The shadow of tourism: different mountains, same problems, emerging challenges

Global mobility processes in the form of amenity migration and lifestyle amenities usually involve regressive effects concerning local development.  The linkage between  tourism development-real estate business and amenity migrations tends to incubate rationality problems affecting both ecological and socioeconomic sustainability, particularly in  mountain tourist destinations. Three cases were considered: the mountainous areas of Western Canada, Southeastern Spain, and finally the Northern Patagonia in Argentina. The latter includes two cases of study: Villa La Angostura and San martin de los Andes, in Neuquén Province. An emerging question arises: is it  about tourism development, or rather the shadow of tourism (Otero and González, 2012), leading to the privatization of major economic benefits between elites, but at the same time the socialization of the main costs among the citizenry.

In all three cases, the articulation of mobility flows with  a real estate economy is presented as a strategy of modernization, aimed to generate an apparent prosperity in communities initially oriented towards extractive economic activities, or with a depressed industrial sector, but with a valuable natural heritage. As time passes, real estate-tourist expansion collides with the environment´s ecological capacity. However, and paradoxically, it is not a socially recognized and accepted problem yet. The so-called "socio-economic progress" forms the nucleus of the legitimating justifications. However, impacts generated by these processes are finally regressive for local development. 
A number of common patterns, but also differences, emerge. Firstly, different amenity migration motivating factors can be identified. In Canada, the main motivator is a conjunction between life cycle and generational effects. The intergenerational transfer of wealth and the sustained increase in the purchase of properties in western Canada mountain destinations, together with the baby boomer generation societal values, is among the stronger explanation of this phenomenon. In Spain, tourism markets have a dual origin: the consolidation of a new mid-class with and the increase of the purchasing power that underwent the Spanish population during the second half of the Franco regime, following the abandonment of autarkic policies. In Argentina, the effect caused by the baby boomer generation has not had the same impact;  2001 economic crisis as well as changes in the international markets are considered t be the triggers of the amenity migration process. In Argentina there is a culture of "investment in bricks", fueled since the financial economic crisis of 2001, which literally meant the expropriation of savings and the discrediting of the banking system. Then, real estate investment was channelled towards the real estate markets.
Although with differences, in many mountain tourist destinations of Argentina and Spain, the creation of an exogenous growth bubbles is a common pattern. In Argentina, new real estate investors from the metropolis of Buenos Aires feed the bubble. In the case of the Spanish Mediterranean coast, the acquisition of properties mainly by British and German played a decisive role. Another common fact between the three cases are displacement and demobilizations of the local population. In Spain, on the Alicante Coast, this phenomenon includes even the creation of new satellite towns, completely designated as residential spaces for British and German residential tourist (Huete and Mantecón, 2011, 2012).


A common pattern to the three cases is a tendency to identify tourism development with real estate growth, and in the same sense, to identify environmental sustainability with economic value added. The assumption that "all growth is positive" promotes the arrival of new investments, in a context of decentralization of the State and recurrent financial suffocation to the communes, in which the permissions and final certificates of works and the new commercial ratings mean always one of the most important sources of income.

Finally, in all three cases the risk of turning towards tourism as an alternative socio-economic diversification, accepting the trap that hides the shadow of tourism, is another common feature. In Western Canada Mountains, the result is the appearance of ghost towns during the off-season, with a tourism sector that is characterized by the low job creation, poorly paid and an intractable cost of access to decent housing. In the Lakes Corridor en northern Patagonia the excessive increase of tourist supply promotes a crisis of profitability of the tourism sector, accompanied by poor conditions of employment generation, and low-skilled and low paid employment, also appear; all of them are symptoms of the unsustainability of this development model.
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