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Abstract: Regional development based on sustainable tourism is one of the options of developing remote regions, 
which are usually disadvantaged due to their distance, but can have a certain competitive advantage based on their 
remoteness. The present paper offers in-depth analysis of the tourism potential in selected remote regions of Russia, 
the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal with the aim to explore the specific features of their sustainable tourism develop-
ment and to propose an integrated operational framework for sustainable tourism and regional development usable 
for similar regions across the world. The proposed integrated operational framework helps to achieve a tricky balance 
between economic resurrection of remote areas and environment conservation, which is possible only with the proper 
co-integration of tourists with the community, and local economic development with the environment. It presents a set 
of drivers and their mutual relations to achieve the successful sustainable tourism development in remote regions in 
Russia and across the world. The present research results contribute to a knowledge bank that could serve as a useful 
guide for academics and policymakers involved with sustainable development, geography or environmentally sensi-
tive tourism.

Keywords: sustainable tourism, regional development, participatory approach, integrated operational framework

Corresponding author: Katarína Vitálišová, Matej Bel University, Tajovského 10, 97590 Banska Bystrica, Slovakia; 
e-mail: katarina.vitalisova@umb.sk

Introduction

Sustainable development as a targeted, long-
term, complex and synergy process affects all 
aspects of our lives, including cultural, social, 
economic, environmental and institutional ones, 
at local, regional and global levels. All actions 
supporting sustainable development contribute 
to the quality of satisfying biological, material, 

spiritual and social needs and at the same time 
reduce negative interventions that endanger, 
destroy, or damage the conditions necessary for 
life. The idea of sustainable development is the 
core of Agenda 2030, consisting of 17 develop-
ment goals that sets out a global framework to 
end extreme poverty, fight inequality and injus-
tice, and fix climate change until 2030 (UN 2015). 
Agenda 2030 covers also the issue of sustainable 
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tourism (especially in Goals 8, 12, and 14) 
(Colglazier 2015). Sustainable tourism is crucial 
particularly in environmentally sensitive and re-
mote regions.

Remote or peripheral regions are defined as 
disadvantaged locations that are either distant 
from population or economic centres or isolat-
ed geographically, economically, and political-
ly (Husky, Morehouse 1992; Husky 2006). They 
have traditionally relied on the extraction of 
natural resources by industries such as mining, 
agriculture, fishing, or forestry. In some remote 
regions where little or no prior market economy 
existed, tourism has been employed increasingly 
by state and regional government agencies as a 
tool for successful regional development or revi-
talisation (Laws, Scott 2003; Hall 2007; Moscardo 
2005; Müller, Jansson 2007; Nelson, McKinnon 
2004; Schmallegger, Carson 2010). In this case, 
the purpose of tourism development includes the 
provision of sustainable economic activity and 
the reduction of the pressure of tourist visitation 
on established destinations (Middleton, Hawkins 
1998; Laws, Scott 2003). Both purposes fit in with 
the objects of our research—environmentally 
sensitive remote regions of Siberia.

The existing literature on tourism related to 
remote regions focuses on the role of tourism as 
a potential driver of economic growth (Müller, 
Jansson 2007; Hall 2013); employment, manage-
ment issues or entrepreneurships (Keller 1987; 
Brouder 2013; Dinis, Krakover 2016; Salvatore 
et al. 2018 and others). A few authors research 
the pathway of tourism development in remote 
regions (Todes, Turok 2018; Rogerson 2019) and 
the reasons why successful tourism development 
in remote regions is such a complex and chal-
lenging process. During the last years, while re-
flecting the new global challenges, the operation-
al framework providing a holistic understanding 
of the issue in remote areas is developing, and 
our paper has an ambition to enrich it. Therefore, 
the present paper aims to explore the specific fea-
tures of sustainable tourism development in re-
mote regions of Russia such as Lake Baikal and 
the Altai Mountains, and to propose its integrat-
ed operational framework which can be used as a 
model for similar regions across the world.

A better understanding of the issues of remote 
regions and the circumstances under which re-
gions can involve communities and ecological 

awareness into this agenda might prevent mis-
takes in strategic development that often lead to 
mass tourism, loss of authenticity or irreversible 
damage to natural treasures.

The remainder of the paper is organised as 
follows: the next section explains the issue of 
sustainable tourism with a focus on participa-
tion and ecological awareness. The third section 
describes the data and methodology used in the 
paper and research context. The fourth section is 
devoted to the identification of possibilities and 
threats of sustainable tourism development in 
Siberia and to case studies on remote regions—
Olkhon Island and the Altai Mountains. The 
fifth section identifies the integrated operational 
framework for sustainable regional tourism de-
velopment based on the experience of Siberian 
remote regions. The last section concludes the 
most important research results and identifies 
the policy recommendations and future challeng-
es for research.

Sustainable tourism as an integrated 
component of regional development

Sustainable tourism development is an ap-
proach that aims at reducing the tensions and 
frictions created by the complex interactions 
between the tourism industry, tourists, the en-
vironment and the host communities in order 
to maintain long-term capacity and the quali-
ty of human and natural resources (Bramwell, 
Lane 1993). Sustainable tourism development 
has the ability to orchestrate the overall devel-
opment of tourist destinations by an increase in 
employment, local or regional economies and 
well-being (Gajdošík et al. 2017). It is a long-in-
tegrated process with wider economic, social 
and environmental policy considerations within 
an overall sustainable development framework 
maximising economic, environmental, social and 
cultural environment benefits (WTO 1998; Hall 
2008; Kahle-Piasecki 2013). Several authors (inter 
alia Bosak 2016; Simpson 2008; Edgell 2006) ar-
gue that it is a community-based activity that re-
lies on long-term planning and a balanced action 
between traditional financial goals and environ-
mental-social aims. Sustainable tourism develops 
the relationship between tourists, host communi-
ties, businesses, attractions and the environment, 
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and protects and enhances tourism for future 
generations (OECD 2018; Swarbrooke 1999). It is 
also concerned about how to reduce the negative 
effects of tourism activities on the environment 
(e.g. mass tourism), society and the economy so 
that ecological sustainability, economic feasibili-
ty and social equality can be achieved (Pan et al. 
2018).

Based on the approaches of Agyeiwaah, 
McKercher and Suntikul (2017), Mai and Smith 
(2015) Lee and Hsieh (2016), Pedersen (1991) 
and Ross and Wall (1999), sustainable tourism 
generally links the main drivers—stakeholders 
with the special position in a local community, 
a sensitive approach to the environment, busi-
ness-economy and policy-governance—with 
the aim to fulfil the main functions of the area, 
namely to protect natural areas, to produce reve-
nues, to educate, to support high quality of tour-
ism and local participation. The participation of 
local stakeholders and their ecological aware-
ness is an integrated part of the sustainable 
tourism concept. Local stakeholders’ participa-
tion is useful in all stages of destination during 
strategic planning and consequently it helps de-
cision-makers to maintain traditional lifestyles 
and respect community values (Murphy 1985; 
Wild 1994; Cater 1994; Calzada 2019). In other 
words, sustainable tourism embodies the main 
principles of community-based tourism (CBT). 
(Luccetti, Font 2013). It generates benefits for res-
idents in the developing world by allowing tour-
ists to visit these communities and learn about 
their local environment, their culture, habits and 
natural or cultural heritage. It is a form of enter-
prise-based strategy for biodiversity conserva-
tion, integrated conservation and development 
projects (Kiss 2004), which subsequently contrib-
utes to the reduction of rural poverty on a sus-
tainable basis. Stakeholders, both on the side of 
demand and supply, must understand and fol-
low the sustainable tourism principles, because 
it helps to save authentic tourism destinations 
for future generations (Albornoz-Mendoza, 
Mainar-Causapé 2019).

The crucial factor in CBT is a quality co-man-
agement of the tourist destination. (Plummer, 
Fennell 2009; Fuldauer et al. 2019; Carson, Hartz-
Karp 2005; Alipour, Arefipour 2020). Therefore, 
the quality of human capital (inter alia Murphy 
1985; Pedersen 1991; Wild 1994; Cater 1994; 

Ross, Wall 1999) represented by the destination 
managers, citizens, local entrepreneurs, and 
NGOs and their co-governance of the territory 
is an important precondition to be successful. 
Consequently, the implementation of developing 
activities is the result of consensus on efficient 
utilisation of local resources, especially those 
with the unique value (e.g. natural heritage); it is 
what links this approach directly with the com-
munity-based natural resources management 
(CBNRM). It aims to reconcile natural resources 
conservation objectives and local development 
efforts (Fabricius 2004; Western, Wright 1994; 
Brondizio, Tourneau 2016; Delgado-Serrano et 
al. 2017).

Sustainable tourism is essential in environ-
mental sensitive remote regions and rural areas. 
These locations can be disadvantaged for many 
reasons—economically because of their distance 
from centres of wealth, their limited local mar-
kets and their economic leakage; geographically 
and politically as their localisation is far from the 
economic centre or political power (Gottmann 
1980; Brown, Hall 2000; Nash, Martin 2003; 
Chaperton, Bramwell 2012). They have devel-
oped specific livelihood and development strat-
egies to deal with disturbances by creating and 
enforcing customary natural resources manage-
ment practices and institutions based on their 
own culture (Ostrom 1990; Colding et al. 2003; 
Gómez-Baggethun et al. 2012). Moreover, the 
tourism strategy should refer to the remoteness 
of the environmental sensitive region as a source 
of competitive advantage in the tourist market in 
the form of an original experience of reaching pe-
ripheral areas and stay in relatively unchanged 
and unspoilt nature (Brown, Hall 2000; Müller, 
Jansson 2007).

We assume that the successful development 
of sustainable tourism in remote regions re-
quires the empowerment of community mem-
bers through local participation and the control 
of tourism decision-making, employment and 
education opportunities, increased entrepre-
neurial activities and diversification of the local 
economy by local people (Zeppel 2006) while 
protecting the natural environment, biodiversity, 
local culture and habits to keep them for future 
generations (WTO & UNEP 2005). It can set the 
remote region’s trajectory on a new path towards 
sustainable tourism and regional development.
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Data and methodology

Research problem

Russia, the largest country in the world, fac-
es many challenges such as economic transfor-
mation, climate change, regional disparities and 
striking regional differences in living conditions. 
Because of a great variability in natural, econom-
ic, environmental, and social conditions across 
the country, there is also an intriguing issue of 
spatial justice between Russian regions (for more 
information on the spatial justice concept, see, 
e.g. Soja 2010). While urban agglomerations such 
as Moscow or St. Petersburg have attracted most 
of the country’s human and financial resources 
as well as tourists’ attention, other regions in 
the remote parts of Russia suffer from economic 
stagnation and a population decline. In this pa-
per, we have focused on Siberia and the Far East, 
the region that constitutes almost 77% of Russia 
and spreads out over the area of 13 million km2 
(Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment 

of the Russian Federation 2015). Apart from the 
great mineral wealth, this region has many nat-
ural treasures, unique forest ecosystems and the 
potential for the development of tourism, which 
is vastly underrated. Insufficient infrastructure 
and sometimes extreme natural and weather 
conditions are obstacles on one hand, but on the 
other, they contribute to the almost untouched 
natural environment and unique scenery. We 
have focused on two remote regions consisting 
of two administrative units each, as depicted in 
Figure 1. 

Both remote regions were chosen due to the 
localisation of unique tourist attractions of inter-
national importance. They belong to the top tour-
ist destinations in Russia and can be found on the 
UNESCO World Heritage List. The first region is 
related to the Altai Mountains, located in the area 
where the boundaries of Russia, China, Mongolia 
and Kazakhstan converge together. The Altai 
Mountains are located in two regions (marked by 
green stars), namely, the Altai Republic and the 
Altai Krai. The second region is located around 

Fig. 1. Remote regions of Russia containing the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal. 
Source: http://www.maps-of-europe.net/maps/maps-of-russia/administrative-map-of-russia.jpg.
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Lake Baikal, which extends into two regions 
(marked by blue stars)—the Irkutsk region and 
the Republic of Buryatia. Both regions are pre-
cisely described in the following sections of the 
paper.

Development of tourism in the selected re-
gions, and also generally in Siberia, requires the 
preservation of natural wealth, protection of the 
natural environment and conservation of the au-
thenticity of this region. Maintaining the existing 
volumes of greenhouse gases absorption requires 
preservation of intact forest landscapes and inten-
sive exploitation of secondary forests. Moreover, 
the conservation of large areas of natural forest 
eco-systems is an important contribution of the 
Russian Federation to meeting the requirements 
of the Convention on Biological Diversity tasks 
(Kokorin, Lugovaia 2018) and the Sustainable 
Development Goals. This notwithstanding, the 
legal protection of intact forests remains insuffi-
cient in Siberia. Only 5.4% of their total area is 
located within the boundaries of federal specially 
protected natural areas (SPNAs) (Karpachevski 
et al. 2015). Every year, the area of intact forests 
in Russia is reduced by 1.6  million hectares on 
average due to fires, woodcutting and miner-
al extraction (WWF Russia 2015). According to 
WWF experts, so-called ‘ribbon pineries’ of the 
Altai Mountains, relict ribbon-like pine forests 
that have no analogues either in Russia or in the 
world, are under the threat of extinction, too. 
These natural complexes, which are categorised 
as a unique type of valuable forests, are now 
leased out for wood harvesting. Selective logging 
in ribbon pineries is done for pure commercial 
reasons and has nothing to do with maintain-
ing their value. To save ribbon pineries in the 
Altai Mountains, a wide range of actions should 
be taken. Protected forest areas of special value 
should be defined and put under the regime of 
SPNAs of regional importance, according to the 
acting legislation (WWF Russia 2019).

Anyone attempting to estimate Siberia’s sus-
tainable tourism capacity, including the Altai 
Mountains and Lake Baikal, should take into ac-
count not only its vast territory and uncountable 
resources but also some of its specific character-
istics, i.e., high vulnerability of northern eco-sys-
tems, extreme climate conditions yielding highly 
seasonal character of the tourist product, insuffi-
ciently developed infrastructure, relatively small 

market capacity, and, as a consequence, low in-
terest of tourist agencies in the development and 
sales of the tourist product.

Visiting SPNAs is commonly viewed as a 
true classic of ecotourism. Travels to numerous 
areas of pristine land and less-distorted ecosys-
tems on the territory of the Russian Federation 
that currently don’t have the SPNA status also 
should be subject to our analysis, including so-
called ‘rural’ tourism. Today, SPNAs cover less 
than 14% of Russia’s terrestrial area and 2.4% of 
its aquatic area, which is below the 2020 targets 
of 17% and 10% respectively, recommended by 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (WWF 
Russia 2019).

In 2018, the number of tourist paths and 
routes (including ecological paths and routes in 
protected areas) in 166 State Natural Reserves 
covering 57.9  million hectares reached 1,436, 
which is 2.6 times higher than in the year 2001. 
During the same period, the number of visitors of 
tourist paths and routes grew 6.3 times, reaching 
3.8 million persons (Rosstat 2019). Unfortunately, 
the acting legislation does not put any constraint 
on the development of tourist industry on the ter-
ritory of national parks (while only educational 
tourism is allowed on the territories of natural re-
serves). Because of that, unsafe forms of tourism 
are blooming in national parks under the slogan 
of sustainable tourism development, i.e., game 
hunting, recreational activities on a beach, or 
outdoor picnics. The idea of sustainable tourism 
seems to contradict the practices of large-scale 
construction of dwelling facilities and the devel-
opment of skiing resorts. A startling example is 
the construction of the Manzherok All-Seasonal 
Skiing Complex in the Altai Mountains, in the 
proximity of Lake Manzherok, a certified natural 
monument.

Mass recreational activities that cause severe 
damage to natural ecosystems also have nothing 
to do with sustainable tourism. Unfortunately, 
such activities are also common in Lake Baikal, 
for example in Pribaikalski (Cis-Baikal) National 
Park, on the island of Olkhon in particular 
(Ryabtsev 2016).

As described in this section, despite the 
uniqueness and natural value of selected regions 
of the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal, tourist 
and regional development in these regions do 
not always go hand in hand with sustainable 
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development. This leads us to an intriguing ques-
tion if there are any examples of sustainable tour-
ism development in selected regions, and if so, 
what the key preconditions of successful sustain-
able tourism development in the selected remote 
regions are.

Data collection and methods

To cover the broad topic comprehensively, 
exploratory research with qualitative and quan-
titative elements is undertaken. It is based on a 
consistent literature review and in-depth analy-
sis of secondary and primary data.

To present and analyse the current state of the 
art in tourism development in Russia with spe-
cial attention given to remote regions in Siberia, 
we use the secondary data from the strategical 
documents of the Russian Federation on the en-
vironmental policy and implementation of the 
principles of sustainable development; travel, 
tourism and hospitality, as well as data gathered 
from the official Russian websites such as stati-
sta.com; https://www.ceicdata.com/en/coun-
try/russia; the statistical data of Rosstat and the 
Global Database for the Russian Federation. We 
have to point out that the availability of official 
data in Russia on tourism is relatively poor and 
postponed, and there are no statistics on specific 
types of tourism.

To explore the specifics of sustainable tourism 
development as a part of regional policy in re-
mote regions of Russia, the original primary data 
were gained by the authors during the stay for 
the research in Siberia for the common 7FP re-
search project FOLPSEC. Qualitative data were 
collected by structured and unstructured inter-
views with main local entrepreneurs, destination 
managers and inhabitants of the Altai Mountains 
and at Olkhon Island in Lake Baikal during June 
2013. The main purpose of the interviews was to 
identify and analyse the local production systems 
of tourism in both regions, so the questions were 
oriented towards the forms and ways of coopera-
tion between key stakeholders in the regions, the 
strengths and weaknesses of the regional devel-
opment and its specifics given the remoteness. 
In the Altai Mountains there were six structured 
interviews: two owners of local rural hotels, two 
providers of tourism services (excursions) and 
two owners of restaurants. In Olkhon Island, 

structured interviews were conducted with the 
manager of Nikita´s Homestead, the main tourist 
base; one person in the neighbourhood that pro-
vides additional accommodation for tourists as 
well as food supply and also an employee of the 
information centre; and with three persons who 
worked as tourist guides on the island. During 
each research stay of 14 days, we met a lot of local 
inhabitants that were also very useful sources of 
information on the specifics of tourism and sus-
tainable development in the researched regions.

The qualitative research is based on a case-
study approach. It allows in-depth, multi-faceted 
explorations of the issue in their real-life settings 
(Crowe et al. 2011). We have conducted two case 
studies reflecting two regions under the inves-
tigation—the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal. 
Each case study deals with searching for an origi-
nal approach of community participation on sus-
tainable tourism and regional development in a 
remote region. For the purpose of our paper, the 
case studies present the testing of the implemen-
tation of a sustainable tourism strategy based on 
efficient natural resources management and the 
preservation of the unique natural environment 
for future generations as well as community en-
gagement and participation. They explore differ-
ent trajectories of sustainable regional develop-
ment based on tourism in the remote regions of 
Olkhon Island and the Altai Mountains, the des-
tinations that require a high level of natural envi-
ronment protection, and present them as exam-
ples of good practices. The implemented models 
of the community participation processed in two 
case studies create a solid base for the constella-
tion of an integrated operational framework for 
sustainable tourism and regional development.

Specific features of sustainable 
regional development based on tourism 
in remote regions of Siberia

In the following two sub-sections we analyse 
the situation of building sustainable and eco-
logically aware tourism destinations in remote 
regions of Russia that involves two treasures of 
Siberia, the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal.

Amongst the specific features of sustaina-
ble tourism development in the selected remote 
regions of Russia, one that stands out is the 
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remoteness itself since the awareness that a drive 
to a nearest city may take five to six hours dom-
inates local living habits and existing business 
patterns. The underdevelopment of the transport 
network and infrastructure, together with pro-
nounced seasonality of the tourist services natu-
rally impedes the tourists’ flow and prevents the 
problem of ‘over-tourism’ allowing inhabitants to 
offer exclusive custom-made tourism products. 
Also, the paper deals with unique slightly dam-
aged objects of nature which have been included 
in the UNESCO World Heritage List. Finally, on 
the territories of the regions discussed, one may 
still find evidence of the influence of shamanism, 
an ancient system of thought that views objects 
of nature as being actively involved in social re-
lations. With respect to objects of nature, terms 
of kinship are used; the natural environment is 
vested in psychological features and requires a 
special approach. A shamanistic belief system, 
which revolves around the worship of nature, 
advises that the life of a human community de-
pends on a harmony in relationship between hu-
man beings and nature. A system of taboos on 
visiting certain locations, of mandatory rituals 
with respect to landscape sites and other objects 
of nature effectively counters consumerism and 
negligence with respect to the environment at all 
levels of livelihoods (for more information see 
Dorzhigushaeva, Zhanaev 2019).

Currently, well-known Siberian shaman-
ism schools in Buryatia and Altay combine old 
traditions with new interpretations of spiritual 
experience. According to Zhukovskaya (2018), 
the new generation of shamans, who are most-
ly university-educated individuals with expe-
rience in different professions, tackles the prob-
lem of re-establishing the connection between 
people and the environment, and search for new 
spiritual and ritual practices with the aim to re-
store the damages inflicted upon the Nature. One 
can say that shamans, scientists and profession-
al ecologists are united today in the business of 

protecting the environment, natural landscapes 
and objects of culture. Note that the inflow of 
tourists attracted partly by the growing interest 
in shamanism, in turn, promotes and strengthens 
the commitment to preserve natural and cultural 
heritage (including shamanistic practices) among 
the local population.

Trajectory of the sustainable tourism 
development in the Altai Mountains

The share of the Altai Mountains is less 
than 1% in all selected tourism indicators in the 
Russian tourism sector (Table 1). To get the wider 
picture about the Altai Mountains, Table 1 offers 
the basic indicators about the population, total 
area, density of population and its structure. 

The Altai Mountains in Russia are located in 
the total area of  261,700 km2 with an estimated 
population of around 220,000 at the end of the 
year 2019 (with a large share of the rural pop-
ulation that varies from 45% in Altay Kray to 
72.4% in the Republic of Altai). Table 2 offers in-
depth analysis of tourism indicators in the Altai 
Mountains.

A distinctive feature of the Altai Mountains is 
the presence of a rural population and the lower 
share of cities in the area. It explains to a large 
extent the low share of the Altai Mountains in 
Russian tourism. By respecting the structure of 
the region and its natural uniqueness and value, 
rural tourism seems to have a great potential for 
development.

Many rural municipalities all over the world, 
including Russia, have turned to tourism in or-
der to stimulate new regional development 
(Eimermann et al. 2019; Almstedt et al. 2014). 
Any kind of substantive pastime of tourists in a 
rural area can qualify for rural tourism, including 
cultural, event-related, agrarian tourism, etc. The 
key criterion is the contribution of a given activi-
ty to the sustainable development of a rural area 
(economic, ecological, social, and cultural). Rural 

Table 1. Total area and the selected population indicators in the Altai Mountains.

  Total area 
in km2

Population estimate at end of 2019; 
in thousands

Density
of population

Urban
population

Rural
population

Altai Krai 169,100 2,317 13.7/km2 56.9% 43.1%
Republic of Altai 92,600 220 2.4/km2 29.3% 70.7%

Source: Federal State Statistics Service. Regions of Russia. Socio-economic indicators, 2020. https://gks.ru/bgd/regl/
b20_14p/Main.htm (accessed: 7 March 2021).
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tourism constitutes a negligible part of Russian 
tourism, about 1.5–2.0%. Siberia and the Far East 
are considered promising territories for its devel-
opment, as well as regions of the Central Federal 
District, because of the well-developed infra-
structure in this part of the country (Government 
of the RF 2015). A specific feature of rural tourism 
on the territory of Russia in general and the Altai 
Mountains in particular is that, as a rule, this kind 
of pastime does not imply participation in agrar-
ian work. The main attractions offered by ‘green’ 
rural houses are pristine landscapes which are 
not touched by industrial activities, ecologically 
clean and healthy foodstuffs, horseback riding, 
traditional saunas, visiting apiaries and partic-
ipating in honey and wild mushroom hunting, 
berry-picking and medicine herbs harvesting. As 
tourist attractions, rural countryside farmsteads 
are of some interest only to niche tourist busi-
ness; as dwelling facilities, they almost exclusive-
ly attract only individual tourists because of their 
small sleepover capacity. Rural ‘green’ houses 
are tiny hotels capable of providing shelter to 
no more than 10 guests at a time. Major tourist 
bureaus do not cooperate with such small-scale 
dwelling facilities. In turn, their owners also have 
little interest in large-scale tourist business. As a 
rule, they find their clients ‘through the grape-
vine’ winning about one or two hundred regular 

customers after several years of work. This num-
ber is enough to ensure full occupancy of a guest-
house over the full tourist season (Arkharova 
2019).

In many regions of Russia, SPNAs serve as 
catalysts of rural tourism development, organis-
ing local people, providing incentives for start-
ups and assisting them in this new activity. For 
SPNAs, the development of rural tourism is an 
effective tool of preserving natural and cultural 
legacies in partnership with local communities 
and authorities. It is a method (1) to support a 
traditional way of living in surrounding territo-
ry, (2) to keep the local population in villages, (3) 
to protect villages from transforming into dacha 
settlements, or (4) from outright disappearance. 
SPNA managers devote a lot of attention to pre-
serving villages and cultural landscapes related 
to them because they consider it their cultural 
mission. One of the key tasks of SPNAs is the de-
velopment of educational tourism. SPNAs’ guests 
are interested not only in ecological routes and 
ecologically enlightening programmes but also 
in live communication with locals, immersion in 
folk culture, interactive folklore programmes, lo-
cal food and handcrafts, etc. Altogether, it forms a 
unique and competitive tourist product. SPNAs’ 
specialists have recognised this and quite often 
do not hesitate to play the role of tourist agents, 

Table 2. The analysis of selected tourism indicators in the Altai Mountains.
Indicators 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

No. of hotels in Altai Krai 116 112 111 114 158
Hotel expenditures in Altai Krai (in roubles) 647,001.9 692,124.8 657,055 656,999 805,592.8
Share of hotel expenditures in Altai Krai in overall hotel ex-
penditures in Russia

0.52% 0.51% 0.39% 0.38% 0.40%

Hotel revenues Altai Krai 797,659.3 818,728.8 830,791.6 773,316.6 892,461.1
Share of hotel revenues in Altai Krai in overall hotel revenues 
in Russia

0.59% 0.52% 0.52% 0.45% 0.39%

No. of bed places in hotels in Altai Krai 4,409 4,769 4,729 4,727 5,807
No. of guests in hotels in Altai Krai 258,703 283,243 250,717 245,125 256,160
No. of travel agencies in Altai Krai 144 147 161 167 133
Share of bed places in hotels in Altai Krai in overall number of 
bed places in Russia

1.00% 0.87% 0.87% 0.62% 0.71%

No. of hotels in Republic of Altai 49 49 48 48 54
Hotel expenditures in Republic of Altai (in roubles) 113,545.6 113,545.6 338,257 489,229.3 815,300.7
Share of hotel expenditures in Republic of Altai in overall 
hotel expenditures in Russia

0.09% 0.08% 0.20% 0.28% 0.41%

Hotel revenues in Republic of Altai (in roubles) 168,745.6 168,745.6 284,314.4 528,466 970,089
Share of hotel revenues in Republic of Altai in overall hotel 
revenues in Russia

0.0012 0.0011 0.0018 0.0031 0.0043

No. of bed places in hotels in Republic of Altai 1,462 1,462 1,353 1,829 2,286

Source: own processing by using data from https://www.ceicdata.com/en/country/russia (accessed: 1 June 2019).
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thus promoting tourist products offered by lo-
cal villagers as part of the complex offer to their 
guests. Sometimes they provide help to the locals 
in creating such products.

Helping locals to promote their tourist ser-
vices, the governing body of an SPNA tackles 
an important problem of improving the living 
standards of neighbouring villages and, hence, 
avoiding conflict situations regarding the use of 
protected natural resources, reducing poaching, 
illegal picking of wild berries and herbs, fishing 
in prohibited places, etc. Receiving additional 
income from rural tourism, locals gradually get 
used to avoiding economic activities prohibited 
or limited on the territory of an SPNA or in its 
buffer zone. 

The case study of building rural green houses 
in the Republic of Altai

The first ten guesthouses appeared in the 
Republic of Altai in 1997. Then, their numbers 
grew, and the area of activities expanded. In 2017, 
614 rural ‘green’ houses were officially registered 
on the territory of Altai (Altai Republic Ministry 
of economic development and property relations 
2019).

Starting approximately in 2004, a specialisa-
tion appeared within the business. The owners of 
green houses focused on housing tourists, while 
the inhabitants of remote areas took care of pro-
viding other services such as white-water rafting, 
horseback riding, hiking, cultural programmes, 
master classes, etc. It is worth noting that the 
number of new tourist facilities has grown sharp-
ly since 2010, after the region obtained a stable 
internet connection.

Projects by non-commercial and environ-
ment-protecting organisations have significantly 
influenced the involvement of Altai’s population 
in this activity. For example, the WWF and Citi 
Foundation program started in 2010 with the task 
of creating various sources of income, substitut-
ing illegal hunting, unlawful picking of herbs and 
berries and woodcutting. With the support of 
this program, in five years, more than 174 inhab-
itants of remote districts of the Republic of Altai 
were able to organise their own legal businesses 
in the area of ecological and rural tourism. 1,120 
people took educational courses and seminars in 
folk handcrafts and the foundation of business. 
187 new jobs were created in the region; 48 new 

tourist attractions were built (Trofimova 2017). 
Figure 2 shows the structure of activities in the 
Altai Mountains.

Local authorities support rural tourism by 
subsidising the building and reconstruction of 
rural guesthouses, building gas and water sup-
ply facilities, providing plumbing and electric-
ity connections. The subsidies are distributed 
through a competitive process (Government of 
the Altai Krai 2017). On the one hand, the devel-
opment of rural tourism in the Altai Mountains 
has positive effects on the locality, especially 
economic ones. However, the authors’ own ex-
perience shows that there is a great danger of 
losing the exceptional values of the Altai area 
because of non-coordinated development of 
commercial activities in tourism and low impact 
on sustainability. It is demonstrated by the case 
of a ski resort in Manzherok, or by paid tourist 
tours to Karakolskie Lakes by old off-road cars 
and many tourist attractions on the Katun river. 
Even the fact that the area of the Altai Mountains 
have many unique and interesting places for 
tourists, slowly developing hard infrastructure 
(especially waste management and water sup-
ply) threatens the sustainability of the territory. 
As depicted in Figure 3, the above-mentioned 
activities have the potential to create a sustaina-
ble tourism destination focused on rural tourism 
based on the chain of rural green houses with a 
well-developed network of cooperating subjects 
providing a wide spectrum of tourism services. 
The additional value of this process is its educa-
tional dimension, participation of the local com-
munity and the building of ecological awareness. 
The outlined structure of activities in tourism in 
the Altai Mountains refers to the simultaneous 

Fig. 2. Structure of activities in rural tourism in the 
Altai Mountains.
Source: authors.
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operating of community-based tourism (CBT) 
and community-based natural resources man-
agement (CBNRM). 

Trajectory of sustainable tourism 
development potential in the area of Lake 
Baikal

Table 1 reveals that in the Russian tourism 
sector the share of the two areas Lake Baikal is 
located in is just slightly over 1% in all indicators. 
When we consider the total area of these two re-
gions (Table 4), the share in the overall Russian 
tourism sector is very low. Table 3 offers the basic 
indicators on the distribution of the population, 
its density and structure. 

The Irkutsk region is the fifth largest region in 
the Russian Federation. The capital city Irkutsk is 
an important transport hub located at the cross-
roads between the Trans-Siberian and Ulan-Ude 
railway. With its low-density population estimat-
ed at almost 3.38 million at the end of 2019 and 
concentrated mostly in urban areas, the Baikal 
region offers rich opportunities for tourism 

development. Table 4 shows the selected tourism 
indicators. 

Table 4 depicts the potential of tourism de-
velopment in both regions surrounding Lake 
Baikal. The uniqueness of the lake, as described 
below, offers an enormous opportunity for tour-
ism development, growth of jobs and well-being 
of local people following the principles of sus-
tainable tourism and regional development. The 
following case study presents a good example of 
building a sustainable tourism destination with 
an impact on sustainable regional development. 

Case study of community-based tourism 
destination on Olkhon Island in Baikal Lake

Olkhon Island is located inside Lake Baikal, 
which is situated in south-east Siberia in the 
Russian Federation, and has been on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List since 1995. Lake Baikal is the 
oldest (25 million years) and the deepest (around 
1,640  m) lake in the world. It contains 20% of 
the world’s total freshwater reserves. Known as 
the ‘Galapagos of Russia’, its age and isolation 
have produced one of the world richest and most 

Table 3. Total area and selected population indicators in the Baikal region.

  Total area
in km2

Population estimate at end of 2019; 
in thousands

Density of 
population

Urban
population

Rural 
population

Irkutsk region 767,900 2,391 3.1/km2 78.1 % 21.9 % 
Republic of Buryatia 351,300 986 2.8/km2 59.2 % 40.8 %

Source: Federal State Statistics Service. Regions of Russia. Socio-economic indicators, 2020. https://gks.ru/bgd/regl/
b20_14p/Main.htm (accessed: 7 March 2021).

Fig. 3. Community-based tourism development on Olkhon Island in Lake Baikal.
Source: Borseková et al. 2018: 187.
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unusual freshwater ecosystems, which is of ex-
ceptional value to evolutionary science (Dabaeva 
et al. 2016). Indisputably, Lake Baikal is unique 
and belongs to the treasures of this planet that 
need to be protected and preserve for future 
generations.

Olkhon is the largest island inside Lake 
Baikal, the only one inhabited, with an area of 
730 km2, and the fourth largest lake-bound island 
in the world. The island is 72 km long and 15 km 
wide with a population of around 1,500 people, 
mostly aboriginal inhabitants—Buryats. Due to 
the increasing number of tourists from all over 
the world, tourism has become an important part 
of the local economy in Olkhon (Borseková et 
al. 2018).

The case study describes building a CBT des-
tination on Olkhon Island with the dominant 
subject of Nikita’s Homestead. It is a tourist base 
providing accommodation, meals, and other ser-
vices. Nikita’s Homestead cooperates with 18 
subjects in the neighbourhood, which provide 
additional accommodation for tourists, and 22 
local households that are food suppliers (milk, 

fish, meat, vegetables). Suppliers initiate this 
cooperation and offer their services. According 
to the owners of Nikita’s Homestead, the coop-
eration with local suppliers helps them to meet 
the demands of tourists more efficiently and lo-
cal suppliers are thankful for the opportunity to 
work and to have a stable income at least dur-
ing the summer season. During the peak season 
(July, August) Nikita’s Homestead has 70 em-
ployees, while in the rest of the year there will be 
12 permanent employees. The facility provides 
a tourist information office, a local museum and 
cooperates with two bike rentals. It is notewor-
thy that Nikita’s Homestead plays an important 
role in strengthening the ecological awareness 
of local citizens and tourists. In 2001, with the 
initiation of the owners of Nikita’s Homestead, 
the Olkhon children’s organisation ‘Berkut – A 
New Baikal Generation’ was established. As 
part of the organisation’s New Generation initia-
tive, several artistic and environmental projects 
were implemented. Organised clean-ups on the 
island have been taking place for many years 
now. In 2004, a grant Clean Olkhon was awarded. 

Table 4. Analysis of selected tourism indicators in Lake Baikal.
Indicators 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

No. of hotels in Irkutsk region 90 91 90 84 114
Hotel expenditures in Irkutsk region (in roubles) 1,129,771 1,320,342.1 1,429,268.9 1,424,787.4 1,658,996.3
Share of hotel expenditures in Irkutsk region in 
overall hotel expenditures in Russia

0.91% 0.98% 0.85% 0.82% 0.83%

Hotel revenues Irkutsk (in roubles) 1,433,166.4 1,585,494.3 1,463,655.2 1,674,270.4 2,105,162
Share of hotel revenues in Irkutsk region in overall 
hotel revenues in Russia

1.06% 1.00% 0.91% 0.98% 0.93%

No. of guests in hotels in Irkutsk region 357,580 364,981 331,475 344,367 461,106
No. of travel agencies in Irkutsk region 158 202 182 135 197
No. of bed places in hotels Irkutsk region 5,460 5,488 5,868 5,959 7,464
Share of bed places in hotels in Irkutsk region in 
overall number of bed places in Russia

1.24% 1.00% 1.09% 0.79% 0.91%

No. of hotels in Republic of Buryatia 93 108 102 104 143
Hotel expenditures in Republic of Buryatia (in 
roubles)

360,449.8 517,364.1 538,957 288,858.3 295,961.9

Share of hotel expenditures in Republic of Buryatia 
in overall hotel expenditures in Russia

0.29% 0.38% 0.32% 0.17% 0.15%

Hotel revenues in Republic of Buryatia (in roubles) 539,895.9 553,811.8 485,435.6 467,839.9 665,641.6
Share of hotel revenues in Republic of Buryatia in 
overall hotel revenues in Russia

0.40% 0.35% 0.30% 0.27% 0.29%

No. of bed places in hotels in Republic of Buryatia 2,746 2,683 5,151 3,044 4,272
Share of bed places in hotels in Republic of Buryatia 
in overall number of bed places in Russia

0.63% 0.49% 0.95% 0.40% 0.52%

No. of guests in hotels in Republic of Buryatia 208,4700 208,462 173,956 166,510 200,877
No. of travel agencies in Republic of Buryatia 57 42 42 51 54

Source: own processing by using data from https://www.ceicdata.com/en/country/russia (accessed: 1 June 2019).
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The project focused on clearing up the rubbish 
dumps surrounding the village of Khuzhir (the 
capital village of the island). A significant num-
ber of local people got involved with this project. 
They took part in the litter pick on the island, 
while also helping to organise games, com-
petitions, and hiking trips, all with the goal of 
drawing attention to the wider problem of waste 
management on the island. Later, the group New 
Generation became a partner of the Clean Baikal 
initiative, a project that was successful in install-
ing litterbins across the island. On the ferry that 
connects Olkhon with the mainland, a ridgepole 
was installed where the winners of the chil-
dren’s poster competition ‘We want to live in a 
clear environment’ had their works exhibited, 
the aim being to draw tourists’ attention to the 
problem of garbage collection in remote areas. 
The project succeeded in removing the rubbish 
dumps, while a separate collection of waste glass 
was also successfully organised. The project was 
developed and supported by the local admin-
istration. Until these days, the cooperation in 
environmental activities persists in the form of 
organised clean-up operations on the island. By 
considering the enormous importance of Lake 
Baikal as the biggest reservoir of drinking water 
in the world, these activities related to CBNRM 
are essential. The above-mentioned activities 
resulted in creating community-based tourism 
destination on Olkhon Island inside Lake Baikal, 
as depicted in Figure 3. 

It is noteworthy that the owners of Nikita’s 
Homestead highlighted the level and importance 
of cooperation with community. All their busi-
ness activities are based on building harmoni-
ous relationships between partners in their team, 
including guests and locals. Much emphasis is 
placed on the sustainability of tourism, ecologi-
cal awareness and respecting the roots and cul-
ture of this unique place with the aim to keep it 
unaffected for future generations. In the modern 
era of mass tourism development, we should 
consider this tourism co-management system as 
a sustainable and ecologically-aware approach 
in building the tourism destination of the future. 
Besides, the above-described case study brings 
an evidence that community-based tourism de-
velopment on Olkhon Island in Lake Baikal is 
supported by community-based natural resourc-
es management.

Proposal of an Integrated operational 
framework for sustainable tourism and 
regional development

The previous section provides interesting ex-
amples of sustainable tourism development with 
significant community participation in selected 
remote regions. This section tackles the question 
what the key preconditions of successful sustain-
able tourism development in the selected remote 
regions are.

The first important precondition is the strate-
gic approach to the sustainable tourism develop-
ment of the remote region, which directly links 
all the inevitable elements that create an opera-
tional framework for its implementation.

Both case studies presented in this paper bring 
evidence that tourism plays a key role in the de-
velopment of remote regions, which is in compli-
ance with the findings of Laws and Scott (2003); 
Hall (2007) or Schmallegger and Carson (2010). In 
the context of global challenges and Agenda 2030, 
this development contributes to the driving of the 
transition to a low-carbon and resource efficient 
economy. Owing to its cross-cutting nature and 
close connections to numerous sectors, even small 
improvements might have an important impact. 
The role of tourism increases significantly also 
by the fact that these regions are the territories of 
national parks or in other words, equipped with 
the valuable environmental potential. Therefore, 
any harmful industries and actions cannot be lo-
calised here. Thus, the second precondition is an 
exceptional environment (including nature, cul-
ture, traditions, habits, authenticity, etc.) as part 
of the internal spatial potential.

The third precondition—a common goal of 
sustainable tourism—is having stakeholders’ 
support for tourism development (Ross, Wall 
1999; Wilson et al. 2001; Kiss 2004). The research 
showed that it is the most important precondi-
tion for the development in remote regions. In 
both cases, the sustainable tourism development 
includes a lot of various stakeholders, especially 
from internal but also from the external environ-
ment. The community involvement in the posi-
tion of a supply side, managers and policy mak-
ers of the territory, as well as the engagement of 
local citizens regulate the development process so 
that it becomes efficient, and results in enhanced 
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economic, social and environmental outcomes 
(see, e.g. Vaňová et al. 2010). It corresponds to 
the recognition of the 12th aim of Agenda 2030, 
which is ‘sustainable consumption and produc-
tion’ (OECD 2018). However, most of the studies 
are based on destination interpretation (inter alia, 
Murphy 2013; Mowforth, Munt 2008; Simpson 
2008) and less contribution is made to integrated 
development or ‘demand aspects of tourists’ with 
a participatory approach to sustainable tourism 
development, which is crucial in remote regions. 
This fourth precondition helps to preserve the 
originality of the regions and reflects the needs 
of stakeholders at the same time. The last precon-
dition is the ability to find a consensus between 
demand and supply considering the challenges 
of the external environment and the principles of 
sustainability. All the defined preconditions of the 
common framework are presented in Figure 4.

The proposed operational framework inte-
grates four main preconditions for sustaina-
ble tourism in remote regions as was described 
above. The demand side is represented by tour-
ists and the market, whereas the supply side is 
represented by the community and environment. 

Subsequently, the operational framework inte-
grates relationships between the internal and ex-
ternal environment and their elements. The pro-
posed operational framework outlines additional 
interfaces. CBT creates an interface between de-
mand and supply or between tourists and the 
community. CBNRM can be understood as an 
interface between the community and the inter-
nal environment. Besides, CBT and CBRNM can 
operate simultaneously as depicted case studies 
from the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal.

The need to follow sustainable development 
goals and Agenda 2030 together with market 
needs represents the external environment. The 
interface between all the above-mentioned com-
ponents shapes the achievement of sustainable 
tourism and regional development. The added 
value of this framework is the highlighted role of 
community participation and its involvement in 
tourism activities in order to increase their bene-
fits from tourism development that might lead to 
sustainable production and consumption as part 
of regional development. It initiates stakeholders 
for better livelihood as well as economic, social 
and environmental benefits.

Conclusion

The aim of the paper was to explore the specif-
ics of sustainable tourism development in remote 
regions of Russia, in Lake Baikal and the Altai 
Mountains, and to propose its integrated oper-
ational framework as an inspiration for similar 
regions.

Using interviews and in-depth case studies, 
the present paper has investigated the role of 
community-based ecotourism as a potential cat-
alyst for regional sustainable development. The 
paper was oriented towards searching economic 
and cultural impacts of tourism development in 
Lake Baikal and Altai Mountains regions to de-
scribe the real world of ecotourism in remote re-
gions of Russia.

Research results revealed the great potential 
for tourism development in the Altai Mountains 
and Lake Baikal, which is currently not fully ex-
ploited. Case studies highlighting the specifics of 
sustainable tourism development in Siberia might 
serve as good examples of the sustainable region-
al development focused on tourism by respecting 

Fig. 4. Participatory operational framework for 
sustainable tourism and regional development.

Source: authors.
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unique natural conditions that deserve a high 
level of protection. Sustainable tourism based on 
a participatory approach and ecological aware-
ness helps to solve socio-economic problems and 
push the regional economy towards a sustainable 
development path. In the tourism destinations of 
high natural value, recreation and tourism may 
be considered as economically justified, socially 
founded and environmentally friendly activities, 
being an alternative to the industrial develop-
ment of the territory.

To preserve ecological integrity and provide 
a sustainable long-run supply of a competitive 
tourist product, the development of tourism in 
environmentally vulnerable areas and in natural 
heritage zones should be subject to several con-
strains. Thus, although CBT is often viewed as an 
efficient approach to the preservation of natural 
heritage without compromising socio-economic 
development, the growing numbers of visitors do 
present a danger to pristine environments. The 
lesson learned from the presented case studies 
of the remote regions of Russia is that CBT and 
CBRNM should operate simultaneously. Taking 
this into account, tourism activities on nature re-
serve areas should be confined to the limits of the 
environment assimilation capacities. The estima-
tion of an allowable recreational burden should 
become a mandatory pre-requisite for the devel-
opment of any place. Legal mechanisms should 
be put together to facilitate better collaboration 
between local stakeholders, administrations 
and travel agencies, as well as to promote pro-
fessional education in the tourist industry and 
increasing an environmental awareness of the 
population in general. In other words, to achieve 
the effective functioning of the integrated oper-
ational framework for sustainable tourism and 
regional development, the conceptual support in 
the area of sustainable development goals at na-
tional level is needed.

Based on the desk research and findings of 
the case studies, we have proposed an integrated 
operational framework for sustainable regional 
tourism development based on the experience 
of Siberian remote regions. It reflects the impor-
tant challenges of today and tomorrow associ-
ated with the 2030 Agenda, mainly the impacts 
of climate change, increasing demand on eco-
logical awareness, community participation and 
maintaining the sustainability of natural sources 

exploitation. The proposed integrated operation-
al framework for sustainable tourism and region-
al development helps to achieve a tricky balance 
between economic resurrection of remote areas 
and environmental conservation, which is im-
possible without proper co-integration of tour-
ists with the community, and local economic 
development with the protection of the environ-
ment. The present paper and its research results 
contribute to a knowledge bank that could serve 
as useful guide for academic and policy makers 
involved with sustainable development, geogra-
phy, or environmentally sensitive tourism.

Our research unravelled some challenging 
future issues suitable for investigation. They are 
closely associated mainly with global problems, 
e.g. the negative impact of climate change on the 
potential of remote regions and its exploitation 
in tourism; the recovery from COVID-19 and the 
consequences of the pandemic for the peripheries 
or mass integration of modern technologies in all 
areas of life that can destroy the originality and 
added value of remoteness in regions if it is used 
as a competitive advantage on the tourism market.
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