
Planning and management strategies in tourist 
areas: guidelines for a sustainable development 
of the Durres Bay district 

C. Cosmi, S. Fiore & P. Ragone 
National Council of Research - Institute of Methodologies for 
Environmental Analysis CNR-IMAA, Italy 

Abstract 

In the framework of the LIFE project “Capacity Building for Sustainable 
Tourism Development – CBSTD”, a general purpose methodology was defined 
to promote sustainable tourism activities based on an integrated development of 
the territory. The central issues were to valorise the endogenous resources and to 
encourage a participative process among citizens, stakeholders and decision 
makers, by identifying key objectives for a sustainable development of the whole 
territory, in actuation of local Agenda 21. The methodological approach is based 
on the integration of two methodologies, the “Carrying Capacity Assessment- 
CCA” and the IEA- ETSAP “Advanced Local Energy Planning – ALEP”, which 
is widely used in different contexts. The analysis of the study area pointed out 
that tourism strategies development should keep up with the implementation of 
plans for the revitalization of the territory, promoting major investments in 
infrastructures. The methodology can be applied in a broad variety of situations 
and is finalised to the identification and elimination of bottlenecks for the 
attribution of certified environmental labels by public and private owners. 
Keywords: sustainable tourism, carrying capacity assessment, ALEP 
methodology, integrated territorial planning. 

1 Introduction 

Tourism represents an increasing economic resource for many countries, 
especially potential EU candidate countries, to be developed with a 
precautionary approach aimed at increasing the benefits to the local population  
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and economy and also limiting any potential damage to the environment and 
cultural heritage [1]. Each tourist area is characterised by a specific carrying 
capacity that is commonly defined as “...the maximum number of people that 
may visit a tourist destination at the same time, without causing destruction of 
the physical, economic and socio-cultural environment and an unacceptable 
decrease in the quality of the visitors’ satisfaction.” The evaluation of the 
carrying capacity of a tourist area therefore should take into account both the 
environmental and socio-economic implications [2]. 
     The UNEP guidelines indicate the Carrying Capacity Assessment (CCA) 
evaluation as “a main tool for planning and management strategies in the tourist 
areas”, being based on analytical methodologies that consider as fundamental 
components the environmental and urban features of the investigated areas, the 
typology and capacity of tourism attractions, the relationships among sectors, the 
local and national tourism policies, the preferences of tourists, local population 
and tour operators [3]. 
     The main purpose of sustainable tourism is then to find a path towards an 
economic and ecological sustainable development of local systems while also 
taking into account limited financial and human resources as well as incomplete 
insight into the future development of economic, technical and social conditions. 
In this framework, the integration of CCA evaluation methodology [3], with 
energy-environmental planning, allows developing integrated territorial plans in 
a broader sustainability perspective. In this framework the Advanced Energy 
Planning methodology (ALEP) [5], carried out under the aegis of International 
Energy Agency – IEA, could give a fundamental contribution to the 
development of robust “comprehensive” long term strategies established by all 
the relevant groups of interest. 

2 Methodology 

In the framework of the LIFE project “Capacity Building for Sustainable 
Tourism Development – CBSTD”, a general purpose methodology was defined 
and implemented for the assessment of tourist sites (Figure 1) [6]. This 
methodology is based on the integration of CCA evaluation, the most used tool 
for tourism management [3, 4], and the “Advanced Local Energy Planning 
(ALEP)” set up under the aegis of the International Agency of Energy in the 
framework of the Implementing Agreement on Energy Conservation in 
Buildings and Community Systems (ECBCS) - Annex 33 “Advanced Local 
Energy Planning –ALEP” and widely applied in local case studies with different 
objectives and boundary conditions [5, 7]. 
     The methodological approach is focused on the integrated assessment of the 
territory for the exploitation of tourism activities in a sustainable framework. 
Therefore, the main steps are addressed to: 

 Evaluate the background on which the tourism activities  are developed, 
identifying the main criticalities concerning resources, infrastructures and 
environment 
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1. Preparation
 Identification of the main 

objectives, main problems and 
main actors for participative 
process

2. Documentation and 
mapping of the tourist 

destination:
Physical-environmental, 
infrastructural and socio-
economic characterization 
Definition of the reference 
framework 

4. Tourist development 
options and scenario 

analysis
 Definition of tourism 

development scenarios 
 Qualitative and quantitative 

comparison of scenarios

5. Application and 
monitoring

Outputs: 
 Summary document for 

describing the test site and 
the planning framework

 Data collection from surveys’ 
results

 Territorial database and thematic 
maps

Outputs: 
 Summary tables for 

qualitative/quantitative assessment of 
tourist destination

 Set of indicators

Outputs: 
 Policy recommendations for implementing sustainable tourism 

strategies according to local policies
 List of actions (operating priorities) and strategic measures 
 Feedbacks with territorial plans
 Application of NEL simulate and input to NEL
 List of themes and guidelines for the development of sustainable policies in 

an enlarged environment (e.g. EU themes)
 Events for the dissemination of results

Outputs: 
 Guidelines for territorial  

planning and management
 List of stakeholders
 Involvement of stakeholders 

and local actors in planning 
processes

Outputs: 
 Set of scenarios
 Summary tables and 

graphs for scenario 
comparison 
(qualitative/quantitative)

3. Data Analysis
Critical review of documentation
Identification of suited indicators
Characterisation of the reference 

baseline
Identification of the minimum 

standards for NEL 
implementation

 

Figure 1: Main phases of the methodology. 

 Individuate the crucial parameters for the area under investigation, in order 
to have a quantitative and qualitative evaluation of the state of art and to 
monitor the impact of tourism activities 

 Define the carrying capacity as the maximum (optimal) number of tourists 
compatible with environmental quality and services standards, taking into 
account the physical limits, the reference framework and the motivation of 
resident population 

 Define the optimal scenario for the development of tourism activities that 
allows the improvement of infrastructures, a better use of natural/urban 
areas, the improvement of environmental quality, the valorization of cultural 
heritage as well as the increase of wealth for local population 

 Monitor the effectiveness of interventions also by environmental 
certification. 

     To this aim, some main phases can be identified as illustrated in Figure 1. The 
“Preparation” phase focuses on the planning background: key objectives, 
expected benefits for the local community, main problems that could be 
encountered, planning horizon, available financial resources and ongoing 
initiatives. Moreover, for a successful implementation of tourism activities and 
to increase the social acceptance of strategies, a stakeholder reference group can 
be defined, identifying the main actors on local and national level, their role and 
responsibilities as well as the expected feedback on the planning process.  
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     The “Documentation” phase is aimed to perform an in-depth characterisation 
of the tourist destination concerning socio-economic, infrastructural and 
environmental aspects. This characterisation should consider the fundamental 
components in evaluating the carrying capacity of a territory, namely the 
physical, environmental, infrastructural, and socio-economic features. Data 
collected can be organised in a territorial database that ease their management 
and representation by thematic maps, making information available for further 
elaborations and study reports.  
     The “Data Analysis” phase is concerned with a critical review of collected 
information to assess the state of the art, to point out the sectors that need further 
investigation as well as the weakness and strength points for the development of 
tourism activities. A main issue is the identification of parameters for a synthetic 
evaluation of the environmental and socio-economic framework as well as for 
the comparison of the effects of different tourism strategies (scenario analysis). 
Both qualitative and quantitative estimations can be performed, depending on 
data availability and on the investigated features. A broad participative process 
involving the main local actors (stakeholders, hoteliers, etc.) is envisaged for the 
selection of suited indicators. 
     Three types of indicators could be considered to evaluate the impact of 
tourism activities: 

 Guidance parameters 
 Environmental parameters 
 Socio-economic parameters 

     The guidance parameters determine the variations of the other parameters 
and, according to CCA, could be used to characterise the scenarios. Examples of 
such parameters are: number of residents, number of tourist per season, tourist 
presences, number of bed spaces per category. 
     The environmental and socio-economic parameters emphasize the impact of 
tourism in terms of pressure on the community and natural resources as well as 
the environmental damage. The European Environmental Agency core set of 
indicators (CSI) [8, 9] contains a selection of parameters grouped by topics that 
take into account the most important features to be investigated for the 
environmental sustainability assessment. 
     The impact of tourism on local economy and population can be evaluated in 
terms of tourist intensity (ratio of number of tourist to resident population), 
tourist density (per capita average square meters of beach available) or 
evaluating the benefits in terms of specific economic parameters (added value, 
number of employed), to highlight the tourist fluxes in terms of pressure on 
resident population, reception structures and increase of wealth and occupation. 
     Synthetic tables and cause–effects diagrams are useful in this phase for a 
qualitative assessment that highlight the criticalities as well as the strength points 
for the development of tourism activities, pointing out the major causes of 
anthropogenic pressure [10]. 
     The evaluation of the carrying capacity of the territory is aimed to assess the 
maximum number of tourists compatible with the physical features of the area, 
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the reference socio-economic framework and the motivation of resident 
population.  
     The subsequent “Scenario Analysis” phase is addressed to define the long-
term strategies for expansion of tourism activities in order to achieve a steady 
economic development, an improved environmental quality and a decreasing 
tourist intensity. A baseline scenario should be defined to set the reference 
framework and to compare alternative development pathways in terms of 
selected indicators. The scenario analysis allows identifying the main thematic 
areas for the development of sustainable policies in agreement with the main EU 
Directives (e.g. on biodiversity, energy, water, soil, waste disposal, air quality, 
natural and cultural heritage, socio-economic development, urban environment, 
etc.) and the specific objectives to be pursued taking into account the territorial 
features. 
     The “Application and Monitoring” phase is addressed to the formulation of 
policy recommendations and operative priorities for tourism development as well 
as to identify the measures and tools for their implementation. In this phase it is 
important to valorise the feedback with territorial plans, taking advantage from 
ongoing initiatives with common objectives. Monitoring actions should be 
finally aimed to verify stepwise the effectiveness of the projected strategies and 
provide feedback for improvements as well as to assess the achievement of high 
quality standards concerning environmental and energy performances in a 
broader sustainability perspective. 

3 Socio-economic and environmental characterisation of the 
case study 

An in-depth preliminary characterisation of the tourism’s flows and tourists 
behaviour as well as the territory was carried out by utilising ad-hoc 
questionnaires and was completed by a subsequent on-site examination [11, 12].  
     The report on tourism dynamics drafted by the team of Economic Faculty, 
University of Tirana [11], analysed the geographical features of the Durres Bay, 
the legal and institutional framework, the basic characteristics of tourist demand 
and the main problems affecting the tourism carrying capacity.  
     In general, it was observed an increasing number of visitors arrivals in 
Albania between 2005 and 2008 with a peak in July-August 2008 (+21% 
compared to the year 2007, +43% respect to the year 2006 and +76% compared 
to 2005) (Figure 2) [13]. 
     Balkan countries dominate the market. The largest number of visitors belongs 
to Macedonia with 26%, Kosovo 25% and Montenegro 8%. Meanwhile other 
European countries cover around 19% of the tourist arrivals in 2008 [13]. 
     The Durres region is a priority area for tourism development due to its 
strategic position, located nearby the most important harbour of the country, the 
unique national airport. Moreover, it accounts for 23% of the total hotel 
accommodation capacity of the country, being a site with interesting 
archaeological, historical and natural resources.  
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Figure 2: Number of visitors per month [13]. 
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Figure 3: Fluctuation of the occupancy rate. 

     The overall occupancy rate (Figure 3) [11] for the area was estimated at the 
range 25-40%. Hence, the occupancy rate for the summer season fluctuated 
among 60-90%, while off-season 5-30%. Actually, the highest occupancy rates 
were among hotels providing full service with recreational or business facilities. 
Off-season occupancy rate showed higher fluctuations due to the fact that hotels 
in Durres are closer to Tirana and offer more conference facilities, hence they 
create possibilities for organizing workshops, seminars etc. 
     The existing set of information concerning socio-economic characterisation 
and the qualitative evaluation of the territory were integrated with monitoring 
data relative to the seawater and air quality sample fields. As concerns seawater 
quality, the available data pointed out three levels of bacterial contamination (7 
sampling points within the safety standards established by WHO/UNEP 
directives [14], 9 slightly polluted sampling points and 4 highly polluted ones). 
As concerns air quality, the main local air pollutants concentrations as well as 
ozone level are below the limits established by the European and Albanian 
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legislation but particulate (TSP and PM10) concentrations are 2.5 - 3 times higher 
than the EU limits. Particulate emissions are mainly generated by the motor 
traffic, due also to the bad conditions of roads. Traffic generates also high 
acoustic pollution levels. There are no data concerning fresh water quality as 
well as the mineralogical and geochemical composition of the soil. However, the 
presence of chemical wastes (among which, lindane and chromium compounds) 
from an abandoned chemical plant as well as other uncontrolled dangerous 
wastes may cause a severe contamination of both ground water table and soil. In 
fact, the available data point out severe environmental pollution phenomena, due  
 

Table 1:   Assessment of tourism carrying capacity of Durres Bay according 
to a SWOT scheme. 

Strength points  Weakness points 
 New tourism destination  
 Natural and cultural heritage 
 Climate 
 Proximity to urban site with 

advances services (airport, harbour, etc) 
 Proximity with many European 

potential demand markets 
 Direct sea connections with Italy and 

other European destinations. 
 

 Uncontrolled urban 
development which compromise the 
natural resources and landscape 
 Massive environmental 

impact of untreated solid waste  
 Relevant pollution of sea 

water and fresh waters due to 
contaminated discharge and 
absence of sewage systems 
 Scarce and intermittent 

availability of electricity and 
drinking water.  
 Scarce environmental 

education 
 Absence of territorial 

planning strategies and land use 
plans 
 Scarce development of 

planned tourism activities 
 Scarce vocational training of 

tour operators 
Opportunities Threats 
 Possible improvement of actual 

tourism infrastructures by adopting new 
technologies based also on renewable 
resources (solar PV and thermal plants, 
phyto-remediation, composting, etc). 

 Interest of tour operators to 
individuate and promote new tourism 
destinations 

 Interesting site for a new demand 
market 

 Possible development of alternative 
tourism activities 

 Competition with other 
Mediterranean destinations 

 Unrecoverable degeneration 
of the environmental impacts 
causing  unsustainability of tourism 
activities 
 Absence of interventions for 

the development of tourism 
activities at short term. 
 Hydro-geological risk caused 

by the uncontrolled urban 
development and exploitation of 
mining resources 
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to contamination from industrial plants, unplanned waste disposal, uncontrolled 
discharge of water and sewage. The main indications emerging from the 
assessment of tourism carrying capacity are resumed in the following table, 
organised according to a SWOT scheme (Table 1) [12]. 
     This analysis highlights the main infrastructural and environmental problems 
that affect the territory limiting its carrying capacity as well as the strength points 
for the exploitation of the tourism activities. At present, many actions and 
projects have been carried out, both at national and local level to overcome the 
most urgent problems. Moreover, some plans for a strategic development of the 
territory as well as for improving the waste management system will be 
implemented in a near future. 

4 The environmental certification  

In the framework of the project, a main issue concerned the definition of a 
specific environmental label for the tourism sector and its application on the 
territory [15].  
     Taking into account energy and environmental sustainability as leading 
standards with reference to the main themes investigated (air, soil, water, energy, 
waste treatment and disposal, main infrastructures) a National Environmental 
Label (NEL) was defined, identifying a set of minimum requirements in 
agreement with the European standards, necessary for the environmental 
certification of a territory and its accommodation structures. These minimum 
requirements considered as main factors the following: 

 Absence of major criticalities concerning the management of 
environmental features or parameters of interest for the European 
Community, regulated by international  agreements and structural 
drawbacks; 

 Achievement of a list of fundamental requisites (at least 60%) attesting 
the adequateness of infrastructures and services. 

     In fact, this National Environmental Label (NEL) considers the environmental 
sustainability of a main activity/process through its entire life cycle and could be 
therefore applied at different stages: on the whole territory, on different macro-
economic sectors as well as at corporate level, according to the accomplishment 
of a core set of fundamental requisites [15].  
     The environmental analysis put in evidence that the minimum requirements 
were not achieved at territorial level, preventing the territorial application of the 
devised environmental label. Nevertheless, tourism structures with high 
environmental standards could be certified on a voluntary basis (NEL-Corporate) 
[16, 17]. In this framework eight selected structures were chosen as examples of 
best practice and certified by an environmental award. The indirect result was to 
encourage other structures to pursue higher quality standard, resulting in a 
general improvement of the territory that can forward the definition and the 
implementation of recovery plans and the achievement of the standards for 
awarding the NEL at municipal level. 
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5 Conclusions 

The overall objective of the project LIFE 06/TCY/AL/202 "Capacity Building 
for Sustainable Tourism Development" (2007-2009 was to incorporate 
sustainability concepts into tourism development, to identify and elaborate 
possible pathways for a sustainable growth of Albanian tourism sector, 
harmonised with environmental, territorial and economic development, and 
aimed at improving policies, institutional and entrepreneurial capacities. 
     The proposed methodology set the guidelines for implementing sustainable 
tourism policies, and, from a broader point of view, to improve the 
environmental quality of the study area and its infrastructures. Moreover, the 
innovative methodological approach can be applied similarly on other countries. 
In this context, considering the high potential of tourism sector for the 
economical and social development Albania can play the role of a pilot country 
for a know-how transfer process among adjacent territories, experiencing and 
sharing common problems and challenges. The implementation of the project on 
a local level highlighted once more the necessity of involving actively both local 
administrations and business as target and beneficiaries of the action, in order to 
make the outcomes actually effective.  
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