023). These disparities can be attributed to a 

combination of factors, including the size of the Member States and their 

geographical location, with smaller and more northerly countries 

exhibiting a higher inclination towards outbound travel. Furthermore, the 

analysis reveals a seasonal pattern in travel preferences, with EU residents 

demonstrating a preference for summer travel. Approximately one-fourth 

of all tourism trips undertaken by EU residents occurred during the 

months of July or August (Eurostat, 2023). According to UNWTO 

(2019), sustainable tourism principles promote responsible travel 

practices that minimise adverse effects on the environment, society, and 

culture while maximising benefits to local economies and communities. 
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Figure 2: Nights spent during foreign trips of Europeans, share by 

country of residence of the tourist, 2022 

 
Source: Eurostat, 2023 

 

In 2022, EU residents collectively spent an estimated 2.2 billion nights on 

tourism trips abroad, indicative of their engagement in international travel 

activities (Eurostat, 2023). German citizens were the most frequent 

travellers among EU members, with 786 million nights spent travelling 

outside of Germany at the same time. Similarly, with 221 million nights 

spent overseas, Dutch citizens made a substantial contribution to the total. 

When combined, citizens of these two EU member states accounted for 

almost half (46.7%) of all the nights that EU citizens spent overseas 

(Eurostat, 2023). Considering the demographic makeup of Member States 

was taken into account, Luxembourg's citizens showed the greatest 

inclination for foreign travel, spending an average of 38 nights overseas 

per person in 2022. The Netherlands and Sweden trailed closely behind, 

with each country's citizens spending an average of 15 and 14 nights 

overseas, respectively (Eurostat, 2023). Romanians, Bulgarians, Greeks, 

Italians, and Portuguese citizens, on the other hand, had far lower 

averages - all of them spent fewer than two nights overseas on average in 

2022. 

 

The differences seen in outward travel behaviour highlight the diverse 

range of preferences and socio-economic factors that impact travel 

behaviours among European Union member states. They also draw 

attention to the possible ramifications of eco-friendly travel strategies. 

Principles of sustainable tourism place a strong emphasis on the value of 

responsible travel practices that maximise socioeconomic gains while 
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minimising detrimental effects on the environment, local people, and 

culture (UNWTO, 2019). As such, the observed variations in travel 

behaviour underscore the need for targeted interventions and policy 

initiatives aimed at promoting sustainable travel practices across EU 

Member States, thereby ensuring the long-term resilience and viability of 

European tourism destinations. 

 

Figure 3: Country of origin for foreign tourism trips, 2022 (average 

nights spent abroad per inhabitant aged 15 years or more) 

 
 

Conclusion 

 

To sum up, the information and understanding gained from Eurostat's 

tourist statistics highlight the diverse aspects of tourism in the European 

Union (EU) and its consequences for sustainable growth. The post-

pandemic tourist activity has been increasing, as seen by higher 

participation rates, more trips, and more nights spent overseas. This 

indicates the tourism sector in the EU is resilient and adaptable. However, 

these trends also raise pertinent questions regarding the sustainability of 

such growth and the need for concerted efforts to integrate green 

transformations into tourism practices. 

 

The EU can move closer to a more sustainable tourism paradigm by 

establishing partnerships, putting policy frameworks into place, and 

increasing awareness among travellers and industry participants. This 

means encouraging eco-friendly lodging, lending a hand to 

neighbourhood-based tourist projects, protecting natural and cultural 
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heritage areas, and using cutting-edge technology to reduce carbon 

footprints. Ultimately, green transformations in the tourism sector are not 

only essential for mitigating the adverse impacts of tourism but also for 

enhancing destination resilience, promoting socio-economic inclusivity, 

and safeguarding Europe's position as a leading tourist destination in the 

global arena. In light of these considerations, it is imperative for 

stakeholders across the EU to collaborate in advancing sustainable 

tourism practices, thereby ensuring the long-term viability and resilience 

of European tourism destinations in the face of evolving challenges and 

opportunities. 
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