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Abstract 
The EU ecolabel for accommodation is a voluntary scheme designed to encourage businesses to market goods and 
services with a reduced impact on the environment and to help consumers – including public and private purchasers – 
to identify them easily. The eco-certification for accommodation has become an important instrument used for greening 
the tourism sectors, through the implication of policy makers, who created the legal framework, tourism operators, who 
made the efforts of adopting the certification, and consumers, who’s environmental and ethical concerns represented 
one of the main drivers for the adoption of sustainable practices by hotels. The paper presents a brief comparison 
between two certification schemes from two different parts of the world (European Union and Australia), in order to 
highlight the diversity of measures that can be taken for responding to sustainability challenges. 
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1. Sustainable tourism – a range of approaches 
 

Sustainable tourism is about finding a balance between needs and means, about thinking on long term and 
beyond immediate satisfaction or economic gains. Sustainable tourism is defined by United Nations World Tourism 
Organization (UNTWO) as the one that tries to comply with the needs of tourists, tourism industry, environment and 
local communities while paying attention at the same time to the present and future economic, social and environmental 
overall effect it has on the planet (UNWTO, 2016). Thus, sustainable tourism is an ongoing process that requires all 
stakeholders’ implication for monitoring of impact and introduction of preventive and correction measures in order to 
restore and maintain natural balance, while taking into account social and economic interests. The understanding of 
sustainable tourism is diverse and spans from denying its capacity to exist in the real word to strong environmental 
approach. Thus, some defend the idea that sustainable tourism is not a viable concept because it is impossible to meet 
real environment protection demands (resources protection or contamination prevention) while performing 
economically efficient activities within a globalized world. Others believe sustainability is possible and offer 
theoretical clarifications and practical solutions less or more environmentally oriented. The light green orientation (or 
weak sustainable tourism) is products focused and pays little attention to nature, and it advocates for the necessity of 
continued economic growth of tourism and the maintenance of sufficient quality of the environment to ensure the 
existence and development of tourism (Hunter, 2002). The dark green orientation (strong sustainable tourism) focuses 
on the protection of the local natural environment that supports tourism and promotes the compliance with the 
precautionary principle, the need for pro-active tourism development planning and the systematic monitoring of 
changes to the stock of natural resources (Hunter, 2002). Sustainable tourism can exist as an economic activity only if it 
provides economic efficiency, which depends, in the present-day highly competitive market, on generating satisfaction 
to customers, therefore this remains the element around which all activities should gravitate.    

Sustainable tourism is not the only environment oriented type of tourism. Responsible tourism has a common 
objective with sustainable tourism – sustainable development, but underlies the role played by stakeholders and 
stimulates them to be proactive. Ecotourism is a type of sustainable tourism that focuses on responsible voyages to 
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natural areas relatively untouched by man that preserve the environment and increase locals’ welfare (The International 
Ecotourism Society, 2016). A steady balance between the short-term economic efficiency objectives and long-term 
environmental and economic sustainability of the tourist destination must be achieved for the long-term sustainable 
tourism development (Bojnec, Papler, 2009). Regardless of the name and specific features, they must all be supported 
as long as they remain faithful to the promotion of sustainability. 
 

2. Consumers’ preferences, economic efficiency and the eco label in accommodation 
 
Economic motivations were dominant over the environmental ones in the case of adopting sustainable 

practices of hotels, from the early time of this trend until today. In the nineties, hotel managers in UK were primarily 
driven by cost-saving objectives (Brown, 1994, apud Hobson and Essex, 2001). Similarly, Jones at al. (2013) reported 
that the practical implementation of sustainable measures depicted a sum of efforts undertaken to increase efficiency 
and to secure competitive advantage within the marketplace, while reflecting business demands rather than 
fundamental concerns for sustainability or for the maintenance and enhancement of natural ecosystems. The economic 
efficiency implications are reflected by a waste-audit process on five USA hotels, that revealed that 87%-88% of total 
waste were either recyclable or compostable, with considerable potential for savings and income from selecting and 
recycling or disposing separately bottles, cans, newspapers, and cardboard and from producing compost and soil 
conditioner based on organic waste or the food waste mixed with the green waste or horticulture waste; the average 
estimated earnings of a hotel were approximately $23,371.00–24,395.70 per year from better waste management and 
the reduction of GHG emissions were equivalent to 90 passenger vehicles annually (Singh et al, 2014).  

In time, guests concern for the environment reflected in their preferences for green hotels increased and, 
consequently, gained more attention from companies. A study on a Mexican destination showed that green practices 
overall do have a positive relationship on guests’ satisfaction levels and return intentions for Mexicans, Americans, and 
other nationalities (Berezan et al, 2013). However, clients’ opinions and, especially, their intentions must be regarded 
with caution, due to their distance to actual behavior. For instance, a survey on Greek consumers showed that future 
hotel customers seemed more agreeable to express their willingness to stay at a green hotel than to plan or make an 
actual effort to do so, verifying thus the usual gap between consumers’ intentions and behavior (Tilikidou et al 2014).  
Even so, environmental and ethical concerns matters, affecting customers’ behavior. It was observed that people 
concerned with the environment are more willing to accept economic sacrifices to protect and that those who are 
concerned with the environment and are willing to accept economic sacrifices to protect it may be more interested in 
buying ecologically sustainable tourism alternatives (Hedlund, 2011). 

Sustainable development has a strong moral weight because it imposes to today’s society the obligation to 
allow future generations to enjoy at least the same opportunities as the present ones (Pohoata, Socoliuc, 2014). Despite 
the obvious need for a common effort for protecting the environment (of all sectors and stakeholders), the greening of 
tourism, in general, of accommodations in particular, is far from being an easy task. Besides the economic incentives of 
adopting ecological practices, powerful barriers slow the development of this sector. Among them, there are high costs, 
complexity of implementation and control procedures, lack of benefits understanding, fear of guests’ perception as 
being contradictory to luxury or as demanding efforts are the most easily observed. 

 
3. Eco-labels for hotels 

 
The principle of environmental integration has been recognized as one of the cornerstones of modern 

environmental policy and law (Petrescu-Mag, Burny, 2015; Veinla, 2008). This principle requires the integration of 
environmental protection principles into de definition and implementation of all community policies and activities, and, 
therefore, it covers the tourism and accommodation sector, too. The ecological certification is a tool that contributes to 
environment protection, together with other soft or hard law instruments, that aim to conciliate economic and social 
progress with the natural balance (Petrescu-Mag et al, 2013). The EU Ecolabel is a unique certification scheme, created 
by the European Commission in 1992. The EU ecolabel is a voluntary scheme designed to encourage businesses to 
market goods and services with a reduced impact on the environment and to help consumers – including public and 
private purchasers – to identify them easily. The Regulation (EC) No 1980/2000 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 17 July 2000 on a revised Community eco-label award scheme was transposed into the Romanian 
legislation through Governmental Decision no. 236/07.03.2007 (that repealed the Governmental Decision no. 
189/28.02.2002). The Community Ecolabel shall not apply to toxic products (that can negatively affect human health 
and the environment), food and medical products. The products and services categories that can obtain an ecolabel are: 
refrigerators, washing machines (laundry and dishes, domestic use), portable computers, soil improvers and growing 
media, hand dishwashing detergents, footwear, textile products, indoor paints and varnishes, bed mattresses, light 
bulbs, all-purpose cleaners and cleaners for sanitary facilities, hand dishwashing detergents, copying and graphic paper, 
tissue paper, kitchen paper and other absorbant products for domestic use, hard coverings, televisions, dishwasher, 
lubricants, soaps, shampoos and hair conditioners, electrically driven, gas driven or gas absorption heat pumps, 
campsite services, and tourist accommodation services (European Parliament, Council, 2000). In Romania, in April, 
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2016, there were fourteen Romanian companies that owned the ecolabel, among which three for touristic services 
(Ministry of Environment, Water and Forest, 2016). According to Tuclea et al (2009), a certification system should 
respect the following principles: a correct identification of all stakeholders, design of the right criteria and indicators, 
based on the input of all stakeholders, adjustment to the needs of small enterprises, and consideration of carrying 
capacity limits. Even if, at Romania level, the eco-label for hotels has just made the first steps, the current European 
and world trends predict an increase of its popularity in the near future (Răbonţu, Babucea, 2015), due to the adoption 
of environmental and ethical principles by consumers and to its potential of being a development option both for poor 
regions (Pociovălișteanu, Niculescu, 2010) and for rich ones. Moreover, on a hotel market that lacks visibility and 
distinctive features, as it happens in Romania (Pop, 2014; Pop, Cosma, 2005), the ecological orientation can become a 
competitive advantage. 

In the field of accommodation, all eco-certification schemes share a common goal – sustainability, but its 
implementation largely varies, as there are dozens of different rules worldwide. Since 1993, ECOTRANS (2016) 
identified over 160 sustainable tourism certification programs, labels, and standards. At EU level, the criteria for the 
ecological certification of tourist accommodation service aim to set limits on the main environmental impacts from the 
three phases of the life cycle of tourist accommodation service (purchasing, provision of the service and waste), and in 
particular they aim to: limit energy consumption, limit water consumption, limit waste production, favour the use of 
renewable resources and of substances which are less hazardous to the environment, and promote environmental 
communication and education. The legal standards enumerate mandatory criteria and optional criteria (with the same 
chapters as the mandatory ones), which value each a specific number of points (Table 1). In order to obtain the eco 
certification a unit must comply with all mandatory criteria and acquire 20 points from the optional criteria that refer to 
the main provided service. The points for optional criteria shall be increased by any of the following, if provided under 
the same management or ownership of the tourist accommodation service: 3 points for food services, 3 points for 
green/outside areas available to guests; 3 points for leisure/fitness activities or five points if the leisure/fitness activity 
consists in a wellness center. The certification is granted for a period of four years. 

  
Table 1. Criteria for eco certification of tourist accommodation service in EU 

Type of 
criteria Area of interest Specific topic 

Mandatory 
criteria 

Energy 1.   Electricity from renewable sources; 2.   Coal and heavy oils; 
3.   Efficiency and heat generation; 4.   Air conditioning; 5.   Energy 
efficiency of buildings; 6.   Window insulation; 7.   Switching off heating 
or air conditioning; 8.   Switching off lights; 9.   Energy efficient light 
bulbs; 10.   Outside heating appliances; 

Water 11.   Water flow from taps and showers; 12.   Waste bins in toilets; 
13.   Urinal flushing; 14.   Changing towels and sheets; 15.   Correct waste 
water disposal; 

Detergents and 
desinfectants 

16.   Disinfectants; 

Waste 17.   Waste separation by guests; 18.   Waste separation; 19.   Disposable 
products; 20.   Breakfast Packaging;  

Other services 21.   No smoking in common areas; 22.   Public transportation; 
General 
management 

23.   Maintenance and servicing of boilers and air conditioning systems; 
24.   Policy setting and environmental program; 25.   Staff training; 
26.   Information to guests; 27.   Energy and water consumption data; 
28.   Other data collection; 29.   Information appearing on the eco-label; 

Optional 
criteria 

Energy 30.   Generation of electricity through renewable energy sources (up to 4 
points); 31.   Energy from renewable energy sources (up to 2 points); 
32.   Boiler energy efficiency (1,5 points); 33.   Boiler NOx emissions (1,5 
points); 34.   District heating (1,5 points); 35.   Combined heat and power 
— (cogeneration) (1,5 points); 36.   Heat pump (up to 2 points); 37.   Heat 
recovery (up to 1,5 points); 38.   Thermoregulation (1,5 points); 
39.   Energy performance audits for buildings (1,5 points); 40.   Air 
conditioning (up to 2 points); 41.   Automatic switching-off of air 
conditioning and heating systems (1,5 points); 42.   Bioclimatic 
architecture (3 points); 43.   Energy efficient refrigerators (1 point), ovens 
(1 point) dishwashers (1 point), washing machines (1 point), 
dryers/tumblers (1 point) and office equipment (1 point) — (maximum of 
3 points); 44.   Electric hand and hair driers with proximity sensor (up to 2 
points); 45.   Refrigerator positioning (1 point); 46.   Automatic switching 
off lights in rooms (1,5 points); 47.   Sauna timer control (1 point); 
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Type of 
criteria Area of interest Specific topic 

48.   Swimming pool heating with renewable energy sources (up to 1,5 
points); 49.   Automatic switching off outside lights (1,5 point); 

 Water 50.   Use of rainwater (2 points) and recycled water (2 points); 
51.   Automatic watering systems for outside areas (1,5 points); 
52.   Water flow from taps and shower heads (1,5 points); 53.   WC 
flushing (1,5 points); 54.   Dishwasher water consumption (1 point); 
55.   Washing machine water consumption (1 point); 56.   Tap water 
temperature and flow (1 point); 57.   Shower timers (1,5 points); 
58.   Swimming pool cover (1 point); 59.   De-icing (up to 1,5 points); 
60.   Indications on water hardness (up to 2 points); 61.   Water saving 
urinals (1,5 points); 62.   Indigenous species used for new outdoor 
planting (1 point); 

Detergents and 
desinfectants 

63.   Detergents (up to 3 points); 64.   Indoor and outdoor paints and 
varnishes (up to 2 points); 65.   Support to alternatives to artificial 
barbecue lighter (1 point); 66.   Swimming pools: Dosage of disinfectants 
(1 point) or natural/ecological swimming pools (1 point); 67.   Mechanical 
cleaning (1 point); 68.   Organic gardening (2 points); 69.   Insect and pest 
repellents (up to 2 points); 

Waste 70.   Composting (up to 2 points); 71.   Disposable drink containers (2 
points); 72.   Fat/oil disposal (up to 2 points); 73.   Used textiles, furniture 
and other products (up to 2 points); 

Other services 74.   Roof landscaping (2 points); 75.   Environmental communication and 
education (up to 3 points); 76.   No smoking in common areas and rooms 
(up to 1.5 points); 77.   Bicycles (1,5 points); 78.   Pick up service (1 
point); 79.   Returnable or refillable bottles (up to 3 points); 80.   Use of 
rechargeable products (up to 2 points); 81.   Paper products (up to 3 
points); 82.   Durable goods (up to 3 points); 83.   Local food products (up 
to 3 points); 84.   Organic food (up to 2 points); 85.   Indoor air quality (up 
to 4 points); 

General 
management 

86.   EMAS registration (3 points), ISO certification (2 points) of the 
tourist accommodation; 87.   EMAS registration (1,5 points) or ISO 
certification (1 point) of suppliers; 88.   Compliance by subcontractors 
with mandatory criteria (up to 4 points); 89.   Energy and water meters (1 
point); 90.   Additional environmental actions (maximum 3 points). 

Source: European Commission, 2009 
 
 

In other parts of the world, the certification requirements may be structured differently from the EU ones. For 
example, in Australia, the ECO certification program has eight sections (Table 2) and has a broader focus, taking into 
account to a higher degree the connection of the business with its environment – natural, social, cultural, economic etc. 

 
Table 2. Criteria for eco-certification for tourism businesses in Australia 

Section Topics 
1. Business Management 
and Operational Planning 
- Business Ethics 
- Natural Focus / 
Indigenous Cultural Focus 

1.1 Legal compliance; 1.2 Insurance details; 1.3 Business plan; 1.4 Marketing 
plan; 1.5 Human resources; 1.6 Operational management and business systems; 
1.7 Customer service; 1.8 Risk management. 

2. Responsible Marketing Marketing provides clients with information that increases respect for the 
natural and cultural environments visited. Operators provide clients with an 
accurate and responsible depiction of what to expect from the product. Nature 
tourism and ecotourism marketing and supplementary information provide 
customers with an accurate and responsible depiction of what to expect from the 
product and how to respect the natural and cultural environments visited. 

3. Customer Satisfaction Customer satisfaction is achieved when the experience offered consistently 
meets or exceeds the realistic expectations of customers. Tourism operations 
monitor and act upon customer feedback. 

4.Environmental 4.1 Environmental management procedures; 4.2 Suppliers and business 
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Section Topics 
Management partners; 4.3 The changing climate; 4.4 Business vulnerability and adaptation to 

climate change; 4.5 Location; 4.7 Site disturbance and landscaping; 4.8 
Drainage, soil and water management; 4.9 Lighting; 4.10 Water supply and 
conservation; 4.11 Wastewater; 4.12 Noise; 4.13 Air quality; 4.14 Waste 
minimisation and management; 4.15 Energy use and minimisation - buildings 
and equipment; 4.16 Energy use and minimisation – transport; 4.17 Minimal 
disturbance to wildlife; 4.18 Minimal impact nocturnal wildlife viewing; 4.19 
Minimal impact marine and aquatic animal viewing; 4.20 Minimal impact 
walking; 4.21 Minimal impact camping, including regular rest stops for tours; 
4.22 Minimal impact vehicle use; 4.23 Minimal impact power boat use; 4.24 
Minimal impact non-powered boat use; 4.25 Minimal impact aircraft use; 4.26 
Minimal impact rock climbing and abseiling; 4.27 Minimal impact caving - 
show caves; 4.28 Minimal impact caving - wild caves; 4.29 Minimal impact 
snorkelling and scuba diving; 4.30 Minimal impact trail riding and animal tours; 
4.31 Minimal impact fishing; 4.32 Minimal impact houseboat use - inland 
waters; 4.33 Minimal impact houseboat use – marine; 4.34 Animals in captivity. 

5. Interpretation and 
Education 

5.1 Interpretation planning; 5.2 Opportunities for interpretation; 5.3 Credibility 
of interpretation and educational information; 5.4 Staff training, awareness and 
understanding. 

6. Contribution to 
Conservation 

6.1 Conservation initiatives – local; 6.1 Conservation initiatives – 
national/global. 

7. Working with Local 
Communities 

7.1 Provision of local benefits; 7.2 Minimal impact on local communities; 7.3 
Community involvement. 

8. Cultural Respect and 
Sensitivity 

8.1 Consultation and training; 8.2 Visitor information; 8.3 Indigenous arts, 
crafts and goods. 

Source: Ecotourism Australia, 2016 
 

4. Conclusions 
 
The main challenge of sustainable tourism is to maintain nature recovery and preservation, social fairness, and 

economic efficiency sufficiently well covered, without falling into the trap of granting importance only to one over the 
others. There is a very sensitive link between social support and environment protection and, poverty eradication and 
conservation of the environment, unless carefully planned, are often at cross-purposes (Bowman, 2011). Bowman 
(2011) recommends that developing countries (such as Romania, according to the International Statistics Institute for 
2015) should avoid the establishment of internationally recognized certification and the technically rigorous 
measurements and should develop and implement their own sustainable tourism certification, according to their 
specific needs and capacity. The supporting reasons are that the process can stimulate a dialogue and policy-making 
process about the type of tourism development suitable for that country, and increase knowledge of the needs and 
contributions of the local communities by the business actors, a positive shift in attitudes across sectors and generations 
and that a modest certification program, successfully implemented and maintained, is far superior to a more robust 
certification program that is unlikely to survive, would cost more, and it would erode future voluntary compliance 
(Bowman, 2011). 

Efforts to create a more sustainable way of living compared to the recent past have been implemented for a 
few decades, have visible and measurable results, and represent the current, indispensable solution and the hope that 
humankind will resist until we will find a development model with neutral or even positive impact on environment, 
society, and economy. Eco certification for accommodation is such an effort and should be supported by the entire 
society: policy makers, institutions, businesses, and consumers, because they share both the accountability of nature 
degradation and the responsibility of its healing for present and future generations.  
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