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Interview with Alessandra Priante
by Luigi Celardo

In this issue for the section “Fuori Luogo Interview” we met Alessandra Priante, Director of the
European Regional Commission of the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO).
Tourism policy expert and an associate professor at the Luiss Business School, was director of
international relations and protocol at the Ministry of Agricultural, Food, Forestry and Tourism
Policies. In addition, from 2010-2015, she held numerous positions on behalf of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs as the Government’s Cultural Expert for the Gulf region (United Arab Emirates,
Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait).

QUESTION: | would ask you to briefly outline your career and what was the path that led you to tourism policy.

My passion for tourism has led me to always face new challenges with courage and optimism.
Before my current role as Director for Europe at the UNWTO, the United Nations agency pro-
moting sustainable, responsible, and universally accessible tourism, | was previously responsible
for multilateral relations and tourism policies in Italy for the ministries in which tourism was
placed (Ministry of Cultural Heritage and subsequently the Ministry of Agricultural, Food and
Forestry Policies). My studies in Economics and Commerce at Bocconi University and in Business
Management at Luiss Guido Carli University have instilled an entrepreneurial approach in my
daily work, transmitting it also to my team that | always encourage to improve.

QUESTION: The concept of sustainability applied to tourism is associated with innovative solutions such as less
impactful mobility, consumption of local and seasonal food, and plastic-free events, but also with economically
sustainable dimensions like choosing premium pricing for more ecological hosting modes and devices. What is
the approach of UNWTO in this regard? How does it balance the quest for sustainable innovation in transport with
respecting the socio-cultural authenticity of host communities?

For the second consecutive year, UNWTO has pioneered the global initiative “Best Tourism Vil-
lages™?, aimed at enhancing rural villages in every region worldwide. The main goal of this ini-
tiative is to recognize villages that exemplify rural tourist destinations with cultural and natural
assets, preserving and promoting community-based values, products, and lifestyles, while com-
mitting clearly to sustainability in its economic, social, and environmental aspects. Each year,
applications from countries are evaluated by an independent advisory committee using a set
of indicators covering the following areas: cultural and natural resources; promotion and con-
servation of cultural resources; economic sustainability; social sustainability; environmental sus-
tainability; tourism development and value chain integration; tourism governance and priorities;
infrastructure and connectivity; health, safety, and security. In 2022, a total of 32 villages from 18
countries across the five global regions received this recognition.

QUESTION: The European Commission’s communication on December 11 2019, about the “Green Deal” focuses
the political debate on a growth model based on concept of clean and alternative energy. According to this orien-
tation, it is essential to increase the value attributed to the protection and restoration of natural ecosystems, in
addition to the sustainable use of natural resources and habitats. How is UNWTO supporting this process?

As the sole specialized agency for tourism within the UN, UNWTO is advancing a series of inno-
vative initiatives in synergy with the “Green Deal” goals. For instance, the Glasgow Declaration

1 PhD student in Social and Statistical Research, University of Naples Federico Il, luigi.celardo@unina.it,
ORCID 0000-0001-5406-5457.
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on Climate Action in Tourism? offers a new set of innovative pathways to protect the biosphere
and climate, aligning the sector with global commitments and catalyzing collaborative solutions
to the many challenges that businesses and tourist destinations face globally. Specifically, the
Glasgow Declaration encourages accelerating climate action in tourism, committing to a reduc-
tion of emissions by at least 50% over the next decade and achieving the “Net Zero" target as
soon as possible, by 2050. The Declaration was officially launched at the United Nations Climate
Change Conference (COP26) in November 2021. Currently, the number of signatories exceeds
700 organizations from 87 countries: the Government of the Federated States of Micronesia, the
Ministry of Tourism of Panama, Turismo de Portugal, Netherlands Board of Tourism and Conven-
tion, Innovation Norway, and others have recently joined as signatories. The European region
has the highest number of signatories, with over 400.

QUESTION: Digital environments are part of our reality: “life is social, life is digital, digital is social” (Lupton,
2015). The proliferation of metadata from various platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, TripAdvisor, and Twit-
ter, contributes to expanding the participatory space that emotionally and economically involves the new user
of digital tourism, especially the more digital generations (Corbisiero, Monaco, Ruspini, 2022). What are the
advantages and the critical issues in the use of digital tools in international tourism systems? Is there an “out of
place” in the digital world?

This is a very interesting question because, in my opinion, there is no definitive answer. On one
hand, online platforms like TripAdvisor are essential for helping small and medium enterprises,
which are the backbone of tourism especially in Europe, to become known to consumers. In our
work, we strive to enhance destinations or rural villages that have a unique approach to tourism
that encompasses all aspects of sustainability - the “Best Tourism Villages” | mentioned earlier.
The spirit of the Best Tourism Villages initiative, let me emphasize, is precisely to demonstrate
everything these villages are doing well, such as ecological policies, but also to offer support
and technical consultancy to ensure that these villages grow equitably (this is the purpose of the
so-called “Upgrade Programme”). We hope this approach mitigates the potential disadvantages
or consequences of online platforms, which might orient mass tourism toward certain villages
while leaving others out, thus fostering growth in terms of inequalities and, therefore, with less
cooperation.

QUESTION: The European Commission is currently focusing on a European tourism convention project to reflect
transversally on European tourism “of tomorrow.” The aim is to start a roadmap for 2050 towards a sustainable,
innovative, and resilient European tourism ecosystem (“European Agenda for Tourism 2050”). What do you think
will be the future scenario for tourism systems?

| would like to draw your attention to the fact that tourism was the sector most severely affected
by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is estimated that more than 50% of jobs or human capital was lost
in Europe. We need to create new growth and employment opportunities in tourism, otherwise
the scenario could be that of a sector struggling to get back on its feet despite a rapid recovery
of international travel this year (according to UNWTO, in 2022 more than 900 million tourists
traveled internationally, and this trend is expected to continue). This is one of the main concerns
of our European Member States: how can we make tourism a more attractive sector for employ-
ment, transforming the crisis into an opportunity to create more interesting jobs, especially for
the youth? Tourism, being the most “human” of all sectors, cannot lose its potential in address-
ing this challenge. The European Commission has announced that 2023 will be the "European
Year of Skills,” and we want to capitalize on this opportunity! We believe that a more aware and
better-trained tourism workforce will lead the transition towards healthier and more responsible

3 The Glasgow Declaration on Climate Action in Tourism (unwto.org)
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ways of traveling. Europe certainly has the potential, together with UNWTO, to implement this
vision or scenario that is part of the recently adopted European Agenda for Tourism by the Eu-
ropean Union institutions.

QUESTION: The hybridization between tourism and digital technology is pushing towards travel needs and forms
of hospitality that are increasingly diversified and planned based on the requests of increasingly unique traveler
profiles, so much so that the literature on the subject speaks of “tourism for all” (Monaco, 2019). This includes the
inclusion of people with disabilities or LGBT+ in the realization of an increasingly sustainable tourism hospitality
system. How does UNWTO consider, recognize, or encourage accessible tourism? What are the future interven-
tion strands of the organization you work for in this field?

According to UNWTO, accessibility for all to facilities, products, and tourism services should be a
central part of any responsible and sustainable tourism policy. Accessibility is not just about hu-
man rights. It is a business opportunity for destinations and companies that want to welcome all
types of visitors and increase their revenue. For this reason, on the occasion of the International
Day of Persons with Disabilities, UNWTO, the ONCE Foundation, and the Spanish Association for
Standardization launched a guide* to the implementation of ISO standard 21902:2021, aimed at
public administrations and tourist destinations. This tool is crucial for understanding the specific
actions that can be undertaken by a wide range of organizations charged with designing poli-
cies, strategies, and marketing plans for accessible tourism.

Introduction

Travel is a terrain of metaphors of global origin, a garden of symbols through which transitions
and transformations of all kinds are expressed. A mere shift in space can influence individuals
and their identities, shape social groups, and modify the enduring structures of meaning that,
according to Lévi-Strauss (1964), are used to organize the social and natural experience of every
cultural group. Consider the pilgrimage as a symbolic form of religious unity and missionary
sanctity, the Grand Tour as a moment of initiation into the figure of the European bourgeois in-
tellectual (Leed, 1991), up to the current models of augmented reality that shape travel through
immersive and totally reconfigured sensory experiences. The spread of Web 2.0 has indeed fu-
eled the possibility of new forms of sharing the travel experience. Today, social media hosting
people’s narratives are used by various actors involved in the tourism industry. Visitors, in par-
ticular, play a key role in the co-creation of the symbolic image of tourist attractions, and the
reputation generated by digital platforms is becoming increasingly significant. In this scenario,
the concept of travel is no longer understood as a classic demand derived from economic condi-
tions, but as a factor of development in itself. Such transformations have been accelerated by the
spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, overturning the importance of the economic aspect in favor
of the psychophysical protection of the traveler (Nandwani et al., 2021). In this scenario, facing
the needs for escape of digital travelers, relationships are uprooted from local contexts and re-
combined over new distances of time and space. Consequently, tourism, as one of the main
vectors of globalization, poses questions about the modes of action of the intermediaries of the
tourism industry - tour operators, travel agencies, OTAs (Online Travel Agencies) - with respect
to the digital transformation triggered by the pandemic. According to the latest data provided
by UNWTO (January 2023), the sector recorded better-than-expected results in 2022, thanks
to high pent-up demand and the relaxation or abolition of travel restrictions in a large number
of countries. More than 900 million tourists traveled internationally in 2022, twice as many as
in 2021, although still 37% fewer than in 2019. Moreover, international tourism has recovered

4 IS0 21902:2021(en), Tourism and related services - Accessible tourism for all - Requirements and recommendations

143



63% of pre-pandemic levels. Although the scenario is positive, the survey by the UNWTO expert
group indicates that 72% of respondents expect better performance in 2023. However, most
experts (65%) believe that international tourism will not return to 2019 levels until 2024 or lat-
er. The post-pandemic recovery, according to an interesting study on the future of tourism af-
ter COVID-19 (Trono, Schmude & Duda, 2022), will develop unevenly and will vary significantly
among markets. It therefore becomes crucial to identify new approaches and new forms of man-
agement to avoid the criticalities connected to overtourism and conflicts between communities
and local operators (Milano, 2018). These were already foreseen in 1995 by the Lanzarote Charter
and mentioned again in September 2015 by the United Nations in the Agenda 2030, which reaf-
firmed the principles and guidelines of sustainable tourism, indicating new forms more attentive
to its social, regional, environmental, and cultural components. New tourism practices such as
“light tourism” focused on creative and experiential experiences involving a limited number of
people, or “proximity tourism” that focuses on small rural communities, highlighting the wealth
and potential of often marginal and inner regions, are proliferating. This was reflected in the
success almost everywhere during the summers of 2020 and 2021, highlighting the wealth and
potential of these often marginal and inner regions. In many of these places, local communities
are not yet sufficiently qualified or prepared to offer a range of tourist products and services
that meet the expectations of modern tourists, especially those interested in experiential and
cultural values (Diaz Soria & Llurdés Coit, 2013; Meloni, 2015; Jeuring & Haartsen, 2017; Marchet-
ti, Panunzi, & Pazzagli, 2017; Angelini & Giurrandino, 2019; Bertacchini, Nuccio, & Durio, 2019;
Mangano, 2020). The cultural heritage of these places is of great importance both for travelers
and for the host communities. Understood as a cultural system, for the former it offers cultural
growth, while for the latter it has a strategic value in terms of conserving historical memory, as
well as having an economic base value capable of attracting considerable financial flows. Under-
stood as a “service” from the tourist point of view, cultural heritage entails a series of activities
ranging from simple conservation and protection to the dissemination of knowledge (Nocifora,
De Salvo & Calzato, 2011; Prezioso, 2011; Bizzarri & Andorlini, 2016; Prezioso, 2017). These new
forms of tourism transition were already being explored in the pre-pandemic era. It highlights
the organization and unity of a system of actors who - in the tourism sector - requires the inter-
action of subjects with diverging interests and objectives, thus necessitating the overcoming of
competitive logic, starting from regional resources and competencies (Brogna & Cocco, 2020;
Meloni & Pulina, 2020). The same European Commission has reinforced this will by initiating the
roadmap for 2050 towards a sustainable European tourism ecosystem that, at least formally,
shows particular attention to the sustainability of territorial communities, local realities, and the
need for self-determination of those outpost populations of the local biosphere to be protected
(Gregorini & Semeraro, 2019).
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