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4. Cultural tourism and heritage management in the 
Aeolian Islands: UNESCO recognition as a resource for 
territorial sustainability

Giuseppe Rombo1

Abstract

In recent years, UNESCO recognition has gained increasing prominence in 
the promotion of territories, cooperating in the enhancement of cultural and 
natural heritages of singular interest. However, the admission of some ar-
eas to the World Heritage List has resulted in mass tourism, giving rise to 
tensions between conservation and exploitation. The Aeolian Islands, a site 
on the World Heritage List for their volcanological value, represent a signif-
icant case in point. In the face of a strategic geological and environmental 
essence, problems persist related to governance and local perception of the 
UNESCO label. This paper examines these dynamics by offering the adop-
tion of digital and participatory tools, such as interactive maps, to encourage 
a conscious, decentralised and culturally sustainable fruition, enhancing the 
function of local communities . To examine sustainable management models 
that can be replicated in other fragile island contexts, this study combines 
documentary analysis with an experimental project proposal. The proposal 
aims to promote regenerative tourism practices that can enhance the cultural 
identity of places, also in line with Sustainable Development Goals. This study 
fits into the glocal perspective on the effectiveness of the UNESCO brand, 
emphasising how crucial it is for local communities to be more involved in 
decision-making processes.  The case of the Aeolian Islands is an example 
of how the places can redirect the meaning of heritage in the modern world.

Keywords: Aeolian Islands, UNESCO, Cultural Tourism, Territorial 
sustainability, Heritage management

1 University of Messina, Department of Cognitive Science, Psychology, Education and 
Cultural Studies. E-mail: giuseppe.rombo@studenti.unime.it

mailto:giuseppe.rombo@studenti.unime.it
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1. Introduction

Cultural tourism is becoming an increasingly relevant paradigm in the 
contemporary context, where the growing awareness of the environmental, 
social, and economic impacts of tourism activities is accelerating a set of 
reflections on protection and preservation practices. This type of tourism, if 
developed with a collaborative approach and framed within aspects such as 
inclusiveness, innovation and sustainability, contributes to the creation of 
more sustainable habits for consumption and production systems (Ottaviani 
et al., 2024). In this analysis, this economic sector is intertwined with the 
challenges and complexities related to natural resource consumption and 
anthropogenic pressures. These issues, as highlighted in the report World 
Tourism Organisation and United Nations Development Programme  (2017), 
can be reshaped into advantages, provided tourism policies adopt inclusive 
perspectives that accelerate real initiatives for a balanced direction of the 
territory and its resources. In the Aeolian context, these threats are present in 
visible forms: from the seasonality of tourist flows to the impact on marine 
and coastal ecosystems.  In this sense, the Aeolian Islands represent a first-
class laboratory for analysing the dynamics of sustainable cultural tourism. 
Although UNESCO recognition has not brought great visibility on an 
international level, it has nevertheless legitimised the universal value of the 
site. Re-reading the role of the UNESCO label in a place already suffering 
from geographical disadvantage allows us, firstly, to re-evaluate the adequacy 
of the management and planning of the Aeolian cultural and natural heritage. 
On the other hand, it allows us to re-narrate and re-think Aeolian heritage in 
an inclusive, community-based form to increase the level of participation of 
the local community. In this context, the populations can assume the role of 
repositories of knowledge and community practices, but equally interpreters 
of new forms of cultural protection and custodianship. Participatory heritage 
valorisation, through care, narration, and transmission, can lead to employment 
benefits, activate socio-economic regeneration circuits, and reinforce territorial 
identity. As discussed by Bertacchini et al., (2024), obtaining the UNESCO 
label must be combined with local actions and governance plans to avoid 
undesirable outcomes such as gentrification and socio-economic displacement 
in deprived areas. Starting from the analysis of these concepts, the question 
arises whether and how the global narrative of territorial identity can be 
integrated with inclusive, regenerative and sustainability-oriented local 
practices. Sustainable cultural tourism, if well planned, can be a vector of 
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territorial regeneration. This study will analyse the role of the UNESCO 
mark in the Aeolian Islands as a potential lever for widespread and inclusive 
valorisation. This study employs a qualitative and interpretive approach, based 
on documentary analysis of official UNESCO reports and management plans, 
with a focus on the case study of the Aeolian Islands. The aim is to reflect on 
the enhancement of cultural heritage in island contexts through the adoption 
of participatory digital tools as elements supporting the enjoyment and greater 
awareness of local territorial resources.
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2. Theoretical background

Tourism is a valuable social and cultural economic sector for many territories, 
as well as a fundamental catalyst for common well-being and integral growth 
(Tonini, 2010). In the context of tourism, cultural heritage is presented as a 
resource for development and a decisive driving factor in planning policies, 
aimed at celebrating local characteristics and giving back to secondary poles 
the function of main actors in the design of local structures (Mautone & Ronza, 
2006). The heritage of a territory projects tourists into a past dimension, where 
they can relive the traditions of a people. These axioms have determined an 
analysis towards heritage tourism. These observations on the preservation of 
the past allow us to introduce the different theories on heritage, a term which, 
as Merriman (1991) states, is juxtaposed with two different classifications: one 
is the heritage centre and the other the heritage industry: the former describes 
the culture and landscape of a community that it passes on to subsequent 
generations while the latter draws the set of those persuasive narrative 
practices for commercial purposes only, manipulating culture. Tunbridge and 
Ashworth (1996) show how the meaning of the word heritage has taken on 
different extensions: from cultural construction to commercial commodity, 
to the study of a lost past. The common thread, in this multidisciplinary 
labyrinth, is established by culture and heritage, which, according to Tahana 
and Oppermann (1998), range from historical monuments to handicrafts or 
manufactured products, from festivals to music. The evolution of the term 
Heritage, as Richards (2001) points out, has mainly been noted in the way it has 
been used in the relationship between tourism and culture; the author concludes 
that cultural tourism encompasses heritage and art tourism. These assumptions 
are also reflected in the considerations of Hall & Zeppel (1990), who state 
that cultural tourism takes on the functions of experiential tourism, in that it 
is oriented towards seeking contact with nature and greater participation in the 
history of a place. Heritage covers a wide range of elements, from monuments, 
the urban milieu, and the natural aspects of an environment to local culture. 
A far cry from heritage tourism comes from the approach of Poria (2001), 
who states that this phenomenon is based on tourists’ motivations for what 
a place has to offer. With the spread of modern technology, heritage tourism 
has assumed a major function in the attractiveness of an area. To this end, 
technological tools such as augmented reality and interactive storytelling can 
increase visitor engagement and investigate the cultural narratives of a place 
(Grammadilis & Grammatikopoulou, 2024) Aspects such as belonging, pride 
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and traditions have helped to set the heritage tourism sector in motion, in some 
cases becoming a source of economic revitalisation for dislocated urban centres 
or decaying rural areas (Timothy, Boyd, 2003). The dialectical relationship 
between cultural tourism and heritage protection and preservation can be traced 
back to the end of the 19th century. With the two world wars, awareness and 
concern for heritage protection increased dramatically, promoting a system in 
which peace, justice, human dignity and security were the cardinal principles 
(Bianchi, 2017). This aspect led to the conclusion in 1954 of the Convention 
for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, also 
known as the Hague Convention (Bianchi, 2017). In this document, we find 
the legal frameworks in terms of the defence of cultural property, but above all, 
the term cultural property is used for the first time in an international context. 
Article 1 of the Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property 
(UNESCO, 1954) lays down general provisions concerning protection, stating 
that cultural property is all those artefacts, buildings and centres of historical, 
artistic or scientific value. On 16 November 1972, the Convention Concerning 
the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage was approved. This 
document, also known as the Paris Convention, is nothing more than the 
result of coordination and cooperation between different institutional actors 
(Bianchi, 2017). This has resulted in a comparison between global and local, 
leading in some cases to conflicts in terms of ownership or mentioning how a 
cosmopolitanism of heritage interprets a cultural homologation that erases the 
specificities of a territory (Smith, 2000)

2.1 The side effects of UNESCO

The effects resulting from the inscription of a place on the UNESCO list establish 
benefits in terms of tourism, economy and image for the local population and 
the territory (Marshall, 2011). However, the uncontrolled advent of tourists 
generated by the UNESCO label can generate a process of overtourism, 
leading to an increase in the cost of living and urban land at the expense of 
the middle-class population, often generating internal social conflicts. This can 
lead to the massive abandonment of indigenous communities that, losing those 
values of uniqueness, added to the economic problems caused by the advent 
of mass tourism, decide to go in search of new places to continue their lives, 
leaving that urban space as an illusory recreational extension (Valdemarin & 
Lucia, 2022). In addition, the local population’s perception of sustainability 
and quality of life is a relevant factor. In fact, high tourist flows can bring out 
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critical issues related to overcrowding of facilities and resources, as well as a 
sense of cultural appropriation, where local identity is consumed rather than 
shared (Petrevska et al., 2023). We can deduce from these reflections how the 
patrimonial effects of UNESCO are diachronic, considering the changes of and 
in societies, where the pivotal objective remains the preservation of the assets 
on our planet. If we focus on the role of the organisation in the various articles 
of the Constitution, we must know, if this protection work is not accepted 
locally, the inclusion of a site in the list of World Heritage Sites produces a 
contradictory acceptance of the territorial value. In this perspective, Candeloro 
& Tartari (2025) highlight the need for better community involvement to 
prevent the initiation of asset commodification processes, assuring that 
community participation is essential to prevent territorial resources from 
losing their cultural significance. These processes are also reflected in the 
landscape, a space transformed from a cultural palimpsest into a space of 
consumption. The importance of this concept had not been recognised as an 
expressive element of human culture. A change occurred in the early 1990s 
with the inclusion of the category cultural landscape (Vallega, 2009) and 
in 1999 with the creation of the programme Masterpieces of the Oral and 
Intangible Heritage of Humanity (Bortolotto, 2008). The various dialogues 
concerning the importance of intangible practices and their preservation, found 
in the realisation of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage at its highest level of expression, as well as the creation of a 
valid normative instrument in the field of patrimonial intangibility, recognised 
by the UNESCO Assembly in 2003 (UNESCO, 2022). With the realisation 
of these Conventions, UNESCO’s interest in promoting and protecting the 
various aspects of cultural heritage is inferred, at the centre of which orbits 
the cooperation of member states using art, culture, science and education as a 
stimulus for knowledge, preservation and dissemination of heritage values in 
every respect (Bianchi, 2017). Thus, the combination of tangible and intangible 
cultural heritage and the objective and subjective authority of the landscape 
acts as filters that, when combined in the same territory, represent cultural 
diversity values for a community. These same values have a sacred meaning 
in that they depict the abilities of human ingenuity, and for this reason need 
protection, custody and promotion; the latter can be transformed into a tool of 
attraction in a touristic key since tourism itself is based on the idea of the same 
spatial and territorial diversity, in which individuals themselves take a tour in 
search of this diversity. Using these theoretical notions, but also practical ones 
since they have been defined within a regulatory framework, the process that 
leads to the formation of this heterogeneity through landscape and tangible 
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and intangible heritage is represented in the Cultural Diversity Model (Fig.1).

Figure 1: Cultural diversity model

Source: Author’s elaboration
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3. The UNESCO case of the Aeolian Islands: between criticality 
and visibility

In December of the new millennium, the Aeolian Islands became part of the 
World Heritage List, that famous list of sites recognised by UNESCO as World 
Heritage and of absolute value. In this regard, the Aeolian Islands are awarded a 
title of high importance due to their morphological, natural and volcanological 
aspects, the latter factor highlighted by the IUCN (International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources). As highlighted in the IUCN 
technical assessment: 

The volcanic landforms of the site represent classic features in the continuing 
study of volcanology worldwide. With scientific studies on the site dating 
back to at least the 18th century, the islands have provided two types of 
eruptions (Vulcanian and Strombolian) featured in vulcanology and geology 
textbooks and thus have been prominently featured in the education of 
geoscientists for over 200 years. They continue to provide a rich field for 
volcanological studies of on-going geological processes in the development 
of landforms. The area also has a long history of land use, and subsequent 
abandonment, which has lead to an on-going processes of maquis recovery 
(World Heritage Nomination - IUCN Technical Evaluation Aeolian Islands, 
1999, p.183) 

The islands in question are influenced by the great intensity of volcanic 
activity, still present today, determining a unified landscape trait in the Aeolian 
archipelago (World Heritage Committee, 2000). In addition to the intense, 
almost uninterrupted presence and activity of volcanoes, the Aeolian Islands 
have been inhabited since the dawn of human civilisation precisely because 
of their strategic position in the centre of the Southern Tyrrhenian Sea. The 
relationship between cultural tourism and UNESCO is an indispensable axiom 
for conceiving the tourism impact on the territory. At the same time, cultural 
tourism has been able to give shape in terms of activities to the different 
facets of culture in different places, placing human activities at the centre of 
this tourism bifurcation. UNESCO and cultural tourism set themselves the 
same objectives but work in different directions: UNESCO with the aims of 
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protection, preservation and promotion, even if over the years these elements 
have not been fully realised, cultural tourism as a practice of responsibility, 
but also sustainable tourism towards the places and configurations of multiple 
cultures. It should also be recalled how the inclusion of a site in the UNESCO 
list often does not generate in the local population that attachment to the 
territory that was hoped for; this is because the population is disinterested in 
the possible repercussions, locked also in their inexperience in managing a 
global brand; there being no regulations or guidelines on how to behave at a 
local level. The inscription of a site in the UNESCO list, as already extensively 
described, leads to an increase in tourist flows. This label, combined with 
other territorial, social and economic dynamics, can also be removed, as was 
happening to the Aeolian archipelago due to pumice stone mining, the lack 
of a management plan and disproportionate tourism on the islands. In 2007, 
the UNESCO research group identified infrastructure problems, including 
the development of hotel facilities and the expansion of the port of Lipari to 
accommodate cruise ships, with the consequent increase in tourists and thus 
an indirect effect on the territory, as well as a possible idea of building an 
airport on Lipari, an idea later abandoned, given the archipelago’s conformity. 
The document of the World Heritage Committee, concerning the state of 
conservation of properties on the World Heritage List, held in Christchurch, 
New Zealand, on 23 June, makes it clear:

Requests the State Party to submit by 1 February 2008 a progress report 
including all issues indicated above for examination by the World Heritage 
Committee at its 32nd session in 2008, at which the Committee will consider 
the possible inscription of the property on the List of World Heritage in 
Danger if the State Party does not take effective measures to address the key 
recommendations of the 2007 monitoring mission and to prevent the loss of 
the outstanding universal value and integrity of this property ( UNESCOa, 
2007, p.16)

At the subsequent session held in Quebec in 2008, the Aeolian Islands were 
not included in the List of Heritage in Danger, even though there is a need for 
planning by the Member State concerning the conservation of World Heritage 
properties:
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In summary, whilst the response gives a written assurance regarding major 
threats to the property, there has not yet been an adequate response to or 
action on the majority of issues raised in Decision 31 COM 7B.24.  There 
is still no substantive management plan in evidence that provides adequate 
stewardship of the natural values for which the property was inscribed.  
IUCN concludes that, whilst on the evidence provided by the State Party the 
property may no longer be in imminent danger, decisive action is required 
by the State Party. to address the large number of recommendations from the 
mission and Decision 31 COM 7B.24 (UNESCO, 2008, pp. 45-46)

In this perspective, a vitally important document is the UNESCO management 
plan (Regione Siciliana, 2008), which aims to protect the Aeolian territory 
through sustainable tourism development by integrating the preservation of 
the place with the socioeconomic dynamics of the local population. The key 
points of this plan, in addition to the historical-naturalistic reconstruction of 
the archipelago, identify possible risks that could endanger the fragile Aeolian 
territory. The fifth part of the plan outlines strategies for safeguarding, enhancing 
and protecting Aeolian resources. The intention is to apply sustainable and 
compatible development of the archipelago that maintains the natural balance. 
Within this logic of protection and promotion, the dissemination of knowledge 
of the Aeolian heritage is of vital importance. The plan mentions specific 
initiatives in the areas of biodiversity (research, conservation, valorisation), 
geo-volcanology (establishment of geosites, international study centre) 
and archaeological heritage (Aeolian Archaeological Park, with perimeter 
proposals). Also proposed is an initiative to convert the former pumice quarry 
into a museum to better valorise the ethno-anthropological values of the 
archipelago. In this context, the foundations were laid for local community 
awareness initiatives through support projects for the creation of micro-
businesses and plans to valorise the area’s specific features, such as the creation 
of an underwater film museum and the valorisation of the home of the film Il 
Postino. The plan included communication and territorial marketing strategies, 
the aim of which is to foster eco-sustainable development through suitable 
communication. The UNESCO Management Plan for the Aeolian Islands also 
provided for observation by means of indicators and models (DPSIR) and 
the creation of a Steering Committee, made up of the mayors of the Aeolian 
municipalities, working groups of experts and stakeholders. The Steering 
Committee was to monitor progress, priorities and resource allocation, while 
the working groups were to focus on technical and operational aspects. The 
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effectiveness of all these actions was to feed into an overall assessment of the 
management plan in the medium and long term (3-5 years) in order to identify 
possible changes in the area and make possible modifications (Regione Siciliana, 
2008). The last part of the document closes with the intention of following the 
guidelines for conservation and enhancement. Lack of coordination between 
bodies and insufficient financial means had slowed down adequate management 
of the site. For this reason, the Territorial Landscape Plan, the Lipari Oriented 
Nature Reserve and the Islands National Park were favoured. UNESCO itself 
called for specific actions such as, for example, the closure of the pumice 
quarry and the consequent removal of the material, the evaluation of the Port 
of Lipari, projects for the reconstitution of the flora and the establishment of a 
Regional Park. There is also a proposal to strengthen the archipelago’s position 
in the UNESCO list through a new nomination that sees the Aeolian Islands 
as both a natural and cultural heritage. In conclusion, the Management Plan 
represented a concrete response to UNESCO’s recommendations, proposing 
approaches for the protection, preservation and development of the Aeolian 
Islands, with a strong responsibility towards sustainable development and 
participation by local communities (Regione Siciliana, 2008). According to the 
IUCN World Heritage Outlook Assessment on the Aeolian Islands (2020), the 
conservation status of the Aeolian Islands is good but with some criticalities. 
The results of this report show that the protection prospects of this site are 
considered good with some concerns. The results of this report show that 
the prospects for the protection of this site were considered to be good with 
some concerns. Mass, beach and seasonal tourism have been identified as 
the main problem in the area, jeopardising environmental and socioeconomic 
protection (IUCN, 2020) and is currently the only type of tourism favoured by 
local tourism operators (IUCN Consultation, 2013). Tourism is purely seasonal 
despite the encouraging 2007 push for the deseasonalisation of the sector, 
supported by many local stakeholders (UNESCOb, 2007). Beach and seasonal 
tourism are predominant elements, generating strong environmental pressure 
(IUCN Consultation, 2013). The report mentions the presence at the regional 
level of Master Plan Agreements for the Minor Islands, which should perform 
a coordinating function on all issues concerning the Sicilian islands (Ministero 
dell’Ambiente della Tutela del Territorio e del Mare , 2010; UNESCOb, 
2007), but the actual implementations of this plan in the Aeolian Islands are 
not evident. There are no indications concerning the allocation of funds for 
site coordination (IUCN, 2020).  More than twenty years after designation, 
there is a lack of collective awareness among Aeolian inhabitants about the 
significance of having WHL status (Legambiente Sicilia, 2011; IUCN, 2013).
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4. Results and discussion

Despite its first-rate volcanological value, the Aeolian Islands manifest 
criticalities in the implementation and implementation of social participation 
strategies in the awareness of the UNESCO brand. The 2008 Management 
Plan introduced strategies for the conservation of biodiversity, archaeological 
enhancement and the promotion of sustainable tourism. It also envisaged 
the adoption of the DPSIR (Drivers, Pressures, State, Impact, Response) 
model for environmental monitoring, with the identification of indicators to 
measure the outcomes of planned actions. However, the plan lacks operational 
mechanisms to translate strategic objectives into concrete management 
practices, while periodic reporting to UNESCO remains mainly formal. 
For this reason, the lack of operational mechanisms aimed at promoting the 
Aeolian archipelago requires the application of accessible digital tools that 
can support participatory processes for cultural heritage based on the territory. 
To this end, the accessibility of these tools, combined with their low cost, 
allows for the creation of new management perspectives that are scalable and 
replicable in other island contexts. The production of information content, 
through the mapping of cultural and natural resources and companies dedicated 
to the production of local products, may be particularly suitable for these 
peripheral island contexts, characterised by limited infrastructure and spatial 
fragmentation, allowing for new hybrid forms of heritage management and 
access. These technological supports should not be seen as devices but as 
operational interfaces capable of bridging the gap between territorial planning 
and territorial practices. Furthermore, these technologies can be a useful tool 
for monitoring, accessing, and sharing Aeolian territorial resources, defining 
new models of governance aimed not only at promoting tourism but also at 
consolidating the role of the local population as co-curators of their heritage. 
The use of modern technologies allows for new configurations in terms of 
the enjoyment, enhancement, and knowledge of cultural heritage, in which 
the creation of thematic itineraries, such as in this case digital maps created 
using Google Earth, support alternative forms of mediation and territorial 
knowledge that emphasise cultural and natural specificities, unlike classic 
mass landmarks. The absence of effective inter-institutional coordination and 
structured communication has also limited awareness of the value of UNESCO 
recognition among residents and local actors. Another fundamental aspect lies 
in the promotional capacity of the UNESCO label, very often not accompanied 
by concrete monitoring measurements. For UNESCO recognition to concretely 
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assume the role of sustainable development, the creation of balances between 
global narratives and territorial practices is crucial. In this regard, this 
contribution suggests the refinement of digital tools, such as QR codes with 
interactive maps, as accessible and low-cost tools to support the dislocated and 
conscious fruition of the Aeolian territory. Local communities, often excluded 
from decision-making processes, hold an experiential knowledge indispensable 
to the construction of regenerative tourism. Their habits, identities and forms 
of social organisation should form the basis for the design and delivery of 
tourism services (Basile et al., 2021). Starting from this aspect, we present the 
realisation of an interactive digital map, usable by means of QR codes, that 
would network places, known and less known but significant for the history 
of the territory, such as the former pumice quarry, the ethnographic museum 
of Leni or the volcanic paths of Filicudi. The idea of realising a decentralised 
fruition body by means of QR codes finds its stronghold in a broader theoretical 
context linking cultural tourism and sustainability. From this angle, cultural 
sustainability is not just a goal, but an orientation that allows local knowledge 
to be transmitted and preserved, activating an economy based on awareness 
and care of the territory.

Figure 2: QR code digital map Aeolian Islands

Source: Author’s elaboration

These types of experiences, moving away from classic seaside tourism, would 
help a breakdown down tourist flows and actively involve the population in 
the storytelling of heritage. The validity of such tools is also confirmed by 
further studies. For example, Solima and Izzo (2017) demonstrated how QR 
codes enriched the visitor experience in heritage sites in Naples and Warsaw, 
while Martínez-Graña et al.,(2023) optimised the enjoyment of peripheral 
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geo-sites in Spain with augmented reality, itineraries and virtual flights. 
Pasandideh et al., (2024) emphasised the relevance of the TExTOUR platform, 
implemented as part of a European initiative to strengthen sustainable cultural 
tourism in lesser-known areas. The platform was developed to bring various 
stakeholders together, adding their needs and perspectives to ensure the 
relevance and effectiveness of the services offered. Its eventual implementation 
in the Aeolian context could fortify a new vision of sustainability. In recent 
years, ICT applications and platforms have assumed a primary function in 
converting the strategic objectives and performance of sustainable cultural 
tourism into comprehensive services customised to the needs of travellers. 
From this perspective, the integration of digital tools, such as QR codes 
and interactive maps, does not represent a single technological vector but 
emerges as a transformative fulcrum for a primarily inclusive, equitable and 
conscious regulation of heritage. These modalities, if consciously framed and 
supported by a cohesive territorial network, can contribute considerably to the 
goals of Agenda 2030, supporting conformations of cultural tourism, skilful 
in redistributing flows and encouraging forms of heritage and competent 
citizenship, community empowerment and innovative enhancement of the 
territory. 
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5. Conclusion

Considering the observed dynamics, a broader reflection emerges on the role 
of tourism in island territories and the role of the UNESCO brand in heritage 
processes. It is visible how the strong flow of tourism represents a cause of 
blacklisting on the World Heritage List, but a profound consideration arises 
voluntarily: it seems almost contradictory that UNESCO seeks to limit this 
tourist adaptation in the territories, recognising tourism as the main actor in 
this process; at the same time, the same organisation, through their policies 
and management plans for the sites included in the WHL, can determine a 
set of actions to be carried out equally in the states that are part of UNESCO. 
In a purely socio-economic-political dimension, heritage turns out to be the 
main currency in the tourism market, assuming a form of finance heritage 
that is profitable and expendable in the global market. It almost seems as if 
tourism represents, for certain WHL-registered sites, that lifeline in terms of 
knowledge and protection of our planet’s heritage in today’s ICT, marketing and 
communication-driven society. Tourism can be one of the strategic elements 
in territorial valorisation, and the UNESCO brand should not become the goal 
but a vehicle that can enable the development of values in the community, 
with related protection actions and renewal plans according to the different 
territorial needs. If the greater promotion of places with this brand is to be 
achieved, it would be better to consider the bad image that could be created in 
that place if, once this goal has been achieved, decisions aimed at the economic 
exploitation of tangible and intangible heritage are instituted, with the risk of 
producing cultural disneyfication. In the Aeolian context, the decision to use 
the UNESCO mark, flanking policies of valorisation and tourism programming 
of a cultural nature, can contribute to the creation of initiatives developed by 
the local population. The analysis, of a qualitative and interpretative nature, 
focused on reports drawn up by stakeholders and UNESCO to describe the 
conservation status, strategies and future management plans. Although the 
Sicilian Region’s document (2008) speaks of monitoring the site using the 
DPSIR (Drivers, Pressures, State, Impact, Response) model and a periodic 
report to UNESCO based on indicators, there are regulatory shortcomings 
in transposing this framework into management actions. The lack of a 
communication apparatus between the various stakeholders has contributed 
to a lack of awareness of the UNESCO brand concept among residents and 
institutional actors. However, more than twenty years later, as also highlighted 
by the IUCN and Legambiente Sicilia documents, structural criticalities remain 
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linked to the management of flows, the weakness of local governance, and the 
fragmentation of enhancement initiatives. In conclusion, the results of this 
study show how sustainable cultural tourism can represent a development 
opportunity for the Aeolian Islands, provided it is managed in a responsible and 
participatory manner. The integration of multimedia services (apps, QR codes, 
maps) and implicit functions (monitoring and stakeholder interaction) can be 
translated into strategic objectives by improving engagement and management 
effectiveness. The case of the Aeolian Islands shows how the UNESCO brand 
must be complemented by executive and participatory tools to prevent heritage 
from becoming a passive resource. The combination of digital technologies 
and local knowledge sets up as a practical approach to trigger regenerative 
forms of tourism.
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The combination of natural, anthropological, economic, social and cultural elements defines 
a tourist area. Tourism represents a significant opportunity for territorial redevelopment and 
greater economic and employment prospects, with considerable potential to contribute to 
various aspects of sustainability. It plays a pivotal role as an instrument for the promotion 
and development of the territory. The range of economic activities that constitute the tourism 
offer is therefore expected to adopt behaviors guided by a common interest, identifiable not 
only in the conservation but, above all, in the sustainable use of resources resulting from 
the interaction between human activity and the natural environment. The aim of this book 
is to encourage reflection on the analysis of current realities and future opportunities for a 
more resilient, inclusive and sustainable tourism model. Through selected case studies, the 
authors, adopting a critical approach, a multidisciplinary outlook, and methodological rigor, 
assemble a mosaic that reveals the complexity of the issues examined in the contributions 
gathered in this volume.
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