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Synopsis and Learning Outcomes 
The country of Montenegro was one of the finalists in the World Travel and Tourism Council’s 
(WTTC) Tourism for Tomorrow awards in 2010. Despite tremendous pressures for rapid 
development of coastal tourism, mainly fuelled by foreign investment, the Ministry of Tourism 
together with its National Tourism Organisation (NTO) have “shifted the focus from traditional 
package tour holidays in coastal regions to creating a higher-yield tourism product based on 
nature tourism [and regional traditional culture]. This includes the promotion of local, authentic 
restaurants and hotel facilities, as well as the establishment of well-connected bicycle trails” 
(Montenegro National Tourism Organisation, 2010). 
This case focuses on a 10-year development project in the region of the Biogradska Gora 
National Park in the north-eastern part of the country. A slow step-by-step development based 
on trust building, cooperation between five communities and the National Park and integration 
of regional stakeholders has resulted in sustainable tourism products that are successful in the 
international, mainly German-speaking market. 

Naturefriends International (NFI) played an important role in the starting phase of the project 
in 1999 together with the country office of the OECD. Later on the tourism development project 
was financed by the Austrian Development Agency (ADA) and implemented by the ÖAR 
(Österreichische Arbeitsgemeinschaft für eigenständige Regionalentwicklung / Austrian 
Association for Endogenous Regional Development), while the author and NFI colleagues were 
continuously involved as experts, moderators or within monitoring processes. 

The case of the development of the Bjelasica-Komovi region, with the central national park 
Biogradska Gora, shows that sustainable tourism development should have an eye on overall 
sustainable regional development, linking its specific products to regional resources and 
empowering regional stakeholders to gain benefit from the tourism development.  

After completing this case study learners should be able to demonstrate the following principles 
of sustainable tourism development: 

•   The principle of participation of local and regional stakeholders to ensure the long-lasting 
success of the development; 

•   The principle of local empowerment, especially in comparison with foreign investment; and 

•   The principle of systemic project management and step-by-step implementation plans. 
 
Background 

Montenegro (Crna Gora, meaning “Black Mountain”) was a part of former Yugoslavia. The 
country is situated with the Adriatic coast to the south-west and is bordered by Croatia to the 
west, Bosnia and Herzegovina to the north-west, Serbia to the north-east, Kosovo to the east 
and Albania to the south-east.  



Montenegro has put in place several concrete measures in implementing the abstract ideas of 
Sustainable Development: In 2001 the Office for Sustainable Development was established. 
The same year, the Government adopted the first Masterplan for Sustainable Tourism 
Development. This plan clearly states that the responsibility for policy implementation lies with 
both an inter-ministerial committee and the private sector. In 2004 the ‘Strategic Framework 
for Development of Sustainable Tourism in Northern and Central Montenegro’ was adopted as 
the Roadmap for Development of the brand ‘Wild Beauty’ and, finally, the Parliament adopted 
the ‘Tourism Development Strategy to 2020’ in 2008. 
There are 237,899 hectares under international protection and 100,000 hectares of pristine 
national parks, representing over 20 per cent of the country’s 13,812 km2 territory. In 1991 the 
Parliament articulated a bold vision, proclaiming Montenegro to be an Ecological State 
(National Tourism Organisation of Montenegro, 2010). Nature can therefore be understood as 
a logical resource for tourism development, especially in combination with the rich cultural 
landscapes of the hinterland. 
The region of Bielasica-Komovi lies in the central north-east of the country and is characterised 
by its two mountain ranges: Bielasica – framing the Biogradska Gora National Park – and 
Komovi. The five municipalities of the region and the national park administrative body 
became partners in a 10-year development program that fosters active outdoor tourism, 
including hiking, rafting and mountain biking. The project has developed important linkages 
with the cultural assets of the region and created synergies with other economic sectors to 
generate regional benefit. 

Some years after political will first enabled different development processes, the tourism 
outcomes have been largely positive. Destinations based on nature and culture have observed 
positive development of tourism related indicators. Tourist arrivals and overnight stays 
increased in the northern region between 2008 and 2010 in all months of the summer season 
(May till September). Hiking was the main activity in Montenegro for 67.1% of the questioned 
holidaymakers, followed by swimming (52.4%), enjoying good food (41.9%) and cultural 
sightseeing (41.3%).  

 
Fig 1: Number of tourists in the Northern Region (May-September 2008-2010). Source: 
Monstat in: Montenegro Ministry of Sustainable Development and Tourism, 2011 



 
Fig 2: Number of overnights in the Northern Region (May-September 2008-2010). Source: 
Monstat in: Montenegro Ministry of Sustainable Development and Tourism, 2011 

 
Fig 3: Main activities during the stay in Montenegro for tourists in the Northern Region. 
Source: Montenegro Ministry of Sustainable Development and Tourism, 2011 
 

According to figures from the Central Bank, total annual income from tourism has increased 
by 460% between 2001 and 2007, or from €86 mil to €480 million (Montenegro Ministry of 
Tourism and Environment, 2008). In 2011, more than 1.5 million tourists visited Montenegro, 
with the Travel and Tourism Economy representing 21 per cent of the GDP (National Tourism 
Organisation of Montenegro, 2010). Despite these apparent gains, further improvements in 
tourism statistics and the development of a tourism satellite account system are necessary to be 
able to analyse results and trends in more detail. 
 

Key Concepts 
The term ‘sustainable tourism’ has come to represent and encompass a set of principles, policy 
prescriptions, and management methods, which chart a path for tourism development such that 
a destination area’s social and environmental resource base (including natural, built, and 
cultural features) is protected for future development (Lane, 1994). Sustainable tourism policies 
thus aim to balance the economic, social and environmental aspects of tourism development.  

Sustainable development in tourism can be portrayed using a pentagonal pyramid (see Fig. 4), 
with 'economic prosperity', 'intact nature', 'intact culture', 'well-being of the local population 
and the staff' and 'satisfaction of visitors' needs' at its base, while the top represents the inter-
generational approach of sustainable development.  
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Fig 4: Müller, 1999, adapted according to Baumgartner, 2009 
 

These concepts are aligned with other more general models of sustainable tourism in that they 
aim to show the linkages between economic, socio-cultural and environmental dimensions, 
which are focused on identifying solutions for the challenges of sustainability. However, this 
model shows the relationship between these aspects in a tourism context and the needs to 
balance the three pillars in safeguarding future developments at the tourism destination level 
including the satisfaction of visitor needs. Key aspects are: 

•   Respect for the natural environment via public policies or private sector self-regulation; 

•   Embedding tourism in a sustainable, regionally-specific and networked fashion; 

•   Respect for the social well-being of the local population and the employees in the tourism-
sector, as well as for the culture of the destination; 

•   Participation of the host community in the decision making and planning processes; 

•   The implementation of environmental management systems in intensely visited 
destinations; and 

•   Accountability of the public sector as the main stakeholder in maintaining the 
sustainability of tourism in the region. 

(Baumgartner, 2009) 
Whilst this model seems simple, the reality of sustainable tourism development is more 
complex. These issues are compounded by the different levels at which sustainable tourism is 
implemented in the destinations. Planning and implementing sustainability measures at the 
destination level is a task that is often in the hands of or coordinated by the local government. 
This is also the level of government local residents are most likely to engage with in either 



opposing or supporting tourism development. In democratic political systems, local residents 
may expect to be able to influence or guide political decisions in this area, and have ways to 
voice their disagreements (Baumgartner, 2009). Public participation in sustainability planning 
at an early stage can avoid decisions being opposed by residents once they have been 
implemented. The content of planning processes could be improved and their implementation 
made more efficient if they were guided by public participation (Kollmann et al., 2003). 
The municipal level (i.e. cities and municipalities) is the lowest level in a democratic state 
system. In the everyday lives of most citizens, this is also where they come in direct and 
immediate contact with the 'state', 'public authorities', and thus with democracy. Therefore, the 
stability and acceptance of democratic political systems largely depends on how people 
experience democracy in a local context.  
In practice, people often disagree or have difficulties and problems with the way political 
decisions are made in planning processes (Baumgartner, 2009). A top-down approach, 
presenting them with a fait accompli, leaves individual citizens no choice but to oppose it or 
put up resistance. However, if the population is empowered to get involved early on, the 
authorities and various experts can also learn from civil society and thus improve planning 
processes and find out much earlier how a given project will be received by the public. Public 
participation is therefore a key aspect of this case study.  
Sustainable development and sustainable tourism can be seen as part of an integrated regional 
development process based on participation of all stakeholders. This principle entails several 
insights that should be taken into account in planning and management processes (Mose & 
Weixelbaumer, 2002):  
•   interdisciplinary teamwork makes it possible to go beyond tourism and look at other 

economic sectors and/or areas of life as well;  
•   planning and implementation of a given project needs to be preceded by integrated regional 

analyses involving the local stakeholders and communities; and 
•   planning and implementation must be accompanied by systemic project management.  
 



 
 (Source: Steck et al., 1999, based on GTZ-LISTRA-TÖB) 

 
Case Analysis 

Participation 
The context for the development of this project was a country with a heavily centralised political 
system. With orders coming from the ministries in the capital, cooperation between 
municipalities, and especially between municipalities and national park administration and 
NGOs, was not common in Montenegro. There was no experience in regional development. 
The project was based on series of workshops that followed different aims:  

§   getting to know each other;  
§   learning about sustainability;  

§   learning the basics of sustainable tourism; and  
§   discovering the interests of (international) tourists.  

 
Participation has been one of the crucial elements of the project strategy in the Bjelasica region. 
Participatory processes can be rather time consuming and cannot always be planned in advance. 
In the beginning, the work was characterised by the following working tasks: 

•   Identifying and establishing co-operations with representatives of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs located in Belgrade 1 , representatives of the Bjelasica/Komovi region and 
international organisations working in Montenegro; 

                                                
1 This was in the time before the status of Montenegro as independent state. 



•   Collecting optional contacts and potential accommodation addresses relevant for the project 
(national parks and national park managements, leisure and education organisations, tour 
operators and guidebook publishing companies) and improving those contacts; and 

•   Organising a series of workshops. The aim was to strengthen the use of regional resources 
in a way that enables the established structures to work properly: Memorandum of 
Understanding, supporting local NGOs, building up project teams for the next project 
phases and realistic offers to other development projects. 

Using a step-by-step approach, the workshop group developed a SWOT analysis of the region 
and formulated challenges for future development. One of the early visible results was the 
removal of car wrecks in the river bed which would impede the development of rafting tourism.  
Another core target was the ‘hidden agenda’ of trust-building measures. It took the project team 
nearly two years to establish a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), signed by all five 
mayors, ministers, the director of the National Park and an NGO representative. This MoU 
outlined common interests in the development of the region focusing on mountain tourism. It 
was followed by an Action Plan drafting and prioritising commonly discussed measures. 

Peer-to-peer contacts with the Austrian Kalkalpen National Park and similar destinations were 
established. Visits of local stakeholders (e.g. to the Austrian Käsestrasse (Cheese Road) 
Bregenzerwald) showed comprehensive examples of regional development and the use of local 
agricultural products and handicrafts to create a regional selling point.  

The national park involvement focused on two aspects: scientific background and 
environmental education. Nature trails and watchtowers formed not only attractions for tourists 
but also contributed to excursion programs for school classes. 
The private botanical garden and the respective knowledge of a highly respected inhabitant of 
Kolasin was the nucleus for the later use of herbs to create local products for tourists. It was the 
first time that such local knowledge was actively looked for and citizens were included into 
decision-making processes.  
It took quite a long time to reach agreement on key developments such as the location of the 
regional development office, and later the Regional Tourism Organisation (RTO). The local 
hiking associations analysed hiking trails and collaboratively determined the location for a new 
mountain hut. As a result, this decision was based on closing a gap along the hiking trails rather 
than arguing about which municipality deserved this infrastructure. These intensive discussion 
processes created acceptance and commitment for the development.  
Training and Professionalization 

Training and professionalization were focussed on both the tourism hardware (e.g. 
accommodation and other infrastructure) and the software (e.g. services and 
activities). 

Based on the SWOT and a needs analysis, a training program for different 
stakeholders was developed and implemented – often in close cooperation with 
international experts. The Austrian Association of Alpine Organisations (VAVÖ) was 
responsible for the establishment of a mountain guide training program which 
fulfilled international quality criteria. Similar activities were developed for rafting and 
mountain biking. The training for the guides and the parallel-financed equipment 
enabled local associations to intensify their work with children and youth. 

A part of the capacity building program was dedicated to the Montenegrin Mountain 
Rescue Service (GSS). New equipment was procured, exercises and knowledge tests 



were carried out for existing members and training for new members was offered. 
Finally GSS became a member of IKAR (International Mountain Rescue 
Organisation) to benefit from international contacts. 

Locals were motivated and trained in running Bed & Breakfast establishments and 
insight into international tourism was gained by supporting tourism suppliers to 
attend international tourism fairs such as the Internationale Tourismus-Börse (ITB). 

An important focus was put on ecological building construction. A new low-energy 
mountain hut, the new seat for the RTO as well as the watchtower in the national 
park were planned and constructed as exemplars. Internationally experienced 
architects and building companies cooperated with local craftsmen and used the 
construction sites for hands-on training.  

Many tourism development projects financed by donor organisations ‘forget’ about 
marketing activities. In the case of Bjelasica, this was combined with capacity 
building for local agencies. A group of German speaking tour operators were invited 
for a combined familiarisation trip and workshop. They shared their experiences in 
the development of tour packages and services by local agencies that are needed 
for successful cooperation with foreign tour operators. As a result of such 
familiarisation trips and further promotion, Montenegro has won over 70 new 
specialised tour operators that offer nature and culture related packages on 
international markets. The majority of them (68%) are staying for 7-10 days within 
the country (National Tourism Organisation of Montenegro, 2010). 

A further development stemming from the MoU and Action Plan was the ‘Regional 
Tourism Strategy’ which was presented in 2009 as one of the last activities of the 
Austrian-Montenegrin project partnership. 
 
Linkages to regional development  

The project had a clear focus on a form of tourism that creates as much benefit for the local 
population as possible. Therefore, linkages to other sectors of the economy were an important 
project aim. Often local people were unable to imagine the interest of tourists in their ‘everyday-
products’ such as herbs, berries or local varieties of fresh mountain cheese. But these local 
products contribute to regional distinctiveness and are an important foundation for marketing. 
Existing initiatives were often identified and implemented by individual entrepreneurs. The first 
products that were sold in the new shop at the national park visitor centre were herbs, herbal 
teas and dried forest fruits. A working group developed quality criteria and a regional brand. 
But these initial developments also presented challenges, which provided important learning 
opportunities. The first tea packages were far too expensive as the group did not research prices 
in similar shops. Complaints from tourists resulted in more realistic prices. Soon handicrafts, 
wooden carvings and pottery complemented these tea packages. A new market for traditional 
handicrafts like weaving resulted in older residents passing on their skills to younger locals. 
The region was lacking skilled tourism professionals for nearly all sectors. Education for cooks 
and waiters was rather poor in the whole of Montenegro. Existing tourism schools became local 
partners in an up-grading program that improved curricula, trained the teachers and invested in 
school equipment. In Kolasin, a traditional restaurant was linked with the kitchen of the tourism 
school. The students learnt how to cook and offered regional speciality weeks for locals and 



later also for tourists. This culinary offer brought renewed appreciation of the regional cuisine 
that was previously regarded as ‘poor-people-meals’. 
In summary, the ‘tourism’ development of Bjelasica-Komovi has created new jobs, rekindled 
traditions and contributed to local income for many families. 
 

Professional Project Management 
The local project office employed a mixed team of international experts and locals – looking 
very carefully to qualifications but also to a regional distribution of jobs to avoid any distrust 
of the five municipalities. The creation of jobs and income brought early acceptance within the 
region. 
Additional to the larger project modules which needed more time for implementation, a flexible 
small project fund was created to show quick results. Different initiatives such as waste 
collection activities in the mountains, reforestation, ski races for children, etc. could be carried 
out by private citizens or associations through this funding arrangement. Under-used activities 
to strengthen the sense of community were developed and eventually a large calendar of events 
was compiled. 
An important target of the project was to establish sustainable outcomes which outlived the 
project period. The project partnership with the Austrian Development Agency was planned for 
10 years, longer than usual in similar development projects. It created a stable structure, 
including the Regional Tourism Organisation which is financed and accepted by all five 
municipalities. 

Several activities that were born within the small project fund were taken over by local 
associations as regular annual activities like the ‘hiking opening’ or the waste collection 
activities. Also the developed guide and mountain rescue trainings established regular 
structures that are linked with national or international umbrella organisations. 

The project management used an intensive participatory approach to support the project 
development through public participation and involvement of relevant stakeholders with 
different methods within the phase of project implementation. 
 

Project Step/ Task Involved Target Group Participation 

Beginning of the project 

Information about the issue 

Public (interested people, 
stakeholders from 
municipalities, national 
parks, alpine NGOs, tourism 
actors, local experts, 
entrepreneurs), 
governmental and donor-
organisations, experts 

Contribution: Concerned 
taking part in meetings and 
option to decide in small 
matters. 
Co-Discussion: Opinion is 
asked with rather little power 
of influence. 

Memorandum of 
Understanding  

Communities, governmental 
organisation 

Co-decision and self-
decision for community 
empowerment 

Project proposal, 
presentation of the project 
and its targets, steps and 
milestones 

Public (interested people, 
stakeholders from 
municipalities, national 
parks, hiking NGOs, tourism 

Co-Decision 
 



actors, local experts, 
entrepreneurs), 

Working on project tasks and 
outcomes, milestones 

NGOs, communities, LTO 
and RTO 

Contribution, co-discussion, 
co-decision 

Small project fund, tourism 
offers, small local and 
regional economic projects 
like collecting herbs for 
regional products  

NGOs (hiking, 
mountaineering, rafting), 
local network of farming 
production 

Self decision  

End of the project Local RTO and LTO together 
with tourism partners 

Self administration  

Table 1: Participatory approach within the timeline of the project 

 
Inclusion into national frameworks 

This regional development approach was not the only one taking place in Montenegro between 
1990 and 2012. Different development cooperation organisations – mainly ADA (Austria) and 
GIZ (Germany), but also SNV (Netherlands), USAID (USA) and UNEP (United Nations 
Development Program) – put huge efforts into the sustainable tourism development of the 
country. Just to name some projects: 

•   Wilderness Hiking and Biking Project in Northern Montenegro; 

•   Signposting and GIS registry of the long-distance hiking-trails Orjen-Lovćen-Rumija and 
Durmitor-Sinjavina-Bjelasica, setting the basis for links to European long-distance hiking-
trails; and 

•   Tri-lateral national park development in the mountain range Procletije, together with the 
development of hiking infrastructure in Montenegro, Albania and Kosovo. 

Several manuals for tourism suppliers, e.g. a hiking and biking manual, were published as well 
as series of new hiking and biking maps and guidebooks, e.g. ‘Wilderness Biking Montenegro’ 
for tourists. 
After the first Masterplan for Sustainable Tourism Development in 2001, the National Tourism 
Organisation (NTO) developed the brand ‘Wild Beauty’ creating a frame for all those nature 
related activities and including them into the national marketing strategies. In 2004, the 
Government adopted the ‘Strategic Framework for Development of Sustainable Tourism in 
Northern and Central Montenegro’ as the Roadmap for Development of ‘Wild Beauty’. The 
‘Tourism Development Strategy to 2020’, adopted in 2008, puts at least the same emphasis on 
‘Wild Beauty’ offers and the sustainable tourism development of the mountain regions as on 
traditional beach and coastal tourism. This national recognition is crucial as it provides 
important backing for local and regional products to attract enough tourists to be sustainable. 

 
Future Outlook 

The tourism development in Bielasica-Komovi is as satisfying as the development of 
quantitative and qualitative tourism indicators on a national level. Despite the 
economic crisis, Montenegro has experienced a strong increase in arrivals, overnight 
stays and income. The country has reached approximately 60% of the potential 



multipliers in Europe and in 2012, three to four ‘early adopters’ from North America 
began to prepare the first trans-continental packages. 

Nevertheless, further development – both in terms of tourism and regional 
development in general – needs a deepening of the structural linkages between 
municipalities. The new Regional Tourism Organisation needs to be strengthened 
and protected against political changes at the local level. Continuous training 
measures should widen the sphere of benefits for the local inhabitants, develop new 
tourism products and improve the service quality.  
A futureproof sustainable tourism policy for Montenegro as a country, after having set model 
regions and developed a political framework, needs to have:  

•   Implemented tools and criteria to monitor sustainability in tourism areas, as a basis for 
supporting and promoting specific regions in the future;  

•   Innovative programs to improve also the sustainability of coastal tourism;  

•   Institutional forms of communication between different political departments and local-
regional-national levels with a mutual commitment to increasing and promoting 
sustainability;  

•   Marketing strategies with a special emphasis on existing sustainable approaches; and  

•   Complete integration of the topic of 'sustainability' into training and education in the 
tourism sector, and/or promotion and support of the corresponding approaches. 

 
Summary and Conclusions 

The case describes a 10-year development project in the region of the Biogradska Gora National 
Park in the north-eastern part of the country. Montenegro has shifted the focus from traditional 
package tour holidays in coastal regions to creating a higher-yield tourism product based on 
nature tourism. A slow step-by-step development based on trust building, cooperation between 
five communities and the National Park and participation of regional stakeholders has managed 
to develop sustainable tourism products that are successful on the international market. This 
participation and empowerment approach guided by wise project management that balances 
regional benefits has created commitment and stable structures that will continue after the end 
of the project period. 
 

Study Questions 
1.   What are the relevant principles for sustainable tourism development in this case? 

2.   How important is participation for long-term success? 
3.   Compare tourism development in the Montenegrin hinterland (this case) with the 

development of coastal tourism (in Montenegro or in general) in terms of sustainability. 
4.   In terms of sustainable regional development, discuss how an empowerment approach 

may be more sustainable than foreign investment. 
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