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Abstract: Rural tourism has commonly been identified as one of the main areas of application of the
principles of sustainable tourism, but the literature has typically focused solely on the ecological
dimension, particularly when referring to agritourism. This study presents a new approach to
assessing the “eco-effectiveness” of the evolutionary dynamics of agritourism, as applied in a study
of NUTS-2 regions in two European countries (Spain and Italy) that have implemented similar rural
development strategies. To this end, a synthetic sustainability index was developed using the Index
Decomposition Analysis (IDA) technique. The last period of the European Agricultural Fund for
Rural Development (EAFRD) 2007–2013 was chosen for the study in order to analyze the outcomes of
a programming cycle focusing on the diversification of agriculture through tourism. The results show
that the sustainability of agritourism growth is not homogeneous and has specific features in different
regions of the same country. In some cases, there were more similarities with regions from other
countries. This tool could help evaluate the impact of agritourism and facilitate comparisons between
different regions, in this way supporting the process of transition from a linear to a circular economy.

Keywords: agritourism; eco-effectiveness; rural development; circular economy; Index Decomposition
Analysis (IDA)

1. Introduction

Many studies have stressed the need for a decisive transition from a linear to a circular economy
and to this end have proposed good practices and strategies at different scales. Most of these studies
have focused on physical and environmental sustainability, which, although important, should not be
the sole dimension of such models.

Studies of the agricultural sector and rural development typically take the same approach.
Academic interest in agritourism, also known as ‘farm tourism’ or ‘farm holidays,’ has increased due
to its inherent value as a part of sustainable development strategies and because of the opportunities it
offers in terms of the diversification of economic activity in rural areas and additional income streams
that can supplement revenues from farming [1–5].

The term “agritourism” has various definitions, not all of which are explicitly linked to agricultural
activities. Philip et al. [6] identified different types of agritourism and categorized them on the basis of
the level and/or methods of participation of the tourists (i.e., non-working farm; working farm-passive
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contact; working farm-indirect contact; working farm direct contact-staged; working farm direct
contact-authentic). These different forms of agritourism have different implications in terms of the
extent and level of their contribution to rural development.

In this study we decided to focus our analysis on the “working farm” category, given the
fundamental role of agriculture in the territorial regeneration of rural areas which are facing a
seemingly inexorable process of abandonment due to evident “market failures.”

Agritourism is at the interface between two economic sectors (agriculture and tourism) and involves
a wide variety of sustainability-related practices and conditions, ranging from extremely poor to
excellent. This type of tourism can be a catalyst for numerous rural development processes. At the micro
level, the sector opens up new markets [7–9] linked to rural and experiential tourism [10,11] that enable
farmers to escape from economic hardship [12]. It also increases employment opportunities, particularly
for women and young people [13]. At a regional level, agritourism is becoming increasingly important
as an instrument of agricultural diversification, a tendency encouraged by European policies [14].
These policies were initially aimed at freeing up agricultural markets and increasing profitability, but
have progressively acquired a central role in the wider discourse about the resilience of rural areas [15].

The diversification of the rural economy through tourism has become an important, recurrent
theme of integrated territorial development strategies, especially in the LEADER program, one of the
EU’s most important rural development strategies [16–18]. Over its almost 30-year history, LEADER
has evolved into a theoretical approach, a method for bringing about rural development, which has
built on recent theories of neo-endogenous rural development. After its successful implementation in
rural areas of the European Union, it is now being transferred to other rural areas around the world.
The main features of the LEADER Program are networking, a territorial perspective, integrated and
multisectoral actions, local decision-making, economic diversification, a bottom-up approach, innovation,
and public-private partnerships in the form of Local Action Groups or LAGs. The LAGs have contributed
to the widespread development of agritourism in Europe, which has helped regenerate many rural areas,
as it offers significant opportunities for economic diversification in many local communities which are
currently suffering severe demographic crises [19,20]. However, insufficient attention has been given to
sustainability issues. Agritourism (and rural tourism in general) has commonly been identified as one of
the main areas in which the principles of sustainable tourism have been applied [21], but the literature
on this question has typically focused solely on the ecological dimension [22,23], and has tended to
ignore the important social, economic, and institutional dimensions of sustainability. Neglect of these
dimensions can make the process of conversion from a “linear” to a “circular” economy slower and
more problematic at all levels, from individual companies to the entire sector.

Previous researchers analyzed a range of tourism sustainability indicators [24–42]. Most studies
attempt to assess the sustainability of tourism growth in general, and a few apply these indicators to
specific cases [42–44], focusing in particular on rural tourism [41,45–47], or dealing exclusively with
economic and environmental sustainability [45].

These indicators (including those proposed by the EC [48], and the WTO [49]) are always aimed at
assessing the overall impact on destinations “and there is no consensus among scholars regarding a
universal list of indicators capable of revealing the sustainability level of various destinations” ([42], p. 69).

Agritourism has been identified as an important factor in rural development processes and in the
implementation of LEADER programs. In view of this, in this study we propose a tool for evaluating
the “eco-effectiveness” [50] of the evolutionary dynamics of agritourism in various European regions.
The aim of this tool is to facilitate the repositioning of development objectives from eco-efficient to
eco-effective, thus introducing a new critical perspective in terms of consolidated approaches over
time, through which farm holidays can be interpreted as an unconditionally useful and desirable part
of the rural development process [51].

In the next section, the sustainability aspects considered in the creation of this tool are presented,
and the theoretical context is discussed. Section 3 describes the construction of a synthetic sustainability
index in relation to the concept of eco-effectiveness, in which Index Decomposition Analysis (IDA) [52],
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is applied to identify specific agritourism flows according to factors that act as proxies for the ecological,
economic, social, and institutional dimensions of sustainability. The sustainability index is then applied
to rural regions of Italy and Spain (NUTS2), and the similarities and differences are highlighted before
making an overall assessment (Sections 4 and 5).

2. Multi-Dimensional Sustainability (The Theoretical Background)

Due to obligations acquired under various WTO agreements, EU intervention in agricultural
markets has been progressively declining and some of the resources have been shifted to address the
issues of rural development. The urgency of such action and its central role in maintaining the ecological
balance had already been stressed by the Communication from the Commission to the Council entitled
“the Future of Rural Society” [53], which emphasized the importance of multifunctionality.

Although multifunctionality is often misunderstood and incorrectly associated with
“diversification” and “multi-activity” [54], it does in fact have a considerable affinity with rural
tourism [55], and could offer a means of internalizing the non-commodity outputs of agriculture and
more generally of rural economies, thus reducing the market failures that affect the most marginal and
fragile areas in particular.

Increased social and economic benefits can be obtained from rural activities that are not specifically
agricultural. These include experiential tourism in rural areas for which there is growing demand [56],
and which also involves a commitment to the conservation of natural resources. This combination of
approaches can lead to new forms of differentiation in the products or activities on offer to tourists,
which could include other uses of the material and immaterial heritage of rural areas, and in particular
those directly related to agricultural activities, i.e., “Agricultural Heritage” [57,58]. These ideas are
also associated with the drive towards more equitable and ecologically sustainable development of
the planet. In addition, a focus on the everyday and on local identity can revitalize and diversify the
economy, by taking advantage of endogenous resources via a more post-productivist outlook [59].
Initiatives of this kind enable declining rural areas to adapt better and become more resilient to the
complex and uncertain scenarios produced by economic globalization. The relationship between
tourism and agriculture, manifested for example in agritourism [60,61], wine tourism [62,63], or olive
oil tourism [64], has led to the revaluation of heritage in areas of agricultural monoculture and in
areas with significant traditional agricultural and livestock practices and customs. Landscapes have
also been re-evaluated by identifying the elements and support necessary for a more diverse, more
sustainable productive system [65]. This could be linked to water [66,67], to agroforestry systems
such as pastureland [68], or to the socio-territorial structure itself, as a model of settlement and cultural
heritage. This may be associated with a localized system of governance dispersed throughout the
territory, which can support the preservation of land and locally control its uses [69].

The demand for slow, experiential rural tourism also encourages the development of
agriculture-related activities. The farms involved begin to earn significant additional income that can
help them cover their production costs, particularly in the case of family-run farms. At a wider level,
this enables people, and especially young people, to continue in farming, so reducing the depopulation
of many rural areas.

However, rural destinations situated near major tourist attractions, such as cities, seaside or
mountain resorts, may be affected by the organizational models typical of mass tourism. These can
lead to uncontrolled increases in and/or overcapacity of the facilities or services created to cater for
these forms of tourism, which are mainly seasonal, thus limiting or reducing the competitiveness and
potential profitability of smaller facilities that combine tourist services with agriculture or craft-based
activities. Another side effect is the questionable standardization of the experiential activities on
offer, which often consist simply of representations of the basic farming rituals, rather than offering
opportunities to share the lifestyles of families or host communities [70,71].

Agritourism offers farmers and underemployed residents of rural areas the opportunity to
supplement their incomes while remaining in their home community [72], and can contribute to the
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maintenance of natural heritage. This may be a solution to the long-standing risk of low productivity
in local businesses or workforces, as it can facilitate the necessary generational turnover by offering
young people the opportunities to fulfil their professional ambitions in sectors other than the strictly
agricultural, while remaining in their home areas. Agritourism can therefore have positive demographic
effects, particularly in the areas most affected by depopulation.

Regional policymakers have therefore tended to focus their attention on eco-efficiency in order
to reduce the negative effects of agritourism development (such as energy improvement of facilities).
By “doing things right” instead of “doing the right things,” they should be able to promote “a synergistic
relationship between ecological and economic systems able to restore and enhance the natural
environment while allowing businesses to succeed” ([73], p. 11), so avoiding oversimplifying a concept
that is in fact quite complex and multidimensional [74]. In addition to characterizing the Integrated
Rural Tourism Model (IRT) [55], this approach also constitutes the most recent orientation of the
circular economy.

Thus, rural tourism faces various problems that can reduce its economic, social, and environmental
sustainability, and may lead to institutional challenges such as the mismatch between public and
private agents, the preponderance of offerings based on stereotypes of what is popularly considered as
“rural,” the widespread presence of microentrepreneurs [75], the addition of a second income stream
for families, and a reduction in environmental and institutional sustainability, due to the low local
participation and representation in local governments and institutions.

The sustainability of economic development processes in general, and rural tourism in particular,
should therefore be understood not only as a chance to perpetuate the ecological systems on
which they act over time, but also as an opportunity to avoid the erosion of the social, economic,
and institutional capital on which they are based. It is therefore crucial for the sector to adapt and
move towards circular economic approaches, which allow synergistic relationships between ecological
and economic systems [73]. These synergies, in addition to ensuring the maintenance of environmental
heritage [76–79], can also allow enable the local economy to grow [50].

These combinations appear to be well represented by the concept of Integrated Rural Tourism
(IRT), a tourism model based on a closely integrated combination of all the resources (natural, cultural,
economic, human, and social) and all the actors in a particular territory. In this way every single
component involved in the process is considered, despite their varying degrees of participation [55].
The term ‘integrated approach’ therefore emphasizes the possibility of effectively combining the local
tourism offering within a single network formed by the cooperation and collaboration of all the different
agents involved.

The benefits can be both direct and indirect. Direct benefits include an increase in the territorial
added value by improving the profitability of the available production factors (economic benefits),
in which buildings and land play a significant role. They can be viewed as a rural reinterpretation of
the drive to reverse obsolescence that Hollander et al. [80], consider one of the key approaches in the
circular economy. Indirect benefits include those related to the retraining of the family workforce of
agricultural enterprises in tourism-related skills, which can help ensure the survival of businesses and
wider communities (conservation benefits).

Through IRT, the intrinsic value of the multifunctionality of agriculture can be recovered (such as
the conservation of the agricultural landscape). Other functions are, albeit often erroneously, linked to
it, such as the diversification of production activities and/or multi-activities of the family workforce
(developmental benefits), as families can devote a proportion of their time and professional lives to
looking after and involving tourists in day-to-day rural activities, thus producing mutually beneficial
effects for both tourists and host communities (experiential benefits). Other benefits of IRT could arise
from facilitating coordination in the design of public rural development activities, broadening the
composition of mixed partnerships made up of public institutions, economic operators, and other
local stakeholders (synergistic benefits), and regenerating local economies through the introduction of
innovations aimed at “slowing or closing material flows” [81].
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This last aspect reveals the importance of the institutional dimension of the sustainability of rural
tourism [79], namely the capacity of public institutions to reconcile conflicts between different local
interests, a question that has often been neglected or underestimated in the implementation of projects
financed through public resources in many rural programs. This highlights the fact that even the
best thought-out projects can fail without appropriate financing, which can then have a significant
knock-on effect on the other dimensions of sustainability.

Institutional sustainability is considered useful and important in other fields, but has not been
fully considered in agriculture probably due to the basic ecological meaning attributed to agricultural
sustainability. The result is that organizational changes related to development and institutional
sustainability have been implemented thanks to the application within rural development programs
of the LEADER approach, in which public-private partnerships have been established in the form of
Local Action Groups (LAGs). These groups have helped reduce institutional disputes both between
the different actors and between their sometimes conflicting business interest. This has been achieved,
firstly, by promoting genuine participation of all stakeholders in the different phases of planning,
management and execution of rural development strategies and secondly, because the LAGs are
institutionalized collectives that are generally representative of the interests of the tourism sector and
of public institutions [82]. In addition, farming-related projects focus on enhancing the value of local
agricultural products with a strong territorial identity, emphasizing social identification and coherence
between the different development actions, including support for SMEs and rural tourism ([83], p. 56).
Ever since they were first implemented in 1991, one of the main aims of the LEADER initiatives has
been to promote rural tourism, and priority has been given to economic criteria and increasing the
supply of rural tourism facilities, with less attention being paid to planning and the demand for
these facilities.

In Italy, for example, 55,000 LEADER projects were planned (for 3.5 billion Euros) between 1991
and the current programming period, half of which concerned the tourist development of rural areas
and the accommodation and recreational capacity of farms [84].

In Spain, during the period 1994–2007, LEADER II and LEADER + (together with similar rural
development programs called PRODER and AGADER) accounted for 24.3% of total investment in rural
tourism in Spain, creating 39,587 new tourist accommodation facilities. Rural tourism was even more
important during the initial period, known as LEADER I (1991–1993), when rural tourism projects
made up 43.1% of all implemented projects. Investment in these projects came to more than half
the total investment in LEADER projects, and 30,950 new tourist accommodation facilities were set
up ([83], p. 265).

The following program period (2007–2013) saw a significant reduction in public spending on
tourism projects, due both to the economic crisis of 2007 and in some cases to the excessive proliferation
of accommodation on offer. In this period, projects tended to focus more on marketing campaigns and
other complementary activities, aimed mainly at increasing tourism flows.

Therefore, rural development programs that are openly sustainability-oriented or assessed as
sustainably compliant could paradoxically encounter limitations in terms of their ability to maintain
their institutional structure when the funding period comes to an end, due to the incapacity of individual
promoters to survive without public funding [85]. In addition, these types of public initiatives have
rarely been carried out, or have been done so erratically or unequally [86].

Another important aspect of the institutional sustainability of tourism linked to rural development
practices is the evaluation of the effectiveness and efficiency of EU resource allocation, as rural
development programs have been the main driver of tourism in many areas. However, although
the EU regards such evaluation as mandatory, the impact of tourism in rural territories has not been
fully considered in the methods used [87]. The problems inherent in a multilevel governance system
and the principle of subsidiarity for rural development have been evident and questions were raised
during the planning phase established by the EU in the period 2007–2013. In addition, although a
participatory approach has been taken in tourism planning processes, this has only been addressed
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from a supply-side perspective. Rural tourism strategies based on the needs and characteristics of the
demand for this product have rarely been considered, and this has resulted in an excess supply of
accommodation and low levels of quality in certain destinations or regions [88].

Institutional sustainability should therefore be the main priority of IRT and should result from a
combination of the endogenous resources of a territory, as this implicitly engages rural communities in
the development strategy regardless of the program or the chosen public funding source. All local
actors will then have the opportunity to integrate and participate, thus increasing the chance of success
of their respective individual activities [89]. As part of the move towards diversification through
tourism aimed at the territorial regeneration of critical rural areas, agri-food production must also
be considered, due to its intrinsic role in the rural experience being offered to the tourist, and as a
symbolic and evocative expression of local identities [90].

3. Methodology

Despite being part of the same policies of diversification of the range of agricultural products,
particularly in the LEADER areas and more recently as the second pillar of the CAP, agritourism
has developed significantly in many rural areas of Europe and may have had a specific influence on
the various dimensions of sustainability described above. This may in turn have led to significant
differences between regions in the same country, or perhaps to similarities between regions in different
countries. To this end we performed an international comparative study between the NUTS-2 regions
of Italy and Spain, which could also test the comparative effectiveness of the model. Spain and Italy
were chosen because of the important similarities between the two countries: their geographic situation
in the Mediterranean Basin, various common practices in the implementation of Rural Development
Programmes (RDPs) [91], and the importance of tourism in their respective economies. Agritourism is
a rapidly expanding phenomenon in both countries, although its overall value in Italy (11% of the
value of primary agricultural production) is much higher than in Spain (1.1%) [92].

In this study we propose a specific tool (SSI) for assessing farm tourism, which is designed to
support the policies of the sector at both regional and European levels. It is an easy-to-use tool that
requires few data sets, most of which are readily available:

• number of tourist arrivals and nights spent in the accommodation;
• capacity of tourist accommodation establishments.

Thus, four elementary variables were used in this study: the number of rural tourism facilities (N);
their size in terms of beds (B); the number of tourist arrivals (A); and the nights spent (D). These are
recorded at both NUTS-2 and NUTS-3 levels, by the ISTAT (Italian National Institute of Statistics) in
Italy and by the INE (National Statistics Institute) in Spain.

These variables can thus be combined in various indices, particularly if treated diachronically, so as
to identify the impact of agritourism on the regions and its implications for sustainability, in particular
through rural development policies.

We decomposed the total nights spent in a region using the following equation:

Q =
∑

i

N ·
Ni
N
·

Bi
Ni
·

Ai
Bi
·

Qi

Ai

where:

N = structures in the region
Ni = structures in i-th province of the region
Bi = beds in i-th province of the region
Ai = arrivals in i-th province of the region
Qi = nights spent in i-th province of the region
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In this paper we assume that the average stay (nights spent/arrivals, Qi/Ai = L), and the size of
the accommodation facilities (beds/facilities, Bi/Ni = C) compared with the intensity of the incoming
flows (arrivals/beds, Ai/Bi = I) can be regarded as good indicators of the socioeconomic sustainability
of agritourism. Indeed, with the same total number of nights spent, an average longer stay could
indicate that the original idea of agritourism (an experiential holiday on a working farm) is becoming
distorted: a wider range of services should be offered, in order to meet more complex, more varied
needs and expectations, although increasing interest in agritourism could encourage farmers to divert
time and resources from their main activity (agriculture), whose “authenticity” is the prime reason for
the holiday. In addition, with the same total number of nights, a shorter average stay guarantees a
higher number of arrivals and therefore an increased number of external contacts. Similarly, a shorter
average stay helps maximize the effects of campaigns promoting local products and the local area,
as more potential customers can be reached with the same level of resources. Similar arguments could
be applied to the accommodation capacity and the number of visitors coming to each farm: very high
numbers of tourists visiting a small number of businesses each with a large number of beds, would
reduce the central function of agriculture within the business structure.

Other assumptions are as follows:

• the variations in the number of facilities (N), their size (C), and the number of nights spent in these
facilities during the period being studied (D) can be used to estimate ecological sustainability;

• the level of use of the facilities or Occupancy Rate (OR = QT/PS, where QT is the total number of
nights spent at time T and PS is obtained by multiplying the number of beds by 365 days) is a
useful indicator of whether the supply of accommodation is suitably in line with demand;

• the territorial concentration of agritourism, as expressed by the ratio of the facilities in the i-th
province with respect to the regional total (Ni/N = S). This indicates the density of agritourism
facilities in particular areas, which in turn is a good indicator of institutional sustainability. It also
offers an indirect estimate of cultural sustainability.

With this in mind, a sufficiently large observation interval (2005–2017) was chosen to capture the
ex-ante and ex-post situations prevailing before and after the last completed program period (2007–2013).
During this period, the economic potential of tourism as a diversification from agriculture was recognized
to a greater extent than before, for both the farms themselves and for the territory as a whole.

The value of these indicators is obviously dependent on the methods of application and on the
extent to which specific regions of each country implemented the program in their respective RDPs.
The timing of implementation of these policies is another important issue, although 2017 should
generally be considered as the last year of the survey covering that particular programming period.

Thus, in order to establish the relative weights of these components in terms of the sharp increase
in the sustainability of agritourism observed in recent years in both countries, we decomposed the
changes in the number of nights spent (Q), as recorded at the beginning and the end of the observation
period (D = QT/Q0). To this end, we examined the three-year periods from 2005–2007 and 2015–2017,
so as to reduce the effect of any contingent anomalies, through an adaptation of the IDA (Index
Decomposition Analysis). This technique is commonly used for the analysis of the dynamics of
energy consumption [93] but has also been applied recently to interpret tourist flows [52] and their
sustainability in less developed regions [94].

This technique enables us to break down the changes in ‘nights spent’ into various factors
attributable to the previously identified sustainability indices, according to the following equation:

D = QT/Q0 = DN · DS · DC · DI · DL

where:

D = variation in the total nights spent in agritourism facilities during the study period (0–T)
QT = total nights spent at time T
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Q0 = total nights spent at time 0
DN = variation in D attributable to the number of agritourism facilities (N)
DS = variation in D attributable to the provincial concentration of agritourism facilities (S)
DC = variation in D attributable to the size of agritourism facilities (C)
DI = variation in D attributable to the arrivals/beds ratio (I)
DL = variation in D attributable to the nights spent/arrivals ratio (L)

This enables us to calculate the values of the factors and therefore the proportion of the variation in
nights spent that can be attributed to a particular dimension of sustainability. This is done by applying
the Logarithmic Mean Divisia Index method I (LMDI I) [95], using the following five equations:

DN = exp
(∑

i
(Qi/Q) ln

(
NT

i /N0
i

))
;

DS = exp
(∑

i
(Qi/Q) ln

(
ST

i /S0
i

))
;

DC = exp
(∑

i
(Qi/Q) ln

(
CT

i /C0
i

))
;

DI = exp
(∑

i
(Qi/Q) ln

(
IT
i /I0

i

))
;

DL = exp
(∑

i
(Qi/Q) ln

(
LT

i /L0
i

))
.

where:

Qi =
QT

i −Q0
i

ln QT
i − ln Q0

i

An initial estimate of the sustainability of the growth in farm tourism can be obtained by
aggregating the value of the factors returned by IDA into two distinct components. The first, defined
as “rural-tourism diffusion” (RD), represents the observed increase in rural tourism, and is therefore
expressed by the product of the structural indices (N and C), the spatial concentration (S), and the
duration of the stay (L)

RD = DN · DS · DC · DL

The second component is represented exclusively by the “intensity factor” or rural-tourism
rotation rate (RR), the index that expresses the bed turnover rate, which will be high if the agritourism
facilities in the region have a high turnover. With the same nights spent, the growth in arrivals
shows the increased ability of the region to attract tourists for short stays. As argued earlier, in this
paper we assume that the short duration of the average stay is typical of the more authentically rural
farms, therefore:

RR = DI

The value of RR can therefore also be considered as a proxy for the rural tourist offering in each
region, which should be proportional to the number of arrivals (A) and inversely proportional to both
the number of beds and the length of the stay (L = nights spent/arrivals).

The possible combinations of RR and RD are therefore as follows:

(1) RR > 1; RD ≤ 1
(2) RR < 1; RD > 1
(3) RR > 1; RD > 1, with RR > RD
(4) RR > 1; RD > 1, with RR < RD

Combinations (1) and (3) represent ideal solutions in terms of economic, ecological, and social
sustainability as in both cases a more efficient use of the facilities could compensate for both structural
downsizing or any growth in the supply of accommodation that could be encouraged by a proportionate
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increase in arrivals. In such situations, agricultural incomes would be supplemented both by revenues
from tourism and by increased income from the sales of farm produce.

Combinations (2) and (4) represent negative scenarios, produced respectively by situations of
dissatisfaction and/or a fall in tourist demand, and by unjustified increases in the supply of agritourism
accommodation or its non-ideal use (as manifested in longer stays). Scenarios of this kind have
inevitable implications for corporate investments and could result in investors deciding to withdraw
from the area, due to unsatisfactory rates of return.

A more immediate representation of the four combinations can be obtained from what we define
as a synthetic indicator of eco-effectiveness and sustainability (synthetic sustainability index—SSI),
expressed by the ratio of the other two indicators:

SSI = RR/RD

In addition to expressing the degree of sustainability (for SSI values > 1) of the growth processes
recorded in different regions or countries, this tool enables us to make simultaneous internal and
external comparisons.

In the following sections, in which we present and discuss the results, the SSI values in each
region will be compared with the values of the corresponding components (rural-tourism diffusion
factor—RD and intensity factor—RR) and the gross marginal occupancy of the facilities (Occupancy
Rate—OR).

The comparison between SSI and OR allows us to assess whether the supply of accommodation
facilities is suitably in line with demand and to evaluate potential growth in sustainability.

4. Results

A comparison between Italy and Spain (Figure 1) shows that the growth in demand (D > 1)
observed in both countries had a lower physical impact on agritourism facilities in Italy in terms of their
average size (DC), although there was significant growth in arrivals (140.2% compared to 106% in Spain)
and a lower proportional increase in nights spent (93.7% compared to 76% in Spain). These changes led
to a fall in the average length of stay in both countries. Although accommodation capacity has increased
at different rates in different places in the two countries, the general rate of increase has slowed down
over time. The growth of flows in Spain was sustained by means of a net decrease in the OR (from 20.5
to 19.4%), as highlighted by the better Italian performance in terms of the DI index.
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The overall result indicates a higher sustainability index for agritourism in Italy (2.25) than in
Spain (0.81).

Table 1 shows the changes in nights spent for each region in the two countries. The regions
(NUTS-2) are ordered according to their SSI value.

Table 1. Changes in the number of nights spent in each region.

Regions SSI D DN DS DC DL DI (RR) RD

Canarias 3.23 1.10 0.83 1.02 1.16 0.60 1.89 0.58

Basilicata 3.11 1.50 0.73 1.00 1.11 0.86 2.16 0.69

Valled’ Aosta 1.65 1.51 1.04 1.00 1.21 0.76 1.58 0.96

Murcia 1.56 0.79 0.61 1.00 1.47 0.80 1.11 0.71

Lombardia 1.39 2.92 1.60 1.00 1.05 0.86 2.02 1.45

Piemonte 1.37 2.35 1.59 1.00 1.02 0.81 1.79 1.31

Abruzzo 1.37 0.78 1.12 1.02 1.00 0.66 1.03 0.76

Cantabria 1.34 1.11 1.13 1.00 0.98 0.82 1.22 0.91

Sicilia 1.33 1.46 0.92 0.96 1.24 0.96 1.39 1.05

Trentino 1.28 1.76 1.25 1.00 1.06 0.88 1.50 1.17

Galicia 1.24 1.14 1.04 1.01 1.06 0.86 1.19 0.96

Navarra (C.F. de) 1.07 1.15 1.41 1.00 1.08 0.68 1.11 1.04

Lazio 1.05 0.78 0.80 1.50 1.63 0.44 0.91 0.86

Balears (Illes) 0.97 2.01 1.74 1.00 1.13 0.73 1.40 1.44

Friuli 0.92 2.35 1.67 1.00 1.05 0.91 1.47 1.60

Umbria 0.91 1.14 1.26 1.00 1.00 0.88 1.02 1.12

Marche 0.91 2.01 1.57 1.00 1.12 0.84 1.35 1.49

Liguria 0.87 2.62 1.69 1.00 1.11 0.93 1.51 1.74

Rioja 0.85 1.17 1.54 1.00 1.01 0.75 1.00 1.17

Aragón 0.84 1.17 1.64 1.00 1.02 0.71 0.99 1.18

Emilia 0.82 2.02 1.81 0.99 1.01 0.87 1.29 1.57

Madrid (C. de) 0.81 1.20 1.65 1.00 0.87 0.85 0.99 1.22

Comunitat Valenciana 0.80 1.00 1.18 1.01 1.09 0.86 0.89 1.12

Pais Vasco 0.75 1.40 1.54 0.99 1.06 0.85 1.03 1.36

Toscana 0.73 1.42 1.35 1.00 1.20 0.86 1.02 1.40

Asturias (P. de) 0.73 1.19 1.36 1.00 1.25 0.75 0.93 1.28

Puglia 0.73 2.18 2.02 1.13 0.79 0.96 1.26 1.73

Extremadura 0.71 1.43 1.87 1.04 1.08 0.68 1.01 1.42

Veneto 0.65 2.74 1.88 1.12 1.23 0.80 1.33 2.06

Cataluña 0.64 1.26 1.57 1.03 1.04 0.83 0.90 1.40

Andalucía 0.62 1.58 1.67 1.01 1.06 0.90 0.99 1.60

Castilla y León 0.57 1.15 1.67 1.03 0.98 0.84 0.81 1.42

Castilla – La Mancha 0.49 1.36 2.05 1.05 1.11 0.70 0.82 1.66

Molise 0.24 0.53 1.74 0.98 0.99 0.88 0.35 1.50

Campania 0.22 0.44 1.60 1.07 0.90 0.90 0.31 1.39

Calabria 0.15 1.20 3.01 1.05 0.93 0.97 0.42 2.86

Sardegna n.a.

Source: Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and INE.
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The range of this series is relatively broad with a difference of 3.08 points between the first and last
position. The highest values were recorded in the Canary Islands, Basilicata, Val d’Aosta, and Murcia
regions (Figure 2).Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 25 
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The index charting the increase in the number of facilities was not very high in any of the top
four regions mentioned above (Canary Islands, Basilicata, Val d’Aosta, and Murcia), while the index
measuring the increase in the average size of agritourism facilities was higher in the two Spanish regions.
In Murcia, the index measuring the variation in nights spent (D) was less than 1, which reduced the even
higher level of sustainability it could have achieved given the values observed for the other indices.

In general, in regions where D > 1, the sustainability index (SSI) is greater where RD, i.e.,
the combination of the DL, DN, DC, and DS indices is lower (Figure 3) and RR (the DI index) is higher
(Figure 4). In Figure 3, the regions are arranged according to their SSI (abscissa) and RR values.
Values were obtained for each of the regions examined, and a positive correlation between the two
series was evident. The northern Italian regions (Lombardy, Piedmont, Valle d’Aosta, Liguria, Trentino
Alto Adige, and Friuli Venezia Giulia) stand out for their medium-high sustainability values together
with the Canary Islands and Basilicata, which had exceptionally high SSIs. Various southern Italian
regions (Campania, Molise, and Calabria) showed much weaker performance. Most of the Spanish
regions had intermediate RR and SSI values.
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Figure 4 demonstrates the obvious inverse correlation between SSI and RD, and the good
performances of Murcia, Cantabria, Galicia, and Navarra. The relatively poor position of the Veneto
region is striking given that Veneto is Italy’s premier tourist destination [96]. The results achieved by
Basilicata and the Canary Islands are also noteworthy.

By viewing the SSI and OR values (Table 2) in context, the regional dynamics of agritourism in the
two countries can be interpreted on the basis of their most significant elements, such as efficiency of use
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of the facilities. The distribution of the regions as defined by these two values can be seen in Figure 5.
Three blocks of regions with very different occupancy rates can be distinguished: very low values
(OR < 5), intermediate values (5 ≤ OR < 25), and very high values (OR ≥ 25). The dashed vertical
line distinguishes regions with SSI > 1 from those with SSI < 1. In the next paragraph we will try to
identify homogeneous groups of regions, the specific features of which could suggest the need for
regulatory guidelines and could be useful both for reducing potential problems and for encouraging
good practices.

Table 2. Essential characteristics of the selected groups of regions and cases.

Groups/Cases
Nights
Spent
5–17

Arrivals
5–17

National %
of Nights

‘17

National %
of Arrivals

‘17

Nights
Spent
2017

Nights
Spent
2005

Arrivals
2017

Arrivals
2005

Average
Stay
2017

Group A −47.26 −44.06 1.36 1.41 172,433 326,925 45,773 81,828 3.77
Group B −14.28 68.17 1.27 1.85 161,481 188,374 59,961 35,654 2.69

Group C Spain 84.38 109.03 71.70 74.25 7,879,687 4,273,634 2,992,152 1,431,465 2.63
Group C Italy 93.95 138.89 60.39 61.29 7,675,364 3,957,391 1,987,391 831,921 3.86

Group C 88.98 120.00 - - 15,555,051 8,231,025 4,979,543 2,263,386 3.12
Group D Spain 38.81 64.65 14.73 16.79 1,618,214 1,165,739 676,411 410,807 2.39
Group D Italy 173.86 218.74 11.08 16.36 1,408,046 514,150 530,333 166,383 2.66

Group D 80.15 109.07 - - 3,026,260 1,679,889 1,206,744 577,190 2.51
Balearics 143.17 277.92 9.75 6.79 1,071,532 440,657 273,691 72,421 3.92
Canaries 20.50 123.18 3.82 2.17 419,728 348,313 87,341 39,134 4.81
Basilicata 113.01 180.27 0.53 0.67 67,008 31,458 21,612 7711 3.10

Trentino A.A. 101.43 148.45 24.40 17.36 3,101,456 1,539,693 562,844 226,539 5.51
Italy 93.79 140.16 99.03 98.94 12,709,327 6,558,350 3,242,443 1,350,111 3.92
Spain 76.44 106.24 100.00 100.00 10,989,161 6,228,343 4,029,595 1,953,827 2.73

Source: Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and INE.
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Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and INE.

5. Discussion

The first group of regions (bottom left in Figure 6) contains three Italian regions (Figure 7) which
have very low OR, an SSI < 1 and little impact on the national agritourism sector. This is also the most
problematic group (A, Figure 6) because, in addition to recording a significant drop in the number
of nights spent by tourists in agritourism facilities, they were also affected by a decrease in arrivals
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(Table 2). This group includes Molise, Calabria, and Campania, regions in Southern Italy with very low
occupancy rates and sustainability index values.

Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 25 

5. Discussion 

The first group of regions (bottom left in Figure 6) contains three Italian regions (Figure 7) which 
have very low OR, an SSI < 1 and little impact on the national agritourism sector. This is also the most 
problematic group (A, Figure 6) because, in addition to recording a significant drop in the number of 
nights spent by tourists in agritourism facilities, they were also affected by a decrease in arrivals 
(Table 2). This group includes Molise, Calabria, and Campania, regions in Southern Italy with very 
low occupancy rates and sustainability index values. 

Molise is a region identified with the EU “competitiveness objective.” Although it has a high 
potential for experiential rural tourism, due to its well-known agri-food tradition derived from the 
millennial tradition of transhumance [97–99], it has suffered a significant drop in the number of 
tourists engaging in farm tourism, which has led to a fall in the occupancy rate. 

 
Figure 6. Sustainability index and occupancy rate of agritourism facilities: groups of regions. Source: 
Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and INE. 

Figure 6. Sustainability index and occupancy rate of agritourism facilities: groups of regions. Source:
Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and INE.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 15 of 25 

 
Figure 7. Groups of regions. Source: Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and 
INE (Map by Labianca M. and Navarro F.). 

Demand for agritourism has also collapsed in Campania, in terms of arrivals and in particular 
of nights spent. The number of agritourism facilities has, however, more than tripled, probably due 
to “other,” as yet undefined, factors. Their gross occupancy rate, which at the beginning of the study 
period was far above average, collapsed at the end of the period. The sustainability index is very low 
and the reduction in flows is surprising, given the attractiveness of its rural areas such as the Cilento 
National Park. 

Between 2005 and 2017, Calabria was the only member of this group of regions in which the 
number of nights spent in agritourism facilities increased, albeit to a more modest extent than the 
number of arrivals. However, these results alone cannot account for the increase in supply in terms 
of the number of facilities and beds, given the very low occupancy rate of the facilities at the 
beginning of the period (which had increased slightly by the end), even if the region’s history and 
environmental appeal suggest that it has high growth potential for rural tourism. 

Overall, the Group A regions show high potential for improving the occupancy rate in existing 
facilities and the sustainability of tourism through agriculture, providing that future public 
intervention actions focus on enhancing the natural (biodiversity) and intangible heritage (peasant 
culture) of these rural territories, rather than their real estate. 

Abruzzo and Lazio appear to the right of the vertical dotted line in Figure 5 (bottom right). 
Although these two Italian regions have a low OR of <5 they have an SSI > 1. They also have a very 
low impact on the Italian agritourism sector in terms of total numbers of visitors (Group B in Figure 
6). During the period we studied, they experienced a decrease in the number of nights spent, which 
ensured that occupancy rates remained low (Table 2). However, their performance remained 
satisfactory, because arrivals increased substantially in both regions and even doubled in Lazio. 

Overall, the sustainability of Group B is relatively high, as is the potential for improvement in 
the use of existing facilities that could be generated by an increase in the flow of visitors, which would 
have a favorable impact. The focus here should concentrate more on cultural attractions, which in 
rural areas are directly linked to the values of the natural landscape and the specific, deep-rooted 
food and wine traditions. 

Figure 7. Groups of regions. Source: Drawn up by the authors using data provided by the ISTAT and
INE (Map by Labianca M. and Navarro F.).



Sustainability 2020, 12, 7080 15 of 25

Molise is a region identified with the EU “competitiveness objective.” Although it has a high
potential for experiential rural tourism, due to its well-known agri-food tradition derived from the
millennial tradition of transhumance [97–99], it has suffered a significant drop in the number of tourists
engaging in farm tourism, which has led to a fall in the occupancy rate.

Demand for agritourism has also collapsed in Campania, in terms of arrivals and in particular of
nights spent. The number of agritourism facilities has, however, more than tripled, probably due to
“other,” as yet undefined, factors. Their gross occupancy rate, which at the beginning of the study
period was far above average, collapsed at the end of the period. The sustainability index is very low
and the reduction in flows is surprising, given the attractiveness of its rural areas such as the Cilento
National Park.

Between 2005 and 2017, Calabria was the only member of this group of regions in which the
number of nights spent in agritourism facilities increased, albeit to a more modest extent than the
number of arrivals. However, these results alone cannot account for the increase in supply in terms of
the number of facilities and beds, given the very low occupancy rate of the facilities at the beginning of
the period (which had increased slightly by the end), even if the region’s history and environmental
appeal suggest that it has high growth potential for rural tourism.

Overall, the Group A regions show high potential for improving the occupancy rate in existing
facilities and the sustainability of tourism through agriculture, providing that future public intervention
actions focus on enhancing the natural (biodiversity) and intangible heritage (peasant culture) of these
rural territories, rather than their real estate.

Abruzzo and Lazio appear to the right of the vertical dotted line in Figure 5 (bottom right).
Although these two Italian regions have a low OR of <5 they have an SSI > 1. They also have a
very low impact on the Italian agritourism sector in terms of total numbers of visitors (Group B in
Figure 6). During the period we studied, they experienced a decrease in the number of nights spent,
which ensured that occupancy rates remained low (Table 2). However, their performance remained
satisfactory, because arrivals increased substantially in both regions and even doubled in Lazio.

Overall, the sustainability of Group B is relatively high, as is the potential for improvement in the
use of existing facilities that could be generated by an increase in the flow of visitors, which would
have a favorable impact. The focus here should concentrate more on cultural attractions, which in
rural areas are directly linked to the values of the natural landscape and the specific, deep-rooted food
and wine traditions.

The largest group includes regions with SSI < 1 (but always >0.5), and occupancy rates of between
5 and 25. Regions in this group include the País Vasco in Spain, which has a very high OR, but similar
problems of sustainability (Group C in Figure 6). This group showed increases of almost 90% in nights
spent and over 120% in arrivals (Table 2). It includes 11 Spanish regions (Figure 7) which account
for a significant proportion (over 70%) of Spanish agritourism flows. The number of nights spent in
these regions (Andalucía, Aragón, Asturias, Castilla y León, Castilla-La Mancha, Cataluña, Comunitat
Valenciana, Extremadura, Madrid, La Rioja, and País Vasco) grew by 84% while arrivals were up by
109%. There are various possible reasons for these results. European funding (especially from the
LEADER program) and support from several other public programs have helped increase the supply
of rural tourism and have helped enhance natural and cultural heritage [100,101], but many of the
initiatives have not been based on rational business or planning criteria [102], which explains the low
occupancy rates and sustainability values. The increased interest in natural, rural, and inland areas,
which are far away from traditional mass tourism resorts and coastal destinations favored by Spanish
domestic tourism may be another factor [75]. Tourism in these regions tends to be seasonal with the
demand concentrated in the Easter holidays in the spring and in August in the summer. The quietest
month is January, and many establishments close in the winter. Cultural heritage is also an important
factor, as illustrated by the case of Extremadura [103]. Positively exploiting the natural heritage and
the abundance of second homes (a factor that complements agritourism) can increase the number of
arrivals and the nights spent in these rural areas. Finally, these values for arrivals and nights spent
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would be somewhat higher if the extensive black market in undeclared, unauthorized accommodation
were taken into consideration.

The group also includes eight Italian regions (Figure 7), which have grown roughly at the same
rate as the Spanish regions. They represent about 60% of the agritourism flows recorded in Italy.
Four of these regions (Emilia Romagna, Tuscany, Umbria, and Marche) are central-northern regions,
which traditionally are amongst the most active in agritourism, while Friuli Venezia Giulia, Veneto,
and Liguria are in the north of the country. Puglia is the only region in this group in southern Italy.

Unlike the other regions in the group, Castilla y Leon, Castilla–La Mancha, and Puglia show
low occupancy rates and sustainability indices, which means that any further development should
focus on improving existing hospitality capacities and cultural attractions, particularly those related to
agri-food, so as to diversify tourism more effectively in agricultural and rural contexts.

These regions obtained intermediate sustainability values, and in some cases, there was little
potential for improving occupancy rates. The growth strategies in Group C regions should be
carefully differentiated by region, and particular care must be taken in those in which a low degree of
sustainability is associated with a high occupancy rate.

The group of regions with SSI > 1 and 5 < OR < 25 form a much less crowded (Group D in
Figure 6), albeit with very interesting results. In the period considered (2005–2017), the total number of
nights spent grew by 80% while arrivals were up by 110% (Table 2). The average stay was well under
three days and was thus typical of this type of tourism.

This group includes the four Spanish regions of Galicia, Cantabria, Navarra, and Murcia (which
has a significantly lower occupancy rate) and the four Italian regions of Sicily in the far south,
and Lombardy, Piedmont, and the Val D’Aosta in the far north, which also have lower occupancy rates
(Figure 7).

The four Spanish regions in this group include about 17% of the arrivals and 15% of the nights
spent at agritourism establishments in Spain, while the figures for the four Italian regions in this group
were 11% and 16%, respectively. The number of beds in rural tourism increased very slightly over the
study period in these regions (i.e., Murcia). At the same time they also received increasing numbers
of domestic tourists from the regions themselves, from other nearby regions (i.e., tourists from País
Vasco going to rural areas of Navarra or Cantabria), and from all over Spain (Galicia), a fact which
could explain at least in part the high levels of sustainability and stays. Additionally, the increasing
popularity of these regions, as witnessed by a rise in the number of second homes, could also explain
this slight increase in bed places in rural tourism during the period.

In addition to attracting consistent flows of visitors (over 250,000 arrivals in 2017), the Cantabria
region of Northern Spain stands out for its fairly high sustainability index, which, combined with one
of the highest occupancy rates, makes the region a potential reference for others to follow. Cantabria is
a predominantly domestic tourism destination, which means that visits are more uniformly distributed
over the course of the year, so reducing the seasonal factor. Families with young children make up over
50% of visitors, and they are very loyal to the region, which ensures that they recommend it to others
and sometimes directly invest in it through the purchase of second homes [104]. Although Cantabria
must adapt supply to meet real demand [105], from the point of view of tourism it has an important
competitive margin with respect to the growing demands of nearby markets such as France [106].
From a rural tourism perspective, this can be explained by the rise in tourism activities related to its rich
heritage, such as visiting cave paintings [107]. This mountainous, essentially rural region is becoming
increasingly economically diversified through a combination of agricultural, industrial, and service
activities that are replacing the traditionally mountain economy devastated by the modernization of
farming methods in the 1950s and 1960s [108].

The Italian regions have a largely underutilized supply of agritourism establishments, but
arrivals grew significantly over the study period (2005–2017), particularly in Piedmont (303%) and
Lombardy (548%).
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Val d’Aosta also has a very high sustainability index (third overall among all the regions examined)
although activity was less intense in the last year we studied (2017), when there were fewer than
7000 thousand arrivals who together spent about 40,000 nights in the area.

The regions in Group D therefore present a number of interesting characteristics and could provide
appropriate models for regional development strategies in this sector. Sustainability is generally very
high, combined in most cases with high potential for improving occupancy rates in the existing facilities,
and is thus more consistent with the objectives of eco-effectiveness, than those of eco-efficiency.

The Balearics, the Canaries, Basilicata, and Trentino Alto Adige are each distinguished by having
a leading position in a specific index (Figures 5 and 6) and, for this reason they are regarded as “outlier”
regions (Figure 7).

The Balearic Islands alone hosts 7% of arrivals and 10% of Spanish farm holidays and has the
highest occupancy rate (over 50%) of all the regions (Table 2). The strong specialization in seaside
tourism in modern hotel accommodation could make “agritourism” more attractive for those looking
for a more traditional, more “authentic” holiday, albeit closely linked to the dominant form of tourism
on the islands, as suggested by the longer average length of stay (almost four days). The dominance
of international tourists and the proximity of coastal resources and attractions leads to a symbiotic
relationship between rural and coastal tourism and destinations in these islands, which helps to explain
the impressive values in arrivals and stays [100].

Rural tourism in the Balearic Islands is focused on foreign, upper-middle class tourists, quite
unlike the traditional tourist demographic [109]. Despite its novelty value and the fact that it offers an
attractive alternative to standard beach resort accommodation, the high prices of the various products
and services on offer are a significant competitive disadvantage, as they are much higher than on
the Spanish mainland. There are also significant differences between the islands [110], with Mallorca
accounting for the vast majority of rural tourism facilities (83.9%), with Ibiza (10%) and Menorca (6%)
trailing far behind.

The occupancy rate in the Canary Islands is about half that of the Balearics, although it grew
over the period we studied, as did the average size of facilities. This archipelago has a much lower
share of domestic tourists (around half a million arrivals in 2017) than the Balearic Islands, but has the
highest sustainability index of all the regions. The average stay is also longer, but this may be due to
its greater distance from the points of origin of most of the visitors. These positive values could also be
explained by the fact that, as in the Balearic Islands, rural tourism destinations can also be used as a
base for coastal tourism. Although mass beach tourism is still the core business, a change of direction
has been observed since the 1990s [111], due to the increase in demand for “authentic” experiences
perceived as related to nature and to a lesser extent to local culture, a niche into which agritourism fits
perfectly [112]. Again, as in the Balearic Islands, the potential of each island is enhanced by its own
unique features, which are reinforced by their geographical ‘isolation.’ El Hierro, which has made a
strong commitment to the Sustainable Development of the tourism sector with the help of LEADER,
is a case in point, and agritourism has become the most important [113], strategy for developing
sustainable tourism on the island of La Palma, especially since the declaration of the whole island as a
Biosphere Reserve in 2002 [114].

Basilicata was recently included in the EU Competitiveness Objective, due to the discovery and
subsequent exploitation of significant oil reserves. This has led to rapid growth in regional GDP
in what is a predominantly rural and still socially fragile area. Despite being associated with the
Competitiveness Objective, Basilicata retains all the ecological and economic issues typically found in
regions with development problems. On the positive side, over the last twenty years it has recorded a
high level of growth in cultural tourism, with the historic center of Matera (one of the region’s two
capital cities) as its main attraction. This was declared an area of cultural heritage as it has been
continuously inhabited since the Paleolithic period. The city was designated the European Capital of
Culture for 2019.
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The particularly high value of the Basilicata SSI (3.11) stems, as in the previous case, from a more
consistent increase in arrivals (+180%) than in nights spent (+113%), which means that visitors are
staying for shorter average stays. The high SSI is, however, accompanied by a low occupancy rate,
which in 2017 manifested itself in just over 20,000 arrivals, thus reducing the importance of the region
in terms of the agritourism sector as a whole.

Trentino Alto Adige has many similarities with the regions in Group D: a high sustainability
index and a very high occupancy rate (fourth overall). It has also enjoyed a significant increase in
nights spent and particularly in arrivals (2005–2017). However, perhaps the most impressive statistic
is the exceptional volume of visitors: in 2017 it had over half a million arrivals and over 3 million
nights spent, which represent 17% and 24% of the national total, respectively. The average stay was
very high at around six days, much longer than the normal stay for agritourism. This may be due
to visitors using the accommodation for winter skiing weeks and more traditional summer holidays,
rather than for experiential breaks. These kinds of visitors can also make an important contribution to
rural economies and can be attracted for example via campaigns aimed at improving the quality and
range of the food offered to tourists.

6. Conclusions

Agritourism is considered one of the main forms of economic diversification for the regeneration
of rural areas. However, its sustainability is a complex issue which has ramifications that go beyond
just physical and environmental sustainability.

There are many potential benefits of the diversification of agriculture through tourism, but as
highlighted above (Section 2), undesirable results or side effects can often occur, sometimes directly
contradicting the aims of the policies and the objectives of local stakeholders.

In this study we propose a Synthetic Sustainability Index (SSI) aimed at evaluating the
eco-effectiveness of the evolutionary dynamics of agritourism. The index was constructed by identifying
proxies for the ecological, economic, social, and institutional dimensions of sustainability and has
been tested in Italian and Spanish regions, in which agritourism plays an important role in rural
development processes.

The results confirm that there is a sustainability problem associated with the uncontrolled growth
of agritourism, fueled by policies that have repeatedly encouraged farms to diversify in this way,
particularly in the last two programming cycles of European funding. The justification for these
policies is not only economic, but also environmental and sometimes social, as they seek to improve
farm incomes by promoting less intensive agricultural practices, which are often associated with
ecosystem services (biodiversity, landscape, carbon cycle control, etc.). Agritourism enables better use
of endogenous resources in the most fragile rural areas, and particularly of the agricultural workforce,
both through the recovery and capitalization of tacit knowledge and through the leverage provided by
the higher qualifications and skills acquired by young people, which can encourage them to stay in
regions plagued by problems of declining or aging populations.

Policies of this kind have often produced interesting and significant effects in certain territories,
both for businesses and in terms of the many dimensions that characterize sustainability, as explained
above. However, the overall effects on a regional scale have not always been satisfactory. The regions
have often underestimated the mutual effects of the various components of the sustainability process
and in some cases this interaction has had unexpected negative effects, as shown by the Synthetic
Sustainability Index (SSI) values.

The SSI has revealed the lack of regional homogeneity within the same country, and has enabled
us to compare this phenomenon on an international scale. On the basis of their SSI and OR values,
the regions were assigned to groups that constitute a reliable proxy for the ability to optimize the use of
accommodation facilities. The analysis of these groups of regions confirm that the poor sustainability
of agritourism in some regions of southern Italy (Group A), as noted in a previous study [94] is more
widespread, albeit to a lesser degree, both within Italy and in similar European contexts. The poor
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sustainability of agritourism growth was also found in a large proportion of the central and eastern
regions of Spain, the largest group of regions in Spain (Group C), and is comparable with that of Italy.

Some policymakers may have increasingly and uncritically invested in the “utilities” of
agritourism, more due to superficial rhetoric [47,115–119] than out of any meaningful concern
for sustainability [29,40,120,121]. In this situation, the SSI offers new parameters for evaluating the
status quo and for drafting policies aimed at diversifying agriculture through tourism. It also provides
useful guidance for changing or reformulating rural development strategies.

The application of SSI also revealed that some Italian regions, despite obtaining acceptable
sustainability index values, have poor optimization and use of facilities (Group B), and therefore face a
different set of problems. The solutions may lie in actions aimed exclusively at increasing arrivals,
or numbers of tourists. In Group D, the values obtained for sustainability and efficiency offer positive
results for a small number of Italian and Spanish regions, which for a variety of reasons have been
able to attract tourist flows that are independent from other forms of tourism. Impressive results were
obtained by the Italian regions of Basilicata and Trentino Alto Adige, located respectively in the south
and north of the country, and by the two Spanish island regions, the Balearic and Canary Islands,
which provides various insights into general good practices that could be applied in other regions.

This study has shown that many of the sustainability measures envisaged in rural development
policies do not contribute effectively to achieving this goal. In fact, most of these policies centered on
eco-efficiency issues that reflected the interests of the businesses involved (renewable energy, water
saving), while neglecting the overall effects in terms of territorial sustainability. For this reason, the SSI
values calculated in many of the regions are unsatisfactory.

Future evaluation of the effects of agritourism policies could be improved by using the tool
proposed in this study. Sustainable growth strategies that measure and take into account the size and
number of facilities and the number of tourists using them could be drawn up on the basis of the
evidence provided by the SSI, in line with the eco-effectiveness principles of the IRT approach.

Looking towards the future and taking into account the results of this research, it would be
useful to find out how this tool for assessing agritourism could be usefully integrated into other
indices and indicators that offer a more general assessment of the impact of tourism on destinations.
This would facilitate the effective use of sustainable tourism indicators as planning tools. It would also
be interesting to extend the evaluation and comparison to the rest of Europe, given that a knowledge of
the situation at a regional and community scale is crucial for establishing sustainable growth targets in
this sector. In short, the instrument proposed here could contribute to the evaluation and comparison
of the regional impact of agritourism, and could suggest policies and strategies based on genuinely
sustainable objectives, thus providing potential support for the process of transition from a linear to a
circular economy.
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