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Abstract 
Motto” Certification programs in the tourism industry serve as important tools for distinguishing genuinely 

responsible companies, products, or services from those that are merely using "eco-" or "sustainable" as a marketing 

tool to attract consumers” TIES(International Ecotourism Society)  

 

The plan for a sustainable future is supported by the EU 2020 strategy (EC 2010), a ten-year scheme for growth and 

jobs. One of its key objectives is to address the need for sustainable and inclusive growth through the promotion of a 

competitive and greener economy in the EU [6].  

The latest statistics provided by Eurostat show that the EGSS (Environmental Goods and Services Sector) represents 

approximately 2% of total EU employment.  

Therefore, fostering job creation in the green sector, promoting mobility and supporting industrial restructuring in 

close cooperation with the social partners and the businesses make green growth a potential solution to the current 

unemployment crisis.  

The transition towards sustainable growth and development could also be made more efficient through innovative 

green technologies and better, more sustainable, management of resources. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
About the importance of certification in ecotourism destinations, in general terms, 

certification can be defined as “a voluntary procedure that assesses, audits and gives written 

assurance that a facility, product, process or service meets specific standards. It awards a 

marketable logo to those that meet or exceed baseline standards”[5]. 
Today certification is a world-wide general phenomenon, interesting all field of industry 

and economic activities. Apparently the first certification practices date back to the 15
th

 century, in 

relation with some food products. 

 During the 20
th

 century, certification become a spread practice in relationship with the need 

of establishing some productive standards (for ex. electric apparels). 

Regarding environmental standards, the certification wave began with the Rio world 

environmental summit of 1992, and the subsequent “Agenda 21”, both with huge global mediatic 

attention, which substantially asked for the diffusion of an environmental awareness and 

responsibility in all sectors of economy. ISO 14001, the first worldwide environmental certification 

system, was created in 1996 in the middle of this process. 

 
2. PAPER BODY 

Looking at the tourism sector, nowadays there are many types of certifications in function, 

which can be grouped in three categories: 
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‐ quality certification; this was the first kind of certification to appear in the tourism sector, 

dating back to early 20
th

 century, with the first attempts to categorize tourism service providers 

(hotels, restaurant) based on a ranking system representing increasing levels of quality (The stars 

system for Hotels, the Michelin guides..) 

‐  ecotourism certification, the first of which is probably the Blue Flag certification system 

started in 1987 in Danemark (now present worldwide) to rank the environmental sustainability of 

beaches; 

‐ sustainable tourism certification, which mainly developed in the years 2000 and had a 

key development moment in the creation of the Sustainable Tourism Stewardship Council (STSC) 

a global coordinating body which is tentatively establishing a common standard for certification 

programs accreditation. 

A continuous and increasing proliferation of certification systems and labels at 

international, national and local level, proves that the importance and the potential added value of 

certification are more and more clear to all the stakeholders operating in the tourism sector.  

Looking at ecotourism certification and sustainable tourism certification, the general and 

primary advantage is that “Certification sets standards and helps distinguish genuine ecotourism 

and sustainable tourism businesses from others that make empty claims. This helps to protect the 

integrity of these concepts”[1]. Each category of stakeholder can anyway see further advantages in 

this kinds of certification: 

‐ For a certified business: 

 a capacity-building effect of certification: certified firms confirm that the certification 

process has helped the management and the staff in better learning theory and practice of 

sustainability, with immediate tangible effects on the operational standards and procedures of the 

firm, which generally works better than before and in a more organized way; 

 a reduction of operational costs, due to the higher attention on the use of resources 

and the avoidances of wastes; 

 the possibility to increase the contacts with the institutional system, often available to 

support, financially or in other ways, the certification process; 

 possibilities of networking and building common marketing strategies with firms 

achieving the same certification; 

 the potential marketing advantage related to the increasing attention of consumers to 

sustainability, which may generate additional customers flows; 

‐ For tourists: 

 the possibility to choose providers that have ben assessed on their sustainability 

increases the options for the tourist choice; 

 the quality of the services of a certified provider is generally higher; 

 choosing a certified provider is also a learning occasion for the consumer, both on the 

contents and the practice of a certification (“What does that sign mean?”, “why do you have it on 

the window?”) and on the specific local environmental challenges, especially for destination 

certifications. 

‐ For national and local Governments: 

 Certification systems help them to protect and make visible their touristic assets; 

 certification generates a private effort towards an increasing in health, environmental, 

social standards, with basically no effort from public budgets; 

 public costs related to environmental regulations and their monitoring are reduced; 

 certification may generate local development dynamics, especially in rural areas, 

thanks to increased business in the certified firms 

‐ For the environment and local communities: 

 certification guarantees a positive impact on the environment or at least the 

minimization of negative impacts; 
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 for sustainable tourism certification, there is a certain level of guarantee that the 

economic positive impacts of tourism will be equally distributed taking account of the needs of the 

local population, will be sustainable in time and respect the local social and cultural values; 

 
Types of certification.  
As already highlighted in the previous paragraphs, the number of certification systems for 

ecotourism and sustainable tourism is huge and constantly increasing worldwide. 

A categorization of the systems is possible according to many criteria, and as a result one 

realizes that certification systems may differ widely form one to another. 

 In the same time, it is also possible to identify some basic common features of a 

certification system, characteristics in the lack of which a system can not be defined as a 

certification process. These are the following: 

‐ access on a voluntary basis; 

‐ well-defined, transparent standards and criteria which are continually improved/updated 

through participatory mechanisms;  

‐ presence of assessment and auditing procedures; 

‐ recognition through the use of a logo or label; 

‐ periodic follow up audits procedures to maintain the certification  

These minimal features established, a certification system can be distinguished/classified 

according to the following categories: 

‐ the purpose (sustainable tourism or ecotourism); 

‐ the geographical scope (global, multi-national, national, regional, local) 

‐ the type of subject to which certification is awarded (businesses, destinations, tourist 

packages, tours) 

‐ the origin (public/private or mixt) 

‐ the procedural approach. 

 

About this latest, the following elements are normally used to categorize certification 

systems: 

a. The certifier (first, second and third party certifications). A first party certification is a 

self-certification, meaning that the subject accessing the systems simply required to make a self-

assessment, which is not followed by any revision or counter-assessment.  

Obviously this is the weakest kind of certification. A second party certification, instead, is based on 

the assessment of the marketing counterpart of the subject to be certified, in our case the tourists.  

The certification is awarded if the tourist’s assessment reach certain standards (for an 

example related to quality certification, Trip Advisor’ labels re based on this approach).  The most 

advanced kind of certification anyway involves a third, independent subject (third party 

certification) who assesses the compliance of the subject to be certified with the certification 

standards. Most of the sustainable tourism and ecotourism certification systems fall within this 

category. 

b. the object of the assessment (process or performance based certification). The process-

based certification (like the ISO family, for example) assess the existence, within the subject to be 

certified of processes and procedures of constant improvement of certain aspects, but they don’t 

assess the compliance against certain minimum levels, except the ones foreseen by the law. In other 

words, this system certifies the efforts of a subject, but not the results. The certification is valid in 

relative terms not in absolute values.  

“Thus, for example, two hotels might both be certified with ISO 14001, while one might 

have excellent state-of-the-art water conservation systems and the other might have disastrous 

overuse of water, as long as each could demonstrate improvement from year to year of its own 

performance”[2]. 
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The performance-based certification systems, on the opposite, assess the compliance of 

the subject with certain minimum values/behaviors related with the assessment criteria; in such a 

system comparison with certified subjects and not certified ones is possible even in absolute terms. 

Literature agrees that both systems have pluses and minuses.  

Despite performance based assessment may look more effective, an attention exclusively 

focused on performance does not give adequate guarantee on the behavior of the certified subject in 

the long – but even in the short term and it is rigidly linked to a number of criteria. 

 Process based assessment is more flexible and keep better into account the behavior of 

the subject on a general basis, but may lack effectiveness in pushing of results. it is quite 

unanimously considered that the best certification system should involve a mixture of elements of 

both the approaches. 

c. the selective approach (pass/fail or classification, simple certification or “ecolabel”) 

In the classification approach, whomever applies to the system and respect minimal criteria 

obtains a certification, which is anyway coupled with a rank on a scale (many times expressed in 

number of stars, leaves, keys, etc.). In the pass-fail approach, criteria are normally harder to comply 

with, and the assessment result simply in the awarding or not of the certification. 

 There is no ranking, as the simple awarding of the certification is considered a higher 

rank compared to those that are not certified.  

This latter kind of approach, if particularly challenging and aiming not only to certify but 

to identify the best practices, the examples to be followed, may take the name of “ecolabel”, which 

indicates a certification of best behavior/practice in the environmental field. 

 

 

 

Certification criteria: typology and standards. 
As it is easy to understand, criteria represent the core  element of any certification system. 

Their choice reflects the political purpose of the creators of the system, the intensity and the 

openness of the certification process. 

Obviously, when talking about sustainable tourism and ecotourism, criteria of certification 

should be inspired by the principles of sustainability and respectively, the seek of a positive impact 

on nature. 

Every system is anyway free to choose its own set of certification criteria, and the recent 

proliferation of systems has generated a multitude of criteria sets, which, considering also the 

scarce interoperability between them, has started to create confusion among the stakeholders as 

well as phenomenon of skepticism over what is commonly referred to as “the label jungle”. 

While is understandable the need to have specific labels tailored cut for specific areas and 

sectors (one of the added value of certification is indeed the capacity of promoting tourism in 

marginal areas and sectors), this should preferably happen by keeping a common approach at least 

on some core criteria and their structure.  

This need has been at the origin of the process with which, starting in 2007, a partnership of 

tourism and environment oriented organizations managed to establish a global set of criteria for 

sustainable tourism and an accreditation procedure based on these: the GSTC (Global Sustainable 

Tourism Council) Criteria[4].  

As GSTC itself declares, “the Global Sustainable Tourism Council's Criteria are the 

minimum requirements that any tourism business or public destination management authorities 

should aspire to reach in order to protect and sustain the world's natural and cultural resources 

while ensuring tourism meets its potential as a tool for poverty alleviation”. 

The criteria, firstly approved in 2008, were elaborated through the comparative study of 

more than 80 existing sets of certification criteria, and through an eventual in-depth discussion with 

the representative of all the tourism sector stakeholders. GSTC Criteria function both as 

autonomous certification criteria (GSTC certification can be requested and obtained through a 
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network of certifying bodies) and as a benchmark for a high level, global accreditation of other 

certification systems. 

Currently GSTC criteria are considered the global benchmarking reference for certification 

in the field of sustainable tourism. 

 Directly related to the general concept of sustainable tourism, their application to 

ecotourism should happen through a certain customization (as we will see in the case of EELTS 

standards). 

GSTC is also the only system of accreditation of other certification systems, worldwide. 

There are two different procedures for this purpose, one giving raise to GSTC recognition of a 

standard (“GSTC-Recognized means that a sustainable tourism standard has been reviewed by 

GSTC technical experts and the GSTC Accreditation Panel, and deemed equivalent to the GSTC 

Criteria for sustainable tourism and is administered by a standard owner that meets GSTC 

requirements
 
[3] the other one, more challenging, awarding the status of GSTC-Approved (“GSTC 

Approved means that a certification program is using a GSTC-recognized standard and is 

following processes and procedures that have been reviewed and approved by the GSTC. GSTC. 

 Approval means the GSTC has recognized that the standard used for certification is 

aligned with the Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria (GSTC-Recognized) and that the certification 

procedures largely meet international standards for transparency, impartiality, and 

competence”
.
[12] 

While referring to the complete standards for a full view of all sub-criteria and 

implementing indicators
1
 , an interesting aspect is already clear from the above shown list: despite 

EETLS being a standard for Ecotourism certification, it maintains the “Triple bottom line” 

(economic, environmental, sociocultural) approach typical of sustainable tourism.  

There is indeed a very high attention to environmental aspects (see the importance of group 

D Criteria) but the economic, social and cultural sustainability are not at all absent.  

This probably demonstrates a certain trend towards a reduction of the differences between 

the two concepts of Sustainable tourism and ecotourism, allowing us to say that, according at least 

to EETLS, the main difference is that Ecotourism is oriented towards natural and rural areas, while 

sustainable tourism may target also different kind of areas.  

Ecotourism is a sustainable version of tourism in natural areas, while also including 

elements of rural and cultural tourism. In addition to the principles of sustainable tourism to which 

it subscribes, ecotourism has specific principles: actively contributes to the conservation of natural 

and cultural heritage; includes local communities in planning, development and operation 

activities and contributes to their well-being; involves a full and interesting explanations for 

visitors on the natural and cultural resources; is intended mainly for individual visitors and small 

organized groups[7]. 

The need to fight “greenwashing” – the practice of overestimate and overpromote the 

sustainability and environmental approach of an operator, has increased in the last years the 

practice of certification, in order to protect those tourist businesses, products and destination which 

approach seriously sustainability and environment. 

However, together with the benefits of the functioning certification systems, some 

challenges have also arise: 

‐ Tourism companies are sometimes disappointed in noticing a scarce effect of 

certification on sales and turnover; 

‐ Generally, the absence of monitoring and evaluation tools affects the possibility to 

correctly estimate the economic impact of certification on local development, but also, confirming 

the point before, on certified companies; 

‐ The “label jungle” phenomenon caused by the proliferation of labels and certified 

systems (some of which have stayed on the market for only a short time), starts to bother the 
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consumer who starts being skeptical and suspicious about labels, in lack of specific information 

campaign about certification. 

 
Current trends in Ecotourism and ecotourism certification. 
The need to fight “greenwashing” – the practice of overestimate and overpromote the 

sustainability and environmental approach of an operator, has increased in the last years the 

practice of certification, in order to protect those tourist businesses, products and destination which 

approach seriously sustainability and environment. 

However, together with the benefits of the functioning certification systems, some 

challenges have also arise: 

‐ Tourism companies are sometimes disappointed in noticing a scarce effect of 

certification on sales and turnover; 

‐ Generally, the absence of monitoring and evaluation tools affects the possibility to 

correctly estimate the economic impact of certification on local development, but also, confirming 

the point before, on certified companies; 

‐ The “label jungle” phenomenon caused by the proliferation of labels and certified 

systems (some of which have stayed on the market for only a short time), starts to bother the 

consumer who starts being skeptical and suspicious about labels, in lack of specific information 

campaign about certification. 

‐ The scope of the concept of certification is sine-qua non useful in the sustainable 

development of ecotourism. Therefore, a practical tool should be developed to measure the impact 

of tourism and changes in socio-economic status through certification criteria and indicators as part 

of a sustainable strategy.  

‐ Their development is not a scope in itself, but a continuous process including the level of 

responsibility of the society to provide a sustainable lifestyle based on ecotourism with a minimal 

negative impact on the environment and cultural values. 

To these challenges, the certification sectors has started to react, mainly with the following 

measures: 

‐ Starting a demand for a rationalization process among the existing standards/labels, 

especially by adopting reference global and European standards (GSTC and EETLS respectively); 

‐ Studying new marketing strategies, as the consumers needs new reasons and incentives 

to be Eco tourists; 

‐ Starting to design monitoring and evaluation tools to be associated with the certification 

system in order for them to be accountable for their results; 

‐ Ecotourism will have to be integrated into the local development plans of the localities 

in the ecotourism destinations, in parallel with the development of ecotourism certification 

systems, redefined spatially, qualitatively and especially evolutionary, with the trends in the 

evolution of the ecotourism market (Mazilu M, 2012); 

‐ Studying the image of destinations having the resources needed to become ecotourism 

destinations is vital to their repositioning or to integrating ecotourism activities in the current 

positions; 

‐ Ecotourism can occur not only as a new type of tourism which generates added value 

for the tourism activity in the area, but also as a powerful regulator between all systems 

overlapping at the level of a destination, included certification criteria; 

‐ It is necessary to organize its broader action range in the sense of developing tourism 

products based on consumer characteristics and the specificity of the area to develop methods and 

procedures, an important starting point in customer satisfaction; 

‐ The marketers are the ones that permanently determine the elements that contribute to 

the certification ecotourism criteria improvement of the touristic experience. By identifying this 

attributes, the marketers have the possibility to determinate the elements that mark both the 

consumer’s decision and the level of satisfaction felt by those in ecotourism destinations (fig.1)[8]. 
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Fig.1.The complex relationship in Management ECODestination 
 

The promotion of a unitary idea about Romania's ecotourism image is necessary, as well 

as it should be completed with secondary images according to fields, which have to be consistent 

with the unitary image. A branding program should be based on an integrated policy through which 

to communicate and execute in a coordinated and repeated manner motivating themes that 

differentiate Romania from other countries. 

An umbrella mark (a ecotourism nation mark) is necessary, which can be used as a 

reference by all the other secondary marks developed in various fields and/or areas.  

The product, corporation, city, ecotourism destination or region, district marks must be an 

integrand part of the national brand/mark. It, in its turn, may be integrated into a supra-national 

brand, in our case Central and Eastern Europe or the European Union [9]. 

‐ The goal of achieving sustainable tourism should be subordinated to national and 

regional plans of economic and social development.  

‐ Actions may cover for economic goals (income growth, diversification and integration of 

activities, certification croteria,control, development potentiating and zoning), social goals (poverty 

and income distribution inequality improvement, indigenous socio-cultural heritage protection, 

participation and involvement of local communities) or environmental goals (protection of 

ecotourism’s functions, conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity) [10]. 

 
 

3. CONCLUSIONS 
United Nations declares 2017 the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for 

Development[13].The UN General Assembly has approved the adoption of 2017 as the 

International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development. “The declaration by the UN of 2017 

as the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development is a unique opportunity to 

advance the contribution of the tourism sector to the three pillars of sustainability - economic, 

social and environmental, while raising awareness of the true dimensions of a sector which is often 
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undervalued” UNWTO Secretary General, Taleb Rifai.”[13,14]. 

Sustainability has three independent aspects for tourism as well as for other industries: 

economic, social-cultural and environmental. The sustainable development implies permanence, 

meaning that the sustainable tourism represents the optimal usage of resources (including the 

biological diversity), the minimisation of the negative economic, social-cultural and ecologic 

impact, and the maximisation of benefits on the local communities, the national economy and the 

preservation of nature. As a natural consequence, sustainability refers also to the necessary 

managerial structures in order to fulfil these purposes. 
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