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Cultural Tourism

Presentation

I. Tourism and Culture – starting from two definitions

Culture is defined as the expression of a community of values and heritages, belonging to a population or a territory. It encompasses both a material dimension (the historical and physical heritage) and a non-material dimension (traditions, customs, standards and values). For some thirty years now, this idea of ‘culture’ has been defined in an expansive way: any undertaking carried out as part of a voluntarist, creative or artistic process can claim to be ‘cultural’ in nature. In that sense, this expansion of the field of intervention of culture gives it a particularly complex and sometimes even contradictory character.

Tourism is the temporary, short-term movement of people to a destination outside the places where they normally live and work and their activities during the stay at each destination. Initially only refering to leisure (including a pejorative overtone of a hasty travel) and health (travel to sunny destinations in order to escape bad weather), tourism embraces today also all economic activities that a person calls on during an unwonted movement (transport, hotels, restaurants, etc.)

II. What is cultural tourism ?

· The specific qualities of ‘cultural tourism’

‘Cultural tourism’ in itself is different from tourism in the strict sense. What distinguishes it is essentially the motivation of the tourist when faced with what is on offer in terms of tourism. In other words, the ‘cultural tourist’ – both the one wishing to discover a new culture or a new country and the one including the visit of a monument in a recreational or business stay - will be seeking through his tourism activities to ‘expand his horizons, and seek knowledge and emotion by means of finding out about a heritage and its territory’ (Claude Origet de Cluzeau).

Cultural tourism generates original attitudes, expectations and interests which dictate the adoption of specific capitalisation and promotion strategies on the part of the public players. This puts the supply side of cultural tourism directly into an extensive perception of culture: it relates to sites and places in the material heritage (ancient ones, such as museums and monuments, but also ‘new’ ones such as sites of importance for their industrial, artisanal, natural or gastronomic heritage) as well as those in the non-material heritage (and this is one of the major ways in which it differs from conventional tourism, since it also embraces festivals, events and so on).

Finally, cultural tourism includes an aspect which mass tourism is increasingly tending to forget: the accountability of the players (be it the operators or the tourists themselves): accountability vis-à-vis the sites, the players and the environment.

· Cultural tourism today

It thus necessary to return to the actual history of the concept. Cultural tourism is a recent concept involving new practices, and it acts today as a response to the inhabitants’ and local and regional entities’ demand for sustainable development and tourism. Nowadays, the issues involved and the prospects for the future are considerable, with the cultural factor constituting an increasingly important element in attracting tourists to spend time abroad.
The public players have gradually become aware of the importance of this facet of tourism. We can see evidence of this in the substantial budget increases being awarded in the various European countries (G. Richards) mirroring the economic and social impacts of spending on the restoration and conservation of heritage items. For it is the cultural assets and their exploitation that have made it possible to attract not only additional visitors and tourists, but also new investors (whether local or regional).

III. Cultural tourism as a factor of regional development

· Social and cultural benefits: impact on residents and on local and cultural development

Even though it is difficult to calculate the exact share of cultural tourism compared to conventional tourism in an economic balance, its contribution is unquestionable. Equally, it can't be denied that cultural tourism attracts clients who have a higher financial potential compared to those of “mass” tourism. These profits generated by cultural tourism can be seen as a return on investment in culture providing thus an appropriate reply to those who consider culture as a grant pit.

Cultural tourism depends intimately upon a whole string of component parts that determine the use made of the supply of culture that it represents (capacity and quality of accommodation, transport, restaurants, service providers, etc). The economic repercussions will then inevitably accrue indirectly to those players. Aside from just the economic aspects (including patronage and sponsoring), interactions with the educational (sponsorship etc.), associative (volunteering etc.) or scientific sectors are likewise present everywhere.

Even though towns and cities, in relation to cultural tourism, dispose of a “natural” attractiveness, the issue remains just as important, both as a factor for dynamism and urban planning and for cultural propagation. In the case of rural areas however, commitment in this sector is a trump: better visibility via promotion, economic effects and social benefits.

Cultural tourism thus sets itself up as a separate thrust in economic development, at the heart of the strategies both in rural areas (enabling rural sites to convert themselves into potential cultural consumption forums) and in urban areas involving development and programmes designed to capitalise on their images. In this context, rural areas have to compensate the good accessibility and the concentration of sites and opportunities in towns and cities through unique and quality offers that answer best the expectations of their target public and give priority to the provision of services.

· What strategies should be adopted?
As a factor for local pride and prestige, the public player has a duty to make a commitment to the definition of the region’s image and its assets as well as to the development of cultural attractions that sustain the action. The way in which players, but also spectators, assess the conception remains essential when it comes to envisaging any strategy for exploitation for tourism purposes. Identifying cultural tourists (who are they?), pinpointing the potential that they represent (cf G. Richards: 60% are foreign tourists, and only 40% locals or nationals), the needs of the visitors, the demand for cultural products, providing an appropriate reply containing a long term perspective and establishing a coherent communication strategy to sustain a dynamic: these must be the main thrusts to be followed.

IV. The reasons behind an interregional approach

· A global communication strategy

Cultural tourism, which is intrinsically linked to a whole string of elements, needs to be valued by the political bodies (regional, in this case), by putting those elements forward. This is the reason for the essential role of communication and the value of conducting common campaigns in a Europe where individuals are travelling frequently, easily and in ever-greater numbers.

In a context of globalisation, of competition and of increased market transparence on the one side and of tourists looking for quality and prices on the other,  the promotion of the cultural supply needs to go beyond regional or national boundaries and to fit into a general framework. In addition, the challenge that interregional cooperation needs to make it possible to rise to in terms of cultural tourism lies in responding to the growing demand for cultural trips in Europe, which remains poorly or inadequately exploited.

Whilst culture is often the driving force behind tourists’ decision-making (the motivation of a destination), it accounts for a very small proportion of the activities once they arrive (in Venice, for example, only 2% of a tourist’s average spending is devoted directly to a cultural activity). This makes communication strategies essential in policies to promote a territory. Acting as a network implies the setting in place of new communication tools, extending the potential targets and the resources devoted to the distribution and visibility of cultural tourist products.

· Professionalisation, pooling and sustainability of tourism offers

While becoming the guarantee of more global communication, the interregional framework also makes it more efficient. This applies in an economic sense, but also in terms of the protection, conservation and presentation of the heritage: over and above the promotional aspect, networking will lead to the ‘touristification’ of the heritage (adoption of a trademark or a label, signalling, interpretation and so on). Here again, interregional cooperation can thus be an effective way of developing these aspects and prolonging the lifecycle of the cultural product, preventing it from slipping into a phase of decline after the maturity of the early years…

Setting up cultural tourism on a network basis can thus make a significant contribution towards the professionalisation of those involved in it (reinforcement of content, clarification of messages, harmonisation of access and tariffication or evaluation grids). It implies control of visitor numbers, guarantee of reception, public education and awareness, medium/long-term monitoring and cooperation of all the parties responsible.

V. Regional cooperation and spotlighting local diversity

· A collective support for local and cultural activities

What could the AER do? Several conferences or seminars have emerged within the various bodies (transregional or transcontinental) which have given rise to the adoption of codes of good practice or charters. In such a context, what could be the role and place of the AER?

Despite the growing number of cases of interregional cooperation (pilgrimage routes, historical trails, transeuropean networks or routes such as the Santiago de Compostela or the Viking Routes), a stark lack of territorial continuity and the presence of serious disparities continue to be recorded. These tendencies can be reinforced by the race for nominations to UNECSCO’s world heritage and as European capitals of cultures.

The ambition of interregional cooperation will not be to take the place of the various existing models of co-management. By moving away from a pattern of competition between sites, it will be a matter of laying the foundations for genuine collaboration, supporting them and placing them into a global strategy. So it is a question not of a regionalist or ethnocentric logic, but the promotion of cultural identity and diversity, which gives the enlarged Europe its originality and strength.

This means that interregional cooperation asserts itself as the only way of escaping the dialectic of globalisation (the negation of particularities and competition between territories) and touristy re-localization (falling back on identity).

The network will need to play a key role: setting in place an interregional cultural tourism network may be an effective way for peripheral regions, or those with few resources, to generate a distant audience and encourage tourists away from just the tourist ‘must-sees’ which tend in general to be major conglomerations or cultural high spots. In that context, interregional cooperation becomes the tool for spotlighting regional diversities and specific local features (places and monuments, but also traditions, events, etc).

Interregional cooperation, on the other hand, can also be the appropriate framework providing solutions to concrete problems. The exchange of experience and of best practices can provide answers to questions relating for example to soft and sustainable tourism, the exploitation and preservation of historic sites, pooling of expertise, search for funding solutions etc.

· Participating in reinforcing regional integration

So the global objective of such an initiative is clear: to ensure that tourism and culture, sustainably and together, are included in a European economic and social dynamic.

In Europe today, cultural tourism is not only an economic factor but also an essential way of contributing towards forging a common cultural reference point and thereby participating in the constitution of a European identity, while promoting the regional diversity to which the AER is so committed.
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