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 Executive summary  
 

This deliverable corresponds to the first reporting output foreseen under Activity 2.3  of the 

TOURISMO project (TOURism Innovative and Sustainable Management of flOws), implemented 

under the Interreg Euro -MED Programme. Activity 2.3 is dedicated to exploring and gaining a 

deeper understanding of existing sustainable tourism certification schemes and related  

approaches, as a supporting element for destinations seeking to address tourism impacts in a 

more structured and informed manner.  

This document, prepared in line with the common deliverable template requested for Sustainable 

Tourism Mission projects, sets out the analytical content that was subsequently adapted and 

graphically designed as a Best Practices Guide , conceived as capacity -building material to 

facilitate its dissemination and use beyond the project partnership. The guide adopts a more 

accessible format and layout in order to facilitate its dissemination and use beyond the project 

partnership. It is intended to support other  Mediterranean regions and destinations that may 

benefit from the insights gathered through this activity, by offering practical references and 

examples that can be adapted to different local contexts. This approach is consistent with the 

objectives of the  Sustainable Tourism Mission, as it supports cooperation, mutual learning and the 

gradual strengthening of sustainable tourism management practices across Mediterranean 

destinations.  

The deliverable provides an overview of the sustainable tourism certification landscape, with a 

focus on widely recognised reference frameworks and initiatives operating at international, 

European and Mediterranean levels. The analysis seeks to clarify how  these schemes are 

structured, the principles on which they are based and the types of objectives they pursue, paying 

particular attention to their relevance for destination -level governance and planning. Throughout 

the document, certification is approache d as part of a broader sustainability journey rather than 

as an end in itself, and is considered in relation to monitoring practices, data availability and 

institutional coordination.  
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 1. Context of TOURISMO  
 

TOURISMO project ς Smart and Sustainable Tourism in the Mediterranean ς is part of the Interreg 

Euro-MED 2021 -2027 program. It aims to improve the management of tourist flows in 

Mediterranean destinations by leveraging Big, Open, and Smart Data, digital te chnologies, and 

innovative methodologies to foster more sustainable, balanced, and resilient tourism.  

TOURISMO's mission is to advance towards a tourism model that combines efficient data 

management with sustainable land -use planning, contributing to the reduction of tourism's 

negative impacts. To this end, it promotes the integration of technological solu tions, the analysis 

of visitor behaviour, the redistribution of flows in space and time, and the application of measures 

aimed at reducing pressure on areas of high tourist concentration.  

TOURISMO emerges as a continuation and building upon the HERIT -DATA project, expanding its 

scope and tools to foster innovative management of tourist destinations. Through digital 

platforms, the initiative seeks to optimise monitoring of tourist flows and assess their impact on 

cultural heritage, local resources, and the quality of life of the resident population.  

The project is being implemented in eight pilot areas located in seven Mediterranean destinations: 

Rhodes (Greece), Florence (Italy), Valencia (Port and City) (Spain), Limassol (Cyprus), Varna 

ό.ǳƭƎŀǊƛŀύΣ .ƛǑŜǾƻ LǎƭŀƴŘ ό/ǊƻŀǘƛŀύΣ ŀƴŘ DƻƭŘŜƴ .ŀȅ όaŀƭǘŀύΦ ¢Ƙese pilot projects will allow testing 

and validation of available technological tools to develop solutions that can be transferred to other 

Mediterranean destinations.  

In each case, the actions are geared towards addressing specific problems related to visitor flow 

balance, heritage management, tourist mobility, and local sustainability.  

Overall, TOURISMO accelerates the transformation of the Mediterranean tourism model towards 

responsible, resource -efficient practices that can be scaled to other regions.  

1.1. WP2 Ṿ "Implementation and Evaluation of pilot interventions"  

Work Package 2 (WP2) constitutes the operational core of the TOURISMO project, as it is 

responsible for translating the conceptual and methodological framework developed in WP1 into 

practice through the implementation of pilot solutions in the seven partic ipating Mediterranean 

destinations. Its purpose is to demonstrate the feasibility, effectiveness, and transferability of the 

tools and methodologies developed for the sustainable management of tourism flows through 

technological solutions.  
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WP2 is structured around two complementary dimensions:  

ỏ Development of the Sustainability Framework  

This phase establishes the technical and methodological architecture that enables the 

homogeneous application of sustainability principles across all pilot destinations.  

ǒ Reference indicators and measurement standards derived from the HERIT -DATA project 

are defined and adapted to territorial specificities.  

ǒ Priority action lines are formulated in relation to flow management, carrying capacity, 

heritage conservation and resource efficiency.  

ǒ Protocols are dev eloped for the collection, anonymisation and interoperability of data, 

ensuring compatibility with the Snap4City platform and local management systems.  

ỏ Implementation of Pilot Actions  

In this second phase, WP2 coordinates the deployment of technologica l and methodological 

solutions in the seven selected destinations: Rhodes, Florence, Valencia (Port and City), Limassol, 

±ŀǊƴŀΣ .ƛǑŜǾƻ ŀƴŘ aŀƭǘŀΦ .ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƛƭƻǘΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

will be carried out:  

ǒ A range o f technologies will be applied, including IoT sensors and devices, thermal and 

counting cameras, and drone -based imagery, to monitor visitor inflow and behavioural patterns.  

ǒ Data will be integrated into the Snap4City platform, generating visualisations a nd digital 

twins of the destination that facilitate dynamic and predictive management of tourism flows.  

ǒ Decision -making tools, communication campaigns, and strategies for the spatial and 

temporal redistribution of visitors will be implemented and adapted  to each local context.  

ǒ Dashboards will be developed for tourism managers to facilitate evidence -based decision -

making.  

Each pilot will be able to assess the impact of the solutions on reducing congestion, improving the 

visitor experience, enhancing reso urce efficiency, and generating benefits for local communities.  
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1.2. Activity 2.3.1 - Reference Framework for Sustainable 
Destination Certification  

The main objective of this deliverable is to define a common reference framework for the 

certification of sustainable tourism destinations in the Mediterranean area. This framework builds 

on the information developed in the previous WP1 deliverables, as we ll as on an analysis of 

selected existing certification systems, chosen for their practical usefulness and transferability to 

the Mediterranean context and the pilot destinations.  

This activity acknowledges the proliferation of multiple existing certification schemes, both public 

and private, and seeks to harmonise criteria, indicators and methodologies to facilitate 

comparability, coherence and transparency among them. The aim is t o identify the essential 

elements a destination should meet to advance sustainable management, along with the 

associated mechanisms for monitoring and verification.  

The work has focused on:  

ǒ Analysing the main certification systems for sustainable tourism at a destination level.  

ǒ Examining the applicability and relevance of these schemes in the project's pilot 

destinations.  

ǒ Establishing a Mediterranean reference framework that integrate s the principles of 

sustainability, digitalisation, participatory governance and data -driven management.  

ǒ Developing a methodological proposal and set of indicators to assess the degree of 

alignment of each destination with international standards . 

1.3.    Background to the Deliverable  

The development of the Framework for Sustainable Destination Certification within WP2 of the 

TOURISMO project builds on the results obtained in Activities 1.1 and 1.2, which were respectively 

dedicated to the analysis of tourism flows in the pilot areas an d to the review and enhancement 

of the HERIT-DATA sustainability indicator system.  

Both deliverables constitute the empirical and methodological foundation for the future 

certification framework, providing a shared understanding of the current tourism context in the 

pilot destinations and a technical framework for measuring their sustain ability.  
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Results of Activity 1.1 ς Analysis of Tourism Flows  

Deliverable 1.1, "Report on Current Situation and Tourism Flows in the selected areas", provides a 

detailed diagnosis of tourism behaviour, visitor profiles and governance structures in the eight 

TOURISMO pilot destinations: Rhodes, Florence, Port of Valen cia, City of Valencia, Port of Limassol, 

±ŀǊƴŀΣ .ƛǑŜǾƻ LǎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ DƻƭŘŜƴ .ŀȅ όaŀƭǘŀύΦ 

Based on an analysis of existing data, the study identifies common patterns, shared challenges 

and opportunities for sustainable management, which are essential for defining certification 

criteria adapted to the diverse Mediterranean contexts.  

Key findings include:  

ǒ High concentration of visitors in heritage and environmentally sensitive areas, resulting in 

risks of saturation and loss of experience quality.  

ǒ Pronounced seasonality, particularly in island and coastal destinations, and a significant 

influence of cru ise tourism in several cases.  

ǒ Lack of comprehensive monitoring systems, despite the existence of specific initiatives 

(sensors, counts, mobile applications).  

ǒ Need to diversify the tourism offer to redistribute flows and reduce pressure on high -

concentr ation areas.  

ǒ Complex governance ecosystems involving numerous public and private actors 

(administrations, port authorities, tourism operators, social entities, etc.) require stronger 

coordination.  

These results highlight the urgency of equipping destinat ions with shared measurement and 

evaluation tools that enable them to compare, learn, and improve jointly, in line with WP2's 

objectives: creating a shared and adaptable sustainability framework.  

Results of Activity 1.2 ς Review and Enrichment of the HERIT -DATA System 

Deliverable 1.2, "Revision and Enrichment of HERIT -DATA List of Indicators, reviews and updates 

the sustainability indicator set developed under HERIT -DATA, adapting it to the needs and 

specificities of the TOURISMO pilot areas.  

The objective was to define an operational, comparable, and relevant system of indicators for 

managing tourism flows, ensuring applicability across urban, port, natural, and island contexts.  
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The document provides a critical analysis of international reference frameworks and proposes a 

refined structure of indicators grouped into three levels of applicability:  

ǒ Key indicators: applicable to all destinations, focused on measuring saturation, carrying 

capacity and environmental conditions.  

ǒ Secondary indicators: context -specific, depending on priorities and data availability. They 

explore aspects such as heritag e conservation, tourism pressure on residents (overnight stays), 

visitor perception, access to services (transport, parking), and impacts on prices and commercial 

dynamics.  

ǒ Complementary indicators: corresponding to HERIT -DATA indicators excluded from 

TOURISMO. These were omitted primarily due to (1) limited technical feasibility and the high effort 

required to collect homogeneous and reliable data across destinations (e.g. perception of safety, 

cleaning service capacity), and (2) weaker direct relevance to the core project objective, which 

focuses on tourism flow management rather than broader socio -economic dimensions (e.g. 

access to housing, job quality or commercial structure).  

Among the key indicators defined for all pilot destinations, the following stand out:  

ǒ E1.2: Optimal saturation levels of cultural heritage sites.  

ǒ E2.4: Saturation levels of pedestrian traffic.  

ǒ E3.5: Tourist perception of overcrowding (real -time and post -experience).  

ǒ E4.12: Environmental conditions (air and noise).  

ǒ E0.20 / E0.22: Characterisation of tourism areas and carrying capacity.  

The integration of the results from Activities 1.1 and 1.2 provides a comprehensive picture of the 

Mediterranean tourism system. It establishes a robust technical foundation for developing the 

Framework for Sustainable Destination Certification.  

From an empirical perspective, analysing tourism flows provides a territorial and operational 

understanding of the challenges facing destinations (overcrowding, congestion, data gaps, 

fragmented governance). Meanwhile, the indicator review offers a methodo logical framework for 

the tools needed to measure, compare, and improve sustainability in each context in a coherent, 

replicable way.  
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1.4. Methodology  

The development of the reference framework for sustainable destination certification has been 

based on a progressive methodology, grounded in the knowledge generated during earlier phases 

of the project and complemented by a targeted exploration of the rel ationship between the pilot 

destinations and existing certification systems.  

Building on the analysis carried out in Deliverables 1.1.1 and 1.2.1, key insights regarding the 

understanding of territorial context, tourism flows, and stakeholder ecosystems were 

incorporated, together with the technical structure and logic of the indic ators inherited from the 

HERIT-DATA project. These documents provided the conceptual and operational foundation for 

constructing a certification model applicable to the Mediterranean destinations involved, ensuring 

that the proposed framework was grounded in a robust understanding of the challenges, 

capacities, and real needs identified across the pilots.  

To enrich this analysis, a survey was designed and sent to the pilot destinations to assess their 

current situation regarding certification schemes, alignment with other frameworks, and the 

resources available to undertake evaluation processes or continuou s improvement. The 

questionnaire addressed existing certifications, labels or quality and sustainability systems in 

place; potential alignment with international reference frameworks such as the GSTC Criteria, ETIS 

standards or European environmental manag ement systems; the existence of management or 

monitoring tools supporting certification; and the type of resources, technical capacities or 

previous experience in audits or self -assessments that each destination could mobilise. 

Information was also collect ed on perceived barriers, specific needs and other contextual factors 

relevant to assessing the feasibility and applicability of a common certification framework.  

This process was complemented by a comparative analysis of the main destination certification 

systems at international, European and national levels, reviewing their structures, criteria, 

evaluation mechanisms, requirements and maturity levels. Particular attention is given to 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ άƎǊŜŜƴ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ƻƴ 

ecosystems, and preserving living conditions, wellbeing and social acceptance of tourism among 

local communities.  

Overall, the methodology combined technical analysis, comparison of standards, empirical 

knowledge generated by the pilots and an assessment of their current capacities, in order to build 

a robust, scalable and context -sensitive framework capable of suppor ting destinations in their 

transition towards more intelligent, resilient and regenerative tourism models.  

The insights and gaps identified through this analysis will be directly operationalised in D2.3.2, 

guiding the selection of strategic actions at pilot level.  
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 2.  Overview of existing Certification Systems   
 

Over recent decades, sustainability certifications in tourism have become one of the most 

recognised tools for guiding destination management towards more responsible, transparent 

models. Their primary function is to verify, through standardised procedures  and independent 

audits, the extent to which a destination, business or tourism product meets defined sustainability 

standards. These systems translate principles and objectives into concrete, measurable and 

comparable criteria, facilitating the assessment  and continuous improvement of tourism 

management.  

In their most common structure, a certification system combines three essential components:  

1. A framework of criteria or indicators defining the applicable sustainability standards;  

2. an external evaluation process validating compliance through verifiable evidence; and  

3. a recognition or communication mechanism that gives visibility to the result.  

 

This process provides legitimacy to the destination while generating trust among visitors, tourism 

operators and public administrations.  

The evolution of these systems has been gradual and diverse. Initially, certifications were primarily 

directed at tourism businesses (such as accommodation providers, agencies, or tour operators) 

with a focus on environmental management and operational eff iciency. Later, growing attention 

to territorial sustainability led to the development of schemes applied to destinations, 

incorporating broader dimensions such as governance, social cohesion, culture and quality of life 

for local communities. This shift r eflected a more systemic understanding of tourism as a territorial 

phenomenon requiring comprehensive evaluation frameworks.  

Today, certifications act as governance and accountability mechanisms, contributing to the 

professionalisation of public tourism management and supporting coherence across sectoral 

policies. Their main value lies not in the label obtained, but in the impro vement process they 

generate: they enable the establishment of baseline indicators, the identification of areas for 

progress, the prioritisation of actions and the periodic assessment of results achieved. This 

feedback dynamic turns certification into a co ntinuous learning process, helping destinations 

adapt to emerging challenges such as capacity management, digitalisation or the reduction of 

environmental impacts.  
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Despite their expansion, certifications still face structural challenges. The multiplicity of existing 

schemes creates fragmentation and complicates the unified interpretation of results. In some 

cases, associated costs and administrative complexity may li mit access for smaller or less 

technically equipped destinations. There is also a growing need to evolve from models focused 

solely on verification to approaches oriented towards capacity -building, support and value 

creation.  

Despite the diversity of approaches, all certification systems share a set of common principles: 

standardised criteria, an evaluation and verification mechanism, and public recognition of 

performance. However, they differ in their geographical scope, requi rements levels, fields of 

application, and managing entities.  

Below, the main existing typologies are described and classified by their level of implementation 

and recognition.  

International Certifications  

International schemes are those implemented across multiple countries and based on globally 

recognised standards. They typically include external accreditation mechanisms and are often 

aligned with the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) Criteria, wh ich constitute the global 

reference framework for tourism sustainability.  

1. GSTC Criteria for Destinations and Industry  

The GSTC Criteria constitute the international benchmark for the sustainable management of 

destinations and tourism businesses. They are structured into four areas: sustainable 

management, socio -economic benefits, cultural heritage and environmental conser vation.  

The GSTC does not certify directly; instead, it recognises and accredits the certification bodies that 

apply its principles. In this way, accredited programmes maintain coherence with international 

standards and ensure the comparability of results across t erritories. The criteria are commonly 

used as a shared foundation for developing or revising certification systems and for guiding public 

policies and sustainable tourism strategies.  

2. EarthCheck  

EarthCheck is a sustainability certification system applied to destinations and tourism businesses, 

based on performance evaluation and periodic external verification.  
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The model uses standardised quantitative indicators for energy consumption, water 

management, waste generation, emissions, biodiversity, and social well -being. Results are 

compared against sectoral benchmarks, enabling benchmarking and temporal monitoring.  

The process includes external audits and annual document review, supported by a digital platform 

for data collection and analysis. The standard is recognised by the GSTC and widely used in 

contexts that require traceability and objective measurement of env ironmental and social 

performance.  

3. Green Destinations Standard  

The Green Destinations Standard is a certification system designed explicitly for tourism 

destinations, focusing on sustainability management, governance and stakeholder participation.  

The model is aligned with the GSTC Criteria and structured into seven thematic areas that cover 

strategic planning, social and economic well -being, culture, environment, climate change and 

marketing. Its methodology combines self -assessment, independent ve rification and a scoring 

system that determines the destination's recognition level.  

A digital platform is used for assessment and reporting, facilitating document management and 

public communication of results, and incorporating annual review mechanisms to maintain 

certification validity.  

4. Biosphere Certified Destinations  

The Biosphere Certified system was developed by the Responsible Tourism Institute (ITR) and is 

based on the principles of the World Charter for Sustainable Tourism and the 2030 Agenda.  

The methodology aims to integrate sustainability across the environmental, social, cultural, 

economic, and governance dimensions, establishing a direct correspondence with the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

The process combines digital self -assessment, submission of verifiable evidence and external 

review, using a platform that enables monitoring of actions implemented and their contribution 

to the SDGs. The system is recognised by the GSTC and promotes coord inated participation of 

administrations, businesses and citizens in sustainable destination management.  
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5. Statistical Framework for Measuring the Sustainability of Tourism (SFMST)  

The Statistical Framework for Measuring the Sustainability of Tourism (SF -MST) is an 

international statistical framework developed by UN Tourism (UNWTO) and the United Nations 

Statistics Division to organise and harmonise data on the sustainability of tourism.  

Its approach systematically integrates economic, environmental and social information related to 

tourism, linking tourism data with existing accounting frameworks such as Tourism Satellite 

Accounts (TSA) and the System of Environmental -Economic Accounting (SEEA). In this way, it 

provides a coherent basis for generating comparable indicators that allow the contributions and 

impacts of tourism on sustainable development to be analysed at different territorial scales, from 

the national level down to the destin ation level.  

SF-MST is not  a certification system nor a closed list of indicators, but rather a reference statistical 

framework that defines concepts, classifications and accounting structures so that countries and 

destinations can compile robust and mutually compatible data. Its i mplementation is progressive 

and flexible, and it is designed to support both national statistical institutes and tourism 

administrations in developing information systems, dashboards and sustainability indicators 

aligned with the 2030 Agenda and other international frameworks.  

European and Regional Certifications  

At the European and regional levels, a range of tools for assessing and managing tourism 

sustainability has been developed and promoted by the European Union, regional networks, and 

specialised organisations to harmonise measurement criteria and support th e green and digital 

transition of the sector. These systems do not always operate as formal certifications; in many 

cases, they serve as methodological reference frameworks or voluntary improvement 

programmes aimed at strengthening planning, governance, an d coherence with EU policies.  

The main current standards and tools in Europe that provide the technical basis for aligning 

indicators and comparative evaluation of tourism destinations are outlined below.  

6. ETIS (European Tourism Indicator System)  

The European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS)  is a self -assessment and monitoring tool 

developed by the European Commission to measure the sustainability performance of tourism 

destinations.  
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Its structure comprises 27 core indicators and 40 supplementary indicators to provide a 

comprehensive sustainability perspective at the destination level, grouped into four areas: 

destination management, social and cultural impact, environmental impact, an d economic 

performance.  

ETIS is not a formal certification system, but a common methodological framework that facilitates 

data collection and comparison between destinations. Its implementation is voluntary and 

adaptable, and it is used as a basis for developing sustainable touri sm observatories and local 

monitoring tools.  

7. EMAS (Eco-Management and Audit Scheme)  

The Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS)  is a voluntary initiative of the European Union 

that provides organisations with a structured framework to assess, manage and improve their 

environmental performance, while ensuring legal compliance and public transparency. Its 

objective is to help public  and private entities, including tourism destinations and the operators 

working within them, to reduce their environmental impact and move towards more efficient 

resource management.  

In the tourism sector, EMAS is applied both to individual businesses and to destinations that can 

register their environmental management system within this scheme. The model is based on the 

principles of the international standard ISO 14001 but incorporat es additional requirements that 

strengthen accountability and communication with stakeholders.  

The EMAS registration process requires an initial environmental review, the implementation of an 

environmental management system, the setting of measurable objectives and targets, the 

implementation of periodic internal audits, and the publication of an en vironmental statement 

validated by an accredited verifier. Only after completing this process can the organisation or 

destination be officially listed in the European Union's EMAS register.  

The European Commission provides sectoral reference documents such as the Sectoral Reference 

Document on Best Environmental Management Practices in the Tourism Sector, which compiles best 

practices and sector -specific environmental indicators to improve performance. In addition, the 

EMAS Green Forum  acts as a platform for exchange and dissemination of resources, including an 

interactive map of registered organisations, accessible to travellers and professionals interested 

in environmentally certified option s and destinations.  
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8. Charter for Sustainable Tourism (EUROPARC Federation)  

The European Charter for Sustainable Tourism in Protected Areas (ECST)  is a management 

and certification tool developed by the EUROPARC Federation to enable protected areas to 

develop sustainable tourism. Its main objective is to safeguard natural and cultural heritage while 

promoting tourism that generates measurable econom ic, social and environmental benefits for 

the local community.  

The ECST is based on a collaborative, partnership -based approach among protected area 

authorities, municipalities, tourism businesses, and other stakeholders, who work together to 

develop and implement a medium -term sustainable tourism strategy and action plan. The key 

principles include heritage protection, improvements in the quality of the visitor experience, and 

increased local benefits derived from tourism.  

Certification is granted by the EUROPARC Federation following an independent verification 

process, and areas must be re -assessed every five years to ensure continuous improvement. The 

Charter is structured into three parts: sustainable destinations (Part I ), sustainable businesses 

(Part II) and sustainable tour operators (Part III).  

9. UNE 178501 and UNE 178502 (Smart Tourism Destinations)  

The UNE 178501  (Management system for Smart Tourism Destinations) and UNE 178502  

(Requirements for Smart Tourism Destination projects) standards form part of the UNE 178000 

series on Smart Cities, developed by the Spanish Standardisation Association (UNE).  

These standards set out the requirements for planning, implementing, maintaining, and improving 

an intelligent destination management system, integrating the dimensions of governance, 

innovation, accessibility, sustainability, and technology.  

The model combines qualitative and quantitative indicators and requires external audits to obtain 

certification. Its application supports data interoperability and the creation of digital tourism 

governance platforms aligned with sustainability and continu ous improvement principles.  

The UNE 178501 / UNE 178502 standards are national Spanish standards developed by UNE and 

applied directly in Spain rather than at the European level. However, Spain is a global pioneer in 

developing standards for Smart Tourism Destinations (DTI), which ha s generated interest in other 

countries and international organisations, and these standards may serve as a basis or inspiration 

for the development of similar frameworks at the European scale in the future.  
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10. SICTED (Integral Quality System for Tourism Destinations)  

SICTED is a programme promoted by Spain's State Secretariat for Tourism and the Spanish 

Federation of Municipalities and Provinces (FEMP), aimed at improving the quality of the tourism 

experience in destinations.  

Its methodology is based on evaluating tourism businesses and services through checklists, 

improvement plans, and continuous training, to achieve a uniform level of quality across the 

destination.  

Although it is not an environmental or sustainability certification as such, the system has, in recent 

years, incorporated specific modules on sustainability, digitalisation and responsible 

management, thereby extending its scope towards a more integrated model of tourism quality 

and sustainability.  

11. Blue Flag  

Blue Flag  is an international voluntary environmental certification programme managed by the 

Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE) and applied to beaches, marinas and tourism boats.  

The award is based on compliance with technical criteria for water quality, environmental 

management, safety, services, and environmental education.  

Inspections are carried out annually by national bodies accredited by FEE, and results are verified 

through external audits. Blue Flag is present in more than 50 countries and is an operational 

benchmark for environmental management and communication in co astal areas.  

12. EcoPorts / PERS (Port Environmental Review System)  

The Port Environmental Review System (PERS)  is the specific environmental management 

standard for European ports, developed under the EcoPorts  initiative and coordinated by the 

European Sea Ports Organisation (ESPO). 

The scheme sets out environmental and operational requirements for planning, emissions 

control, waste management, energy efficiency, and transparency.  

Certification is obtained through external verification by auditors accredited by ESPO and is valid 

for three years. The system is compatible with EMAS and ISO 14001, enabling its integration into 

broader port sustainability strategies.  
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National and Local Certifications  

In parallel with international and European frameworks, many countries and regions have 

developed sustainability certifications and programmes tailored to their legislative, cultural and 

territorial contexts. These systems have been designed to translate g lobal standards into local 

operational realities, offering tools that are closer to and more applicable in destination 

management.  

Unlike international schemes, which tend to promote harmonisation and comparability across 

territories, national and local certifications are characterised by greater methodological flexibility 

and a more practical orientation. They often combine verificat ion of environmental, social and 

economic criteria with participatory processes of support, training and continuous evaluation.  

Many of these programmes follow hybrid models that integrate components of quality, 

sustainability, and digitalisation and seek to strengthen destination management capacity through 

adaptable indicators and self -assessment tools. Some are structured as for mal certification 

systems, with external audits and official recognition; others operate as voluntary adherence or 

improvement programmes that encourage participation by local authorities, businesses, and 

citizens around a shared set of objectives.  

Common initiatives include national and local tourism quality programmes, environmental labels 

and good -practice recognition schemes that promote responsible resource management and 

continuous improvement of destinations. In many cases, these systems combi ne elements of 

quality, sustainability and governance, integrating actions related to environmental management, 

service efficiency, digitalisation and stakeholder participation. Also frequent are excellence labels 

for beaches, ports or accommodation, and m onitoring platforms for tracking tourism 

performance, which strengthen transparency and coherence with international sustainability 

frameworks.  
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3.  Comparative analysis of Certification 

Systems   

 

The comparative analysis of the main certification schemes enables identification of convergences, 

differences, and varying levels of maturity among the international, European, and national 

models currently in use. All systems share the aspiration to ensu re more responsible, transparent, 

and measurable tourism management, but they differ in their thematic focus, indicator structure, 

verification processes, and degree of alignment with international sustainability agendas.  

3.1.    Thematic Focus and Dimensions  

In general terms, international and European certifications structure their criteria around four 

main dimensions:  

ǒ Destination management and governance , including strategic planning, stakeholder 

participation, continuous improvement and regulatory compliance.  

 

ǒ Socio-economic impact , addressing local employment, social inclusion, redistribution of 

benefits and support for the resident economy.  

 

ǒ Conservation of natural and cultural heritage , assessing resource protection, reduction 

of environmental impacts and territorial management.  

 

ǒ Quality of the tourism experience and visitor satisfaction , incorporating accessibility, 

safety, information and carrying capacity.  

Although this structure reflects the framework of the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) 

Criteria , different programmes vary in their degree of specialisation. EarthCheck , for instance, 

focuses on environmental measurement and operational management of destinations, whereas 

Green Destinations  or Biosphere  adopt a broader approach, integrating participatory 

governance, local culture and social dimensions.  

At the European level, initiatives such as ETIS and the UNE 178501 Standard also incorporate 

digitalisation, data management, and interoperability as key elements of institutional 

sustainability.  
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3.2.    Indicator Types and Requirements  

The analysed certification systems show significant differences in the types of indicators used and 

their evaluation methodologies.  

More technical models, such as EarthCheck  or EMAS, rely on standardised quantitative metrics 

(energy consumption, emissions, waste, water), enabling the establishment of thresholds and 

international comparison.  

By contrast, schemes such as Biosphere  or Green Destinations  combine qualitative indicators, 

focusing on policies, processes or documentary evidence, with quantitative metrics, introducing 

scoring systems that facilitate self -assessment and continuous monitoring.  

European and national models (such as ETIS, SICTED or UNE 178501) tend to adopt more flexible 

structures, allowing indicators to be adapted to the destination's scale and local competences. 

While this adaptability improves practical applicability, it also reduces comparability between 

countries.  

In more recent schemes, the digitalisation of processes (through online platforms and interactive 

dashboards) is facilitating continuous data updates and reinforcing transparency.  

3.3.     Verification Processes and Transparency  

Independent verification is a key factor in the credibility of certification systems.  

The more established programmes ( EarthCheck , Green Destinations ) include periodic external 

audits conducted by accredited entities, with on -site inspections and documentary reviews.  

Other systems, such as Biosphere , combine digital self -assessment with external validation, while 

tools like ETIS or SICTED focus on guided self -assessment and internal use as instruments for 

continuous improvement.  

Regarding transparency, most programmes publish overall results or recognition levels, although 

not all disclose complete audit reports. Recent trends point towards greater use of open platforms 

and online data visualisation tools, allowing destinations to  communicate progress publicly and in 

a standardised format, in line with European policies on governance and open data.  
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3.4.   Alignment with the SDGs and Compatibility with 
HERIT-DATA Indicators  

Virtually all current systems declare explicit alignment with the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) , particularly SDGs 8 (decent work and economic growth), 11 

(sustainable cities), 12 (responsible consumption and production), 13 (climate action), 14 (life 

below water) and 15 (life on land).  

Among the more advanced cases, Biosphere Certified  integrates the SDGs into operations, 

enabling destinations to assess and communicate their contribution to the SDGs through a system 

of indicators and verifiable evidence. Green Destinations  and EarthCheck  also incorporate 

correspondences with the SDGs, though in a more transversal manner.  

Several systems also show strong thematic coherence with the HERIT-DATA indicator 

framework , particularly in the areas of tourism pressure, mobility, environmental management, 

cultural heritage and governance. Those that operate with digitalised metrics or interoperable 

platforms (such as EarthCheck , ETIS or UNE 178501) demonstrate a high capacity for integration 

with data analytics tools and sustainability observatories.  

This convergence enables linking certification with the intelligent management of tourism data 

and strengthens the role of these systems as technical support for evidence -based decision -

making.  
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Table 1 ς Comparative overview of selected sustainable tourism certification systems 

  

  

 



 

 

D2.3.1: Best Practices Guide on tools & strategies for Certification of Sustainable Tourism Destinations  

23 

 

 

  3.5.     Conclusions of the Comparative Analysis  

The comparative analysis highlights a diverse certification ecosystem that is, nevertheless, moving 

towards consolidation and methodological convergence. Most standards align on the core 

principles that define sustainable tourism τresponsible governance, so cio-economic benefits, 

heritage preservation, and environmental protection τalthough they differ in how these are 

measured, the intensity of audits, and the technical robustness of their indicators.  

The main findings may be summarised as follows:  

ǒ Thematic content is increasingly converging around a common set of pillars , albeit 

with varying levels of specialisation. International systems tend to prioritise comparability 

and standardisation, while national and local models adapt criteria to territorial scale and 

institutional capacities, which improves applicability but r educes uniformity. Balancing 

homogenisation with contextualisation is one of the central challenges for the future of 

certification systems.  

ǒ Systems based on standardised quantitative metrics  (EarthCheck, EMAS, UNE 178501) 

offer greater potential for integration into data -monitoring platforms.  

ǒ Self -assessment and support -based schemes  (ETIS, SICTED, Biosphere) are more 

accessible for destinations with limited size or resources, although they provide lower 

international comparability.  
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ǒ Models that require external auditing (EarthCheck, Green Destinations, EcoPorts, 

EMAS, Blue Flag) enjoy great er recognition and credibility in international markets.  

ǒ Alignment with the SDGs is now a generalised standard , and compatibility with 

indicator systems such as HERIT -DATA is emerging as a key factor for future 

interoperability.  

Taken together, certification schemes are evolving from an accreditation -centred approach 

towards a strategic role within destination governance, acting as instruments for adaptive 

management, transparency and organisational learning.  
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4.  Guidelines for Sustainability Certification 

Processes for Tourism Destinations   

 

4.1.    Purpose of the Guidelines  

These guidelines provide a practical framework to enable Mediterranean destinations τand in 

particular the eight TOURISMO pilot sites τto prepare for, structure and progress towards a 

comprehensive improvement process in tourism sustainability. They apply to  both formal 

certification systems and evaluation, self -assessment, or recognition schemes. Their purpose is to:  

 

¶ Establish minimum requirements for implementing a reliable system for sustainability 

management and evaluation.  

¶ Define a realistic operational framework adaptable to different levels of institutional and 

technical maturity.  

¶ Enable a progressive implementation, especially in destinations with limited capacities or 

resources.  

¶ Guide the use of data, indicators, governance structures and analytical tools developed in 

WP1 to support evidence -based decision -making.  

¶ Align monitoring, management and planning efforts with a Mediterranean model of 

sustainable and resilient destinations.  

4.2.  Guiding Principles for the Certification Process  

The proposed framework is built upon a set of principles that should guide any process of 

improvement or evaluation of tourism sustainability, regardless of the standard or methodology 

chosen by the destination.  

Flexibility and adaptation to context  

Each destination presents distinct territorial, institutional and operational realities. The framework 

must apply to urban, natural, port, and island destinations and allow for differentiated solutions 

based on their capacities, scale, and maturity.  
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Progressiveness  

Sustainable tourism is not an immediate outcome but an evolutionary process. These guidelines 

propose different levels of advancement τfrom a basic starting point to a fully developed 

systemτenabling each destination to progress gradually, realistically and  in line with its 

capacities.  

Data -driven approach  

Sustainable management requires decisions grounded in verified information. The use of 

indicators, sensors, flow analysis, perception data, and operational datasets is essential for 

monitoring trends, anticipating risks, and evaluating results.  

Collaborative governance  

Tourism sustainability is built through collaboration among public administrations, the private 

sector, local communities, heritage managers, tourism operators, port authorities and other key 

stakeholders. Shared governance ensures legitimacy, coherence an d continuity.  

Transparency and accountability  

The credibility of any improvement process requires the publication of key information, sharing of 

progress, clear communication of decisions and the provision of evidence on destination 

performance. Transparency is essential for both public trust and qual ity management.  

4.3.     Minimum Requirements to Initiate the Certification Process  

Before beginning any formal certification process, the destination must ensure a set of basic 

conditions that guarantee the work will be carried out coherently, realistically and in a sustained 

manner over time. These requirements constitute the common sta rting point for any tourism 

destination in the Mediterranean area, regardless of its scale, typology or level of maturity.  

a) Clear Delimitation of the Area of Analysis  

The first step is to define precisely the territorial scope to which the certification process will apply. 

This delimitation is essential to guarantee methodological coherence, ensure data comparability 

over time, and establish clear responsibilities among  the actors involved.  

The area of analysis may encompass a historic centre, a heritage site, a protected natural area, a 
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beach or stretch of coastline, a port area, an entire island or a tourism municipality. The scale is 

not what matters; what is essential is that the perimeter is clearly identified and agreed upon by 

the competent entities.  

A clear delimitation allows the destination to:  

¶ Apply indicators consistently, avoiding mixing different areas or realities in a single analysis.  

¶ Collect comparable data over time and across similar zones of the destination.  

¶ Focus management and investment on areas experiencing higher tourism pressure or 

greater fragility.  

¶ Assign responsibilities appropriately, avoiding ambiguity when multiple administrations 

are involved (e.g. municipalities, port authorities, environmental agencies or heritage 

managers).  

¶ Select measurement and control tools suited to the space being analysed (pedestrian 

sensors, visitor counts, environmental monitoring, etc.).  

In the Mediterranean context τcharacterised by high typological diversity and the coexistence of 

urban, natural and coastal areas τthis initial delimitation is particularly important to ensure that 

the evaluation process is realistic and reflects the specifi cities of the territory.  

b) Operational Governance Structure  

Robust governance is indispensable for activating and sustaining the certification process. The 

destination must have a stable operational structure, usually organised around a local committee 

or working group that brings together key public, private, and civil society actors. Participation 

from community organisations, neighbourhood associations, cultural or environmental bodies 

and other civic groups is essential to ensure that the process incorporates diverse perspectives 

and is built upon a broad unders tanding of the territory.  

This structure should assume functions such as data collection and validation, coordination 

between administrations, tourism operators and heritage managers, operational decision -making 

in situations of overcrowding or environmental deterioration, planning  and monitoring 

improvements, and internal and external communication of the process. Well -defined governance 

avoids fragmentation, strengthens transparency and enables actions to be grounded in verifiable 

evidence.  

A robust operational governance structure ensures the system operates continuously, prevents 



 

 

D2.3.1: Best Practices Guide on tools & strategies for Certification of Sustainable Tourism Destinations  

28 

ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭΣ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ-based 

actions.  

c) Basic Measurement System  

No tourism sustainability process is viable without a minimum measurement system that allows 

the destination to understand what is happening, identify trends and anticipate impacts. This 

requires essential, reliable and periodic information that can serve as a basis for decision -making.  

This system should include basic data across the three dimensions of sustainability:  

¶ Economic dimension : information on tourism employment, seasonality, spending 

structures and the contribution of tourism to the local economy.  

¶ Environmental dimension : data related to water and energy management, waste 

production and treatment, sustainable mobility, and the conservation of ecosystems and 

natural heritage.  

¶ Social and cultural dimension s: information on the quality of life in tourism areas, 

coexistence between residents and visitors, accessibility, cultural heritage protection, and 

citizen participation.  

From the specific perspective of TOURISMO, this core information should be complemented by 

additional data linked to tourism flow management and pressure, such as visitor concentrations 

in different areas of the destination, saturation levels at critical p oints, resident and visitor 

perceptions of the tourism experience and potential conflicts, basic environmental conditions 

(noise, air quality, pressure on services), as well as the capacity and use of public and tourism 

spaces. 

A robust measurement system forms the basis for evaluating destination performance, 

prioritising interventions, communicating progress, and generating consistent evidence for future 

audits, recognitions, or certifications.  

d) Participation Mechanisms  

The participation of local actors is essential to legitimise the certification process and ensure that 

sustainability is addressed inclusively. The destination should establish stable mechanisms to 

collect perceptions, needs, and proposals from residents, businesses, social organisations, 

cultural groups, and other relevant stakeholders.  
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These mechanisms may include periodic surveys, participatory workshops, interviews with key 

actors, local forums or observatories, and digital channels for continuous consultation.  

Having these participation spaces not only improves the quality of the diagnosis but also ensures 

that adopted measures are built upon shared knowledge, reinforcing social acceptance and co -

responsibility in destination management.  

e) Institutional Commitment  

Any certification process must be supported by a firm institutional commitment to guarantee 

continuity, minimum resources and coherence over time. This commitment may be formalised 

through an official declaration, an administrative resolution, integration of the process into 

existing strategic plans, or collaboration agreements between administrations and competent 

entities.  

What is essential is to ensure that the destination recognises the importance of advancing towards 

a more responsible management model, commits the necessary resources, and guarantees 

coordination among the involved areas. This institutional backing increa ses the credibility of the 

process among citizens, the private sector and any external evaluation or audit.  

In addition to strong institutional commitment, the destination must designate a lead entity 

responsible for overseeing and coordinating the certification process. This body should act as an 

operational reference point, convene key actors, ensure methodolo gical consistency and maintain 

continuity of the process over time. Its role is, ultimately, to ensure that the initiative does not 

depend solely on short -term projects, political changes or contextual fluctuations, but becomes 

established as a stable, pro gressive and verifiable process.  
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5. Set of Indicators, Data and Tools to be 

considered  

 

The certification of a sustainable tourism destination requires a robust, verifiable measurement 

system that enables the evaluation of territorial performance, the orientation of management 

decisions, and the demonstration of progress during external audit s. This section integrates, in a 

unified way, the essential indicators, the necessary data and the recommended tools, forming a 

technical framework adaptable to different certification standards and to the diversity of 

Mediterranean contexts.  

5.1. Essential Sustainability Indicators: an Integrated Framework  

Any certification process requires measuring destination performance across the three 

fundamental dimensions of sustainability τeconomic, environmental and sociocultural τ

complemented, in the Mediterranean context, by specific indicators on tourism pressure and flow 

management.  

Economic sustainability  

Destinations must monitor variables that allow them to understand how tourism contributes to 

the local economy and whether this contribution supports balanced development. This includes 

the volume and quality of tourism employment, seasonality and its impa cts, the distribution of 

visitor spending across local sectors, economic dependence on tourism, and effects on prices and 

accessibility to goods and services.  

Environmental sustainability  

Environmental indicators are a core component of any certification. They include water and energy 

consumption and efficiency, the energy mix and share of renewables, waste generation and 

treatment, emissions associated with mobility, air quality and noise,  as well as the conservation of 

coastlines, ecosystems and natural heritage.  

Social and cultural sustainability  

This dimension assesses the relationship between tourism, the local community and cultural 










































































































