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Foreword 

 
Contrary to popular opinion, the Mediterranean Diet is not just based around food. It embodies 
a specific kind of lifestyle, and a way of life that is integral to local culture and the history of the 
Mediterranean region. As the world faces multiple challenges, from climate change, 
overtourism, and rural depopulation, it is increasingly important to look at the Mediterranean 
Diet as a concept, and a framework to develop sustainable and community-centered tourism. 
 
This study is designed to be both an analytical overview, as well as to provide a basis for future 
cooperation and policy development around the Mediterranean Diet in the Adriatic-Ionian 
region. Therefore, as the future of the Mediterranean Diet will be shaped by its legacy, it is 
important to view it as a Ăresourceñ and a Ăliving heritageñ that has the potential for developing 
a more sustainable, authentic, inclusive and resilient future for regional tourism and local 
communities across EUSAIR. 
 
This study would not have been possible without the invaluable expertise and support from 
numerous stakeholders and EUSAIR community members. We wish to thank all the 
stakeholders and members of the EUSAIR Thematic Steering Group 4 for Sustainable Tourism 
for their interest and contributions in conceptualising the Mediterranean Diet as a cultural and 
tourism asset in the EUSAIR food, identity and sustainability. Their knowledge, dedication and 
willingness to cooperate were instrumental in developing the analytical framework and policy 
recommendations in this study. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

LLL 

CONTENT 
 
Impressum ............................................................................................................................. I 
Foreword ............................................................................................................................... II 
List of figures ......................................................................................................................... 5 
List of tables ......................................................................................................................... VI 
1. Executive summary ....................................................................................................... 1 
2. Introduction and contextual framework: The Mediterranean Diet - A UNESCO intangible 
cultural heritage ..................................................................................................................... 3 
3. Policy and strategic foundations .................................................................................... 8 
3.1. Strategic relevance and alignment with the EUSAIR strategic framework .............. 8 
3.2. Strategic framework of the Mediterranean Diet, sustainable tourism, and cultural 
heritage in EUSAIR countries ........................................................................................... 11 
3.2.1. Global framework ï key policies, institutions and initiatives ........................... 11 
3.2.2. Strategic framework at the level of the European Union ................................14 
3.2.3. Relevant strategic framework on the national level of EUSAIR countries ......17 
3.2.4. Horiontal cooperation framework ...................................................................17 

3.3. Strategic and legislative framework for the agricultural sector at the level of the 
European Union ...............................................................................................................20 

4. The Mediterranean Diet as a resource for sustainable tourism .....................................23 
4.1. The Mediterranean Diet in the function of tourism .................................................24 
4.1.1. The Mediterranean Diet ï the context and implications of the UNESCO 
intangible cultural heritage ............................................................................................24 
4.1.2. The relationship between the Mediterranean Diet, cultural heritage, and 
tourism 26 
4.1.3. Role in shaping tourism demand ...................................................................29 
4.1.4. The Mediterranean Diet in EUSAIR countries ï contribution to destination 
identity, branding and authenticity .................................................................................32 

4.2. Organic agriculture in EUSAIR countries - innovative and sustainable food chains 
as drivers of sustainable tourism ......................................................................................36 
4.2.1. State, trends, and regional disparities of organic agriculture ..........................38 
4.2.2. Organic agriculture in EUSAIR countries ï a comparative analysis ...............41 
4.2.3. Short supply chains, farm-to-table models and tourism value chains .............43 
4.2.4. Agriculture, biodiversity, ecosystems, and tourism development ï linkages and 
interconnectedness .......................................................................................................45 
4.2.5. Integration of agrifood systems into tourism value chains ..............................48 
4.2.6. Role of innovation, circular economy, and sustainable food systems .............50 

4.3. Potential of the Mediterranean Diet as a foundation for sustainable tourism 
products ...........................................................................................................................53 
4.3.1. Development of sustainable, green, and experience-based tourism products53 
4.3.2. Integration of food heritage into tourism offers and destination development 
strategies 55 
4.3.3. Role of SMEs, local communities, and territorial development ......................58 
4.3.4. Contribution to diversification of tourism and reduction of seasonality ...........60 

5. Good practices, synergies, and cooperation models .....................................................63 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

L± 

5.1. Synergies, interregional networking and transnational cooperation .......................63 
5.1.1. Geographical Indications - the real contribution to tourism ............................65 
5.1.2. Innovation ecosystems ..................................................................................68 
5.1.3. Inclusive gastronomy tourism: the accessibility gap .......................................71 
5.1.4. Education and capacity building ....................................................................73 

5.2. Successful models of integrating the Mediterranean Diet into tourism ï 
transnational cooperation, knowledge transfer, replicability, and scalability .......................77 
5.2.1. International, macroregional, and transnational analysis ...............................77 
5.2.2. Analysis on the level of EUSAIR countries ....................................................89 

5.3. Good practice in EUSAIR countries ï national examples ......................................96 
5.3.1. Croatia ..........................................................................................................98 
5.3.2. Greece ........................................................................................................ 100 
5.3.3. Italy ............................................................................................................. 104 
5.3.4. Slovenia ...................................................................................................... 106 
5.3.5. Albania ........................................................................................................ 107 
5.3.6. Bosnia and Herzegovina ............................................................................. 109 
5.3.7. Montenegro ................................................................................................. 111 
5.3.8. North Macedonia ......................................................................................... 114 
5.3.9. Serbia .......................................................................................................... 116 
5.3.10. San Marino .................................................................................................. 119 

5.4. Good practice examples in EUSAIR countries ï a comparative analysis............. 120 
5.4.1. PILLAR A: STRATEGIC, GOVERNANCE & COOPERATION ..................... 121 
5.4.2. PILLAR B: SUSTAINABILITY, GREEN TRANSITION & INCLUSION .......... 128 
5.4.3. PILLAR C: HERITAGE & TERRITORIAL IDENTITY .................................... 134 
5.4.4. PILLAR D: INNOVATION & LOCAL ECONOMY .......................................... 139 

6. Conclusions and policy recommendations .................................................................. 143 
6.1. Key findings ........................................................................................................ 143 
6.2. The Mediterranean Diet as a resource for sustainable tourism in EUSAIR ï the 
SWOT analysis ............................................................................................................... 145 
6.3. Policy recommendations ..................................................................................... 148 
6.3.1. Governance, cooperation, and institutional support ..................................... 148 
6.3.2. ĂLiving heritageñ - authenticity, local value chains, and community engagement
 151 
6.3.3. Digital tools and smart tourism ecosystems ................................................. 153 

References ......................................................................................................................... 155 
List of References ï Chapter 1, Chapter 2, Chapter 3 .................................................... 155 
List of references ï Chapter 4 ......................................................................................... 158 
List of references ï Chapter 5 ......................................................................................... 163 

Appendix: Methodology ...................................................................................................... 166 
Analytical scope, questions, and approach ..................................................................... 166 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

р 

List of figures 

 
Figure 1. Map of EUSAIR countries ....................................................................................... 4 
Figure 2. The concept of the Mediterranean Diet ................................................................... 5 
Figure 3. Analytical and methodologica approach .................................................................. 6 
Figure 4. Pillars of the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region .................................. 9 
Figure 5. Alignment of the Mediterranean Diet with the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
Development, and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) ................................................12 
Figure 6. Horizontal cooperation framework for the Mediterranean Diet ...............................18 
Figure 7. The Mediterranean Diet as a resource of sustainable tourism ...............................25 
Figure 8. The relationship between the Mediterranean Diet, cultural heritage, and tourism ..27 
Figure 9. The role of the Mediterranean Diet in shaping tourism demand .............................29 
Figure 10. The Mediterranean Diet in EUSAIR countries ï a comparative overview .............33 
Figure 11. The concept of organic agricutlure in EUASAIR ...................................................36 
Figure 12. Organic farming in EUASAIR ...............................................................................39 
Figure 13. The relationship between organic culture, short supply chains and tourism value 
chains in the context of the Mediterranean Diet ....................................................................43 
Figure 14. The ecosystem of agriculture - linkages and interconectedness ..........................46 
Figure 15. The overview of integration of agrifood systems into tourism value chains ..........49 
Figure 16. The role of innovation, circular economy and sustainable food systems in agriculture 
and its function in the Mediterranean Diet tourism model .....................................................50 
Figure 17. Integration of food heritage into tourism offers and destination development 
strategies ..............................................................................................................................56 
Figure 18. The role of SMEs, local communities, and territorial development .......................58 
Figure 19. Synergies, interregional networking and transnational cooperation .....................64 
Figure 20. Criteria for selection of good practice examples of the Mediterranean Diet in 
EUSAIR countries .............................................................................................................. 120 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

±L 

List of tables 

 
Table 1. EUSAIR countries ï comparative overview of organic agriculture and Mediterranean 
Diet-based tourism ...............................................................................................................41 
Table 2. Overview of successful models of integrating the Mediterranean Diet into tourism ï 
international, macroregional, and transnational level ............................................................79 
Table 3. overview of the methodology behid the criteria for selection of good practice examples 
of the Mediterranean Diet in EUSAIR countries ....................................................................96 
Table 4. Good practice in Mediterranean Diet examples in the EUSAIR countries - PILLAR A: 
STRATEGIC, GOVERNANCE & COOPERATION .............................................................. 121 
Table 5. Good practice in Mediterranean Diet examples in the EUSAIR countries - PILLAR B: 
SUSTAINABILITY, GREEN TRANSITION & INCLUSION ................................................... 128 
Table 6. Good practice in Mediterranean Diet examples in the EUSAIR countries - PILLAR C: 
HERITAGE & TERRITORIAL IDENTITY ............................................................................. 134 
Table 7. Good practice in Mediterranean Diet examples in the EUSAIR countries - PILLAR D: 
INNOVATION & LOCAL ECONOMY .................................................................................. 139 
Table 8. The Mediterranean Diet as a resource for sustainable tourism in EUSAIR ï SWOT 
analysis .............................................................................................................................. 146 
Table 9. Analytical framework: contribution of study chapters to the research objectives .... 167 
Table 10. Analytical framework: alignment between chapters, thematic focuses, research 
questions, and methodological approach............................................................................ 169 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

м 

1. Executive summary 

 
The Mediterranean Diet is more than a model of diet. It acts as a living cultural system that 
integrates food, geography, traditional knowledge, biodiversity, communities, and social 
activities found throughout the Adriatic-Ionian Region (EUSAIR). It was granted the title of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2010, by the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), due to its importance as an identity basis for the 
inhabitants of the Adriatic-Ionian region (EUSAIR) (UNESCO, 2013). It was first inscribed on 
the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2010 by 
the original countries of Greece, Italy, Morocco, and Spain, and later extended in 2013 to 
include Cyprus, Croatia, and Portugal (UNESCO, 2013; Moro, 2016). 
 
The Mediterranean Diet signifies a way of life that follows seasonality, values togetherness, is 
sustainable, and shares knowledge through generations. In today's environment in which 
global challenges such as climate change, overtourism, rural depopulation and pressure on 
local food systems continue to grow, the Mediterranean Diet can be explored as a model to 
develop more sustainable, resilient, and experience-driven tourism practices. The primary 
scope of the Mediterranean Diet concept, and the geographical analysis in reference to the 
Mediterranean Diet and its use as a tool for tourism development in this case, includes the 10 
EUSAIR countries: Croatia, Greece, Italy, Slovenia, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and San Marino. 
 
The analysis shows that the Mediterranean Diet is fully aligned with the relevant policy, 
strategic and legislative framework on the global level, the level of the European Union, and 
on the national level of the EUSAIR countries. Moreover, it is specifically important to the 
EUSAIR strategic framework: the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR 
Strategy), Thematic Steering Group 4 (TSG4) for Sustainable Tourism within the EUSAIR 
Strategy, and the EUSAIR Action Plan 2025. 
 
The Mediterranean Diet can retain the authenticity as a resource of tourism only if practices 
and communities which support it are protected. It is necessary to preserve the concept of 
Ăliving heritageñ, as opposed to merely marketing food from the Mediterranean. It is very 
important for sustainable development of tourism in the EUSAIR region, as well as for creating 
tourism demand and added value for the local communities. It was found that numerous 
systems naturally support the integration of the Mediterranean Diet in tourism, such as organic 
agriculture, short supply chains, farm-to-table models, Geographical Indications, tourism value 
chains, innovation, circular economy, fishing, and transnational collaboration. They should be 
further used in the function of valorisation of the Mediterranean Diet in the context of tourism. 
 
However, the research also showed that there are also inadequate systems that should be 
further strenghtened, in order to be able to functionally support the protection of the concept 
of the Mediterranean Diet. Such are governance models, relevant thematic education systems, 
integration of actors into value chains, support systems for strenghtening short supply chains, 
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institutional and funding support system, and more. These are especially impactful on the 
Mediterranean Diet system in non-EU countries in the EUSAIR region, which are not as 
systemically developed as their neighbouring EU countries of the EUSAIR. Fortunately, 
numerous good practice examples were identified, which can serve as the learning platform 
for knowledge transfer and innovation facilitation. 
 
A number of common challenges were identified, that are preventing the Mediterranean Diet 
from reaching its full potential as a basis for the development of tourism in the EUSIAR, such 
as: 
Á Fragmentation of institutional and governance structures 
Á Insufficient cross-sectoral coordination 
Á Weak coordination of agriculture and tourism policy 
Á Inconsistent levels of institutional and operational capacity 
Á Rural depopulation 
Á Employment issues 
Á Increased risks of climate change 
Á Insufficient education infrastructure 
Á Increasing risks of excessive commercialisation and loss of authenticity associated with 
the marketing of Mediterranean cultural heritage without sufficient interpretation, 
community involvement, or consideration of sustainability over the long term. 

 
The findings indicate that, in order to achieve sustainable development of the Mediterranean 
Diet tourism in EUSAIR, priority and strategic efforts must be focused on the following: 
Á Strengthening macroregional cooperation 
Á Supporting local producers and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
Á Investment in education and skills development 
Á Improving digitalisation and creating smart tourism ecosystems 
Á Developing integrated, culturally and environmentally sustainable destination 
management models 

Á Empowering local communities (in particular women and youth, farmers, artisans, small 
family businesses and others) to be key stakeholders in the preservation and 
transmission of Mediterranean cultural heritage. 

 
Ultimately, it is important to understand the Mediterranean Diet not just as a historical legacy, 
but a key strategic resource for the development of the Mediterranean and EUSAIR region. 
The value of the Mediterranean Diet lays in its ability to interconnect and tell a story of culture, 
sustainability, identity, health and local communities. If approached properly and collectively 
through regional cooperation, long term policy and institutional support, and active participation 
by local communities, the Mediterranean Diet can become one of the key foundations for 
creating a more resilient, inclusive, authentic and sustainable tourism model across EUSAIR. 
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2. Introduction and contextual framework: The 

Mediterranean Diet - A UNESCO intangible 

cultural heritage 

 
The Mediterranean Diet (MD) was granted the title of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity 
in 2010, by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 
due to its importance as an identity basis for the inhabitants of the Adriatic-Ionian region 
(EURAIR) (UNESCO, 2013). It was first inscribed on the UNESCO Representative List of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2010 by the original countries of Greece, Italy, 
Morocco, and Spain, and later extended in 2013 to include Cyprus, Croatia, and Portugal 
(UNESCO, 2013; Moro, 2016). 
 
The Mediterranean Diet includes all the activities related to food and drink in a culturally 
significant way. This includes all the necessary activities involved, from producing food through 
harvesting, fishing, keeping animals, preserving and processing, cooking and particularly, 
sharing and eating food. In essence, it assigns cultural legitimacy to the practice of eating 
within the MD, which had been associated with healthy living and lifestyles for centuries 
(UNESCO 2013; Moro, 2016).  
 
The cultural identity of the MD is illustrated in the fact that UNESCO has recognised that the 
social and friendly aspect of eating with others, known as the conviviality of Mediterranean 
foodways, is foundational for the cultural identity and the continuity of communities throughout 
the Mediterranean region. Thus, the MD is not intended just as a diet. It is rather a social 
institution. In this case, the social aspect of the MD renders the MD as an authentic source of 
tourism. 
 
The inscription on its own does not protect a recipe book ï it protects a living heritage complex 
comprised of cultivation, harvesting, preparation, conservation, rituals, festivities, and shared 
meals. This difference is very important because the Mediterranean Diet's value for tourism 
resides in the protection of practices and relationships, as opposed to being reduced to a static 
culinary name. 
 
Therefore, today, the Mediterranean Diet represents far more than a simple food pattern - it is 
the combined socio-cultural system of the Mediterranean where gastronomy is only one of a 
number of components that comprise the Mediterranean Diet. In addition to gastronomy, the 
Mediterranean incorporates the path from landscape to the table, incorporating also the 
knowledge, skills, and traditions of its people/cultures. Ultimately, it is a Ăliving heritageñ, 
recreated daily, felt and experienced, by all individuals of all ages. The primary scope of the 
MD concept, and the geographical analysis in reference to the MD and its use as a tool for 
tourism development in this case, includes the 10 countries of the Adriatic-Ionian Region 
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(EUSAIR): Croatia, Greece, Italy, Slovenia, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Serbia and San Marino. 
 

Figure 1. Map of EUSAIR countries 

 
 
Besides being a specific diet, lifestyle, and heritage, the MD is also an instrument for creating 
a sustainable Adriatic-Ionian Region through integrating agriculture, culture, health, and 
tourism into a unique and sustainable regional development model (European Commission, 
2014; EUSAIR, n.d.-a). In doing so, the MD will play an important role in the realization of the 
goals set in the Fourth Pillar of the EUSAIR Strategy, by assisting the region to become a 
leader in sustainable tourism as well as mitigating the seasonality of the region. 
 
In todayôs globalized economy, driven by continued economic growth and diversification, the 
MD serves as a major driver of sustainable regional development through the connection of 
the primary agricultural sector with the tertiary tourism sector. The MD is critical in working 
toward the realization of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) related 
to responsible production and consumption, action taken to combat climate change, protecting 
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the environment, and sustainable development of cities and communities (United Nations, 
2015). 
 
There are many issues facing the Adriatic-Ionian area, including the challenge of seasonality, 
unevenly developed areas within the region, and a need for an urgent ecological transition. 
The integration of the MD into tourism offers a comprehensive, holistic approach to support 
public health, conserve biodiversity, and improve the resiliency of the economy. As an 
instrument to promote culture, agriculture, and tourism, the MD can effectively help build a 
brand for the region that communicates excellence, authenticity, and sustainability. 
 

Figure 2. The concept of the Mediterranean Diet 

 
 
 
The strategic integration of EUSAIR and TSG4 priorities indicates that the MD is a focal point 
of the macro-regional identity. It provides a common language for cooperation and 
collaboration amongst the countries of the Adriatic and Ionian area. The legal frameworks 
afforded by the EU, from the Common Agricultural Policy, Geographical Indications protection, 
Organic Action Plan, to the Transition Pathway for Tourism provide the Ăscaffoldingñ necessary 
to transform this cultural heritage into a sustainable economic engine (European Commission, 
2023; European Commission, n.d.-b; European Commission, n.d.-e; European Commission, 
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2022a). These legal frameworks also ensure that the Ăauthenticityñ of the Mediterranean 
experience is legally protected. 
 
However, optimal integration will depend on coordinated governance processes. The 
Ăpolycrisisñ context we face (climate change, demographic change, economic upheaval), calls 
for an evidence-led and unified policy response. As we witness from Sloveniaôs tourism 
adaptation and Italyôs agricultural processes, climate change impacts are already felt, and 
alternative models of production and consumption that are resilient and have a lower impact 
on the planet, need to occur (Turnġek et al., 2024; Pulighe et al., 2024). The focus of the 
Mediterranean Diet on locality, seasonality, and biodiversity in food systems positions it well 
within this new dynamic. 
 
In conclusion, the Adriatic-Ionian region has a unique opportunity to lead sustainable tourism 
through a strategy that places the Mediterranean Diet at the very forefront of development. 
This requires continued investment in human capital, education, creating synergies through 
digitalisation of the agrifood value chain, and strict adherence to EU quality standards. This 
will enable EUSAIR countries to protect their intangible heritage, support their rural 
communities, and provide a world-class tourism experience that is valuable for the visitor and 
sustainable for the environment. Conclusively, the Mediterranean Diet can be considered not 
just a legacy of our past, but a strategic pathway toward a resilient and thriving future for the 
Adriatic and Ionian region (UNESCO, 2013; European Commission, n.d.-b). 

 

Figure 3. Analytical and methodologica approach 
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The goal of the study is to present the Mediterranean diet not only as a model of diet, but also 
as a cultural and social practice that embodies the values of sustainability, local community, 
intergenerational knowledge, and social connectedness. The approach was multidisciplinary - 
it connects the fields of sustainable tourism, cultural heritage, gastronomy, agriculture, and 
regional development.  
 
The methodology combines policy analysis, comparative analysis, mapping of initiatives, and 
case studies of best practices, with the aim of formulating concrete recommendations for the 
development of sustainable gastronomic tourism in the EUSAIR region. This comparative 
approach allows the study to identify patterns, challenges, transferable good practices, and 
opportunities for macroregional development and cooperation across different EUSAIR 
contexts and levels of institutional development. 
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3. Policy and strategic foundations 

 
The policy and strategic framework is the key to enabling or disabling the development of 
sustainable Mediterranean Diet tourism. For this reason, the first step in identifying the key 
pillars of the Mediterranean Diet and its enabling factors is to identify the policy and strategic 
environment in which it operates. Therefore, this chapter aims to shed light on this environment 
and to assess the extent to which it fosters the Mediterranean Diet concept and tourism. 
 
The first aim is to dive into the strategic context and its relevance and alignment with the 
EUSAIR Strategy and TSG4 Priorities. After this follows the examination of the strategic 
framework of the Mediterranean Diet, sustainable tourism, and cultural heritage on the global 
level, the level of the European Union, and the national level of EUSAIR countries, including 
the horizontal cooperation framework. A very important aspect of this context is also the 
legislative framework for the tourism and agricultural sector at the level of the European Union, 
which provides the foundational framework for supporting the integration of the Mediterranean 
Diet within the social and economic interactions of the Adriatic-Ionian region (European 
Commission, 2023; European Commission, n.d.-c).  
 
 

3.1. Strategic relevance and alignment with the EUSAIR 

strategic framework 

 
The EUSAIR strategic framework consists of three key pillars:  
Á The EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR Strategy) 
Á The Thematic Steering Group 4 (TSG4) for Sustainable Tourism and Cultural Heritage 
within the EUSAIR Strategy 

Á The EUSAIR Action Plan 2025. 
 
At the heart of this framework is the creation of synergies that transcend national borders, 
where the MD establishes a natural link unifying the heterogeneous space of the Adriatic and 
Ionian basins. This alignment is explicitly detailed in the European Commission's report on 
ĂUnlocking Comparative Advantages through the Mediterranean Diet via the EU Strategy for 
the Adriatic and Ionian Regionñ (European Commission, 2025b). 
 
The successful implementation of the EUSAIR Strategy and EUSAIR Action Plan 2025, as well 
as the Interreg ADRION and Euro-MED program, should continue to support cross-border 
cooperation (European Commission, 2025a; Interreg ADRION Programme, n.d.; Interreg 
Euro-MED Programme, n.d.). Continued investments in human capital, education, 
digitalisation, and compliance with ecological standards will be critical. As previously 
introduced, the MD is more than a legacy - it provides a pathway to a respected and traditional 
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way of life in contemporary and challenging conditions, while giving prosperity for future 
generations and a living reminder of the unique nature and identity of the Adriatic-Ionian region 
in a globalised world. Quality of work and employee satisfaction will remain integral to the long-
term sustainability of any of these models. 
 
The EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR Strategy) is a macro-regional 
framework aimed at promoting economic and social prosperity through cooperation between 
EU Member States and non-EU countries (European Commission, 2014). It was jointly 
developed by the Commission and the countries of the Adriatic-Ionian Region: EU Member 
States (Croatia, Greece, Italy, Slovenia) and EU candidate countries (Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia), and San Marino. The Strategy is 
consisted of five pillars: 
Á Pillar 1 ï Blue Sustainable Economy 
Á Pillar 2 ï Connecting the Region 
Á Pillar 3 ï Environmental Quality 
Á Pillar 4 ï Sustainable Tourism 
Á Pillar 5 ï Improved Social Cohesion (European Commission, 2014). 

 
Figure 4. Pillars of the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region 
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Pillar 4 ï Sustainable Tourism - is critical for driving jobs and economic growth through its 
primary objective of diversification and improvement of quality and innovation in tourism 
products. Primarily, Pillar 4 focuses on three thematic areas:  
Á ĂFacilitating digital and green transition of the tourism and cultural heritage offerñ 
Á ĂPreparing for the future: knowledge, skills and managementñ 
Á ĂGreening of tourism products and servicesñ. 

 
As niche forms of tourism, such as gastronomic and rural tourism, attract visitors with high 
spending and reduce pressure on coastal cities during peak summer months, the MDôs 
objectives align directly with these priorities (EUSAIR, n.d.-a).  
 
In wider terms, in the Adriatic-Ionian region, the MD provides a competitive advantage that 
differentiates the region within the global tourism market. Widespread economic convergence 
will occur once regions can leverage their comparative advantages against each other. The 
MD can enable the region to establish a resilient and sustainable tourism ecosystem ï it can 
foster and curate the creative use of its unique intangible heritage, which is fully aligned not 
just with the EUSAIR Strategy, but also with the EUSAIR Action Plan 2025 (European 
Commission, 2025a).  
 
Within this framework, the Thematic Steering Group of Pillar 4 ï Sustainable Tourism 
(TSG4) under the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR), is responsible for 
developing sustainable and thematic tourist routes and enhancing the management of cultural 
heritage (EUSAIR, n.d.-b). The MD is a living heritage resource that can be leveraged to create 
cross-border itineraries around olive groves, vineyards, and local markets. TSG4 has stressed 
the importance of innovation and digitalization in delivering heritage, whereby visitors will 
benefit from a technology-enhanced experience of the MD while still experiencing the 
authenticity of the MD. The recommendation from the European Framework for Action on 
Cultural Heritage suggests utilizing cultural heritage resources for sustainable regional 
development (European Commission, 2022b). To this end, one of TSG4 main goals is to 
strengthen human capital (EUSAIR, n.d.-b) through increasing the quality of jobs within the 
tourism and agribusiness sectors. To achieve this, it is essential that young professionals who 
are pursuing meaningful careers supporting tradition and sustainability are engaged through 
education and training on how to share the Mediterranean Diet with people around the world, 
including through participation in the UNESCO Mediterranean Diet Initiative (UNESCO, n.d.a.). 
 
Moreover, the Revised EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region Action Plan (new 
EUSAIR Action Plan 2025) facilitates green transition strategies ï it provides targets for 
creating an integrated tourism product through incorporation of cultural and natural resources 
(European Commission, 2025a). A holistic approach to sustainable development must include 
education, nutrition and lifelong learning. To maintain the authenticity of the tourism product, it 
is critical to invest in education about the Mediterranean Diet and traditional culinary skills. This 
approach is supported by the UNESCO How to Cook Up Nutrition Education (2025) report, 
which highlights that traditional diets support educational initiatives (UNESCO, 2025). This 
alignment of policy offers a unique opportunity for EUSAIR to develop, strengthen, and 
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promote Mediterranean Diet tourism as a tourism sector flagship, rather than as a stand-alone 
cultural theme. 
 
Together with the establishment of the ñGreening of Tourism Services and Productsò theme for 
the new EUSAIR Action Plan 2025 (EUSAIR, 2025) within Pillar 4, the Action Plan states that 
ñPromotion of the Mediterranean Diet and Local Organic Productsò is an EUSAIR-level activity 
under the new sustainable tourism theme and thus formally commits EUSAIR to integrating 
MD and organic agriculture into sustainable tourism product development. This mandated 
integration represents a major institutional accomplishment that creates the conditions 
necessary for the type of collaborative product development and policy alignment that is 
essential for sustainable MD-based tourism development. 
 
Integrating the Mediterranean Diet into regional development also requires the establishment 
of short supply chains by having farmers supply stores and restaurants directly in the region 
whenever possible. This combined effort will reduce the carbon footprint related to 
transportation of food, while also allowing that spending in restaurants or grocery stores 
remains in the community. All of the above initiatives are also consistent with the European 
Commission's Transition Pathway for Tourism and the European Agenda for Tourism 2030, 
which promote a green and digital transition of the tourism ecosystem (European Commission, 
2022a; Council of the European Union, 2022).  
 
 

3.2. Strategic framework of the Mediterranean Diet, 

sustainable tourism, and cultural heritage in EUSAIR 

countries 

 
The strategic framework for the Mediterranean Diet in EUSAIR is characterized by a multi-level 
governance system that incorporates policies on the global level, level of the European Union, 
as well as the level of each EUSAIR country (European Commission, 2014; European 
Commission, 2025a). This relationship allows for the MD to be protected as a cultural asset 
while simultaneously functioning as a key driver for sustainable agrifood systems and high-
quality tourism (UNESCO, 2013; FAO, n.d.-c). 
 
 

3.2.1. Global framework ï key policies, institutions and 
initiatives 

 
Globally, the inclusion of the Mediterranean Diet on UNESCO's Representative List of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity has significantly advanced its visibility (UNESCO, 
2013). This resulted in the development of key policies and strategy that emphasis the need 
of sustainable development of tourism, which also influences the perspective of the 
Mediterranean Diet. 
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The overarching and comprehensive global development framework is the United Nations 
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, and 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). Especially relevant in this case are the following SDGs: 
Á SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 
sustainable agriculture 

Á SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 
Á SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 
productive employment and decent work for all 

Á SDG 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 
Á SDG 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 
sustainable development 

Á SDG 15: Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 
sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 
degradation and halt biodiversity loss. 

 
Figure 5. Alignment of the Mediterranean Diet with the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 

Development, and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

 
 
Besides this, there is an important Global Code of Ethics for Tourism ï GCET developed by 
the World Tourism Organization, as it is the fundamental framework for responsible and 
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sustainable tourism. Following this, the UNWTO's global initiative ĂOne Planet Sustainable 
Tourism Programmeñ aims to accelerate sustainable consumption and production (SCP) in 
tourism policies and practices. Additionally, the Global Nutrition Strategy, developed by the 
World Health Organisation, provides evidence-informed guidance based on robust scientific 
and ethical frameworks. 
 
In addition to providing settings for the preparation and consumption of food, key institutions 
in the area of tourism, and related aspects such as the Mediterranean Diet, make a significant 
contribution to the valorisation, protection and promotion of the Mediterranean Diet: 
Á Global United Nations organisations: 

o The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), a specialized agency dedicated to strengthening international 
cooperation in the fields of education, science, culture, and information. 

o The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), a specialized agency of the 
United Nations that leads international efforts to defeat hunger 

o The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nationsô 
leading global authority on the environment, driving transformational change on 
the triple planetary crisis: the crisis ofclimate change, the crisis ofnature, land 
and biodiversity loss, and the crisis ofpollution and waste 

o The World Tourism Organization (UN Tourism; UNWTO), the United Nations 
specialized agency for responsible, sustainable, and universally accessible 
tourism, consisted of with 160 Member States, six (6) Associate Members and 
over 500 Affiliate Members 

Á Other economic and developmental organisations: 
o The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
an international forum and knowledge hub for data, analysis and best practices 
in public policy, consisted of 38 Member countries from around the world, from 
North America and South America to Europe and Asia-Pacific 

o World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the only global body representing 
the travel and tourism private sector and its industries 

o The International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), a non-
governmental organisation working to conserve and protect cultural heritage 
sites around the world, and the only worldwide NGO dedicated to applying 
scientific techniques, theories and methodology to the conservation of both 
tangible and intangible elements of cultural heritage places. 

Á Regional (Mediterranean) organisations: 
o The International Centre for Advanced Mediterranean Agronomic Studies 
(CIHEAM), a Mediterranean intergovernmental organization composed of 13 
member states (Albania, Algeria, Egypt, Spain, France, Greece, Italy, Lebanon, 
Malta, Morocco, Portugal, Tunisia and Turkey) 

o The Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), an intergovernmental institution 
bringing together the European Union Member States and 16 countries from 
the Southern and Eastern shores of the Mediterranean to promote dialogue and 
cooperation 

Á Specialised organisations: 
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o The Mediterranean Diet Foundation (MDF; FDM), created in 1996 by the 
Association for the Development of the Mediterranean Diet to highlight the 
fundamental value of the Mediterranean Diet and its products for Spanish food 
and industry 

o International Foundation of Mediterranean Diet (IFMeD), created in 2014 as 
a pole of multi-disciplinary knowledge and expertise internationally recognized 
for the re-valorization of the Mediterranean Diet 

o Slow Food International, a global movement of local groups and activists 
united by the common goal of ensuring everyone has access to good, clean 
and fair food, dounded in Italy in 1986. 

 
For example, many of the UNESCO initiatives, such as the UNESCO Creative Cities Network 
(UCCN) - Cities of Gastronomy initiative, encourage cities to use their culinary heritage as a 
driver for urban renewal and social cohesion (UNESCO, n.d.-b). An emphasis is placed on 
commensality, or eating together, as an important social activity that builds relationships within 
communities.  
 
Then, the International Centre for Advanced Mediterranean Agronomic Studies (CIHEAM) has 
examined Mediterranean cultureôs food and diet sustainability, along with other sustainability 
guidelines, and views the Mediterranean Diet as an entity that holds many traditions with food, 
local knowledge, seasonality, diversity, and community identity being intertwined (CIHEAM, 
n.d.-a).  
 
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) believes the Mediterranean diet is a successful 
example of a sustainable agrifood system and supports this by providing reports about the way 
consumers eat in the Mediterranean and how the Mediterranean diet can help to provide a 
better world through healthy and sustainable future toward food systems (FAO, n.d.-a; FAO, 
n.d.-b; FAO, n.d.-c).  
 
Also, global reports by the UN Tourism (UNWTO) about food tourism and their World Forum 
on Gastronomy Tourism demonstrate how food is a key motivator for travel, which is an 
opportunity for countries in EUSAIR to export their cultural identity through tourism (UN 
Tourism, 2017; UNWTO, n.d.). 
 
Through their activities, programs, and initiatives, all these organisations collectively 
safeguard, support, and promote the Mediterranean diet as a cultural heritage, a sustainable 
food system, a foundation of healthy living, and a key resource for sustainable tourism. 
 
 

3.2.2. Strategic framework at the level of the European Union 
 
The development of MD-based sustainable tourism products in EUSAIR is completely in line 
with related EU policy frameworks. This is very important because it creates significant 
opportunities for synergy and co-financing that have not yet been fully exploited.  
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Specifically, the European Union has a very sharp strategic focus on the overall sustainable 
development, including in the area of tourism, and consequently, of the  Mediterranean Diet. 
This strategic framework, the EU tourism policy, is fragmented, but integrated, and it can be 
segmented into several thematic areas. 
 
Besides the EUSAIR strategic framework, the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region 
(EUSAIR Strategy), Thematic Steering Group 4 (TSG4) for Sustainable Tourism, and the 
EUSAIR Action Plan 2025, the key and overarching European Union policy is the European 
Green Deal. It aims to provide policy-level guidance on sustainable development, from climate 
to environment, tourism, and food. 
 
Secondly, the key strategic framework of the European Union focused on tourism includes the 
future EU Strategy for Sustainable Tourism as a general framework for the development of 
sustainable, resilient, and digital tourism, and Transition Pathway for Tourism as an 
operative document that specifies specific steps for green and digital transition in tourism, both 
of which require the tourism sector to be more circular and environmentally responsible 
(Council of the European Union, 2022; European Commission, 2022a). Namely, the Transition 
Pathway for Tourism, created with stakeholders from across the EU, identifies the green and 
digital transitions as the key drivers for the future of the sector (European Commission, 2022a). 
For the EUSAIR region, this may mean a transition from "sun and sea" mass tourism to more 
diverse and culture-based models. The Mediterranean Diet sits at the center of this transition 
(UNESCO, 2013). The European Agenda for Tourism 2030 is the newest EU policy 
framework which defines priorities for tourism, such as sustainability, digitalisation, resilience 
and skills. 
 
Furthermore, tourism plays an essential role in promoting cultural diversity (European 
Commission, n.d.-c), so the framework for the development of culture and valorisation of the 
cultural heritage is intertwined with tourism, especially the Mediterranean Diet. Namely, the 
European Framework for Action on Cultural Heritage provides the policy foundation for 
protecting and promoting intangible assets, including the Mediterranean Diet, as an asset for 
social cohesion and regional identity (European Commission, 2022b). It has called for an 
integrated approach to heritage that takes into account both social and economic dimensions 
of heritage (European Commission, 2022b). In connection to the Mediterranean Diet, since it 
is an intangible heritage, it will need unique protection that focuses on "practices" and "people," 
rather than simply being viewed as "objects" (UNESCO, 2013). Additionally,  the Cultural 
Heritage Forum (an informal Commission expert group and a platform for consultation and 
exchanging ideas and best practices), as well as the European Capitals of Culture (ECOC) 
initiative, are additional opportunities for promoting the Mediterranean Diet (European 
Commission, n.d.-c) and supporting cultural diversity in tourism. 
 
In the domain of food specifically, the Farm to Fork Strategy is the strategic framework for 
the development and financial facilitation of agriculture and rural areas. Farm to Fork Strategy 
and the European Green Deal (European Commission, 2020) emphasise sustainable food 
systems, organic agriculture, sustainable consumption patterns, and reduced environmental 
impact. The European Green Deal, through its Farm to Fork Strategy, explicitly connects 
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sustainable food systems with territorial development and calls for the valorisation of local and 
traditional food products as a component of sustainable food economies (European 
Commission, 2020). Conclusively, the European Green Deal, including its Farm to Fork 
Strategy, is a regulatory basis to aid in transitioning to healthier and sustainable food systems 
(European Commission, 2020).  
 
For regional development, the Cohesion Policy and Smart Specialisation Strategy (S3) 
represent key pillars for financing projects in the area of tourism, gastronomy and consequent 
local development, as well as for guiding regions toward (smart) specialisation in specific or 
niche areas such as eno-gastro tourism, and more. 
 
Tourism in the Adriatic and Ionian region is very sensitive to environmental change. In Slovenia, 
for example, the tourism sector must respond to the impacts of climate change that include 
less snow coverage in winter and higher temperatures in summer, negatively affecting water-
related tourism and even cultural tourism (Turnġek et al., 2024). The MD provides a way to 
diversify the tourism product and lessen dependence on weather conditions to include more 
cultural and gastronomical experiences year-round. By enhancing the "lifestyle" element of the 
MD, countries in the EUSAIR could create new opportunities with the potential to lengthen the 
tourist season and generate impulses for visitors to travel further inland and to the rural extent, 
decreasing the burden on coastal cultural tourism areas, which are now becoming widely 
overrun. For this reason, other thematic policies also indirectly contribute to the development 
of tourism and Mediterranean Diet, such as EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, the 
Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy, and more. 
 
Furthermore, the intersection of health, demography, and tourism is emerging as a key policy 
area. As the population of Europe ages, the market for "wellness" and "silver tourism" is 
growing. The MD is scientifically assessed to promote healthy aging, and reduce chronic 
diseases, making it a powerful investment in positive demography and health policy (Age-It, 
2024). Policies that measure and mitigate frailty could fit into tourism offerings where the MD 
can be the nutrition basis for "restorative" travel (Boccuzzo et al., 2025). The mutual incentives 
of public health and tourism policy allow countries in the EUSAIR to reach a high spending, 
health conscious demographic of visitors, while also improving the health and wellbeing of their 
own aging populations. This governance for sustainability needs a multi-level approach, which 
includes robust legal structures at the EU and national level in support of local plans (Canfora 
et al., 2025). 
 
The Mediterranean Diet provides a roadmap to link all of these policies together by offering a 
low-impact diet supporting local biodiversity and rural communities. Sustainable food systems 
in the Mediterranean region need stronger ties between agriculture, territorial development, 
the environment and local economies that depend on tourism-based services (CIHEAM, n.d.-
b). The MD acts as ñthe glueò that enables areas to reduce their impact on the environment 
and enhance their resilience against economic shocks through integrated approaches to 
regional policy-making. 
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3.2.3. Relevant strategic framework on the national level of 
EUSAIR countries 

 
Each EUSAIR country has integrated the MD and sustainable tourism into its national 
development goals: 
Á Croatia: The National Development Strategy 2030 and Sustainable Tourism 
Development Strategy 2030 focus on authenticity and linking "blue and green" sectors. 
This is supported by the National Plan for Sustainable Tourism Development until 2027, 
the Agriculture Strategy 2030, and the National Plan for the Development of Culture 
and Media 2023ï2027 (Government of Croatia, 2021a, 2021b, 2022a, 2023, n.d.). 
Croatiaôs Smart Specialisation Strategy until 2029 additionally supports innovation-led 
territorial development through stronger connections between sustainable tourism, 
food systems, bioeconomy, and regional value chains (Government of Croatia, 2022b). 

Á Greece: The National Tourism Strategy and the Greek Rural Development Programme 
(CAP) prioritize the promotion of PDO/PGI products (Government of Greece, n.d.-a, 
n.d.-b). 

Á Italy: The Strategic Tourism Plan 2023ï2027 (Piano Strategico del Turismo) and the 
National Strategy for Sustainable Development (SNSvS) emphasize enogastronomy 
and the Italian CAP Strategic Plan 2023ï2027 (Government of Italy, 2023a, 2023b, 
n.d.). 

Á Slovenia: The Slovenian Tourism Strategy 2022ï2028 and Smart Specialisation 
Strategy (S4) position the country as a boutique green destination (Government of 
Slovenia, 2022a, 2022b). 

Á Albania: The National Strategy for Sustainable Tourism Development 2019ï2023 and 
the Strategy for Agriculture and Rural Development focus on agritourism (Government 
of Albania, 2019, n.d.). 

Á Bosnia and Herzegovina: Employs its Tourism Development Strategy and Agriculture 
and Rural Development Strategy to integrate local traditions (Government of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). 

Á Montenegro: The Tourism Development Strategy to 2025 and Agriculture and Rural 
Development Strategy focus on rural diversification (Government of Montenegro, n.d.-
a, n.d.-b). 

Á North Macedonia: The National Tourism Strategy and National Strategy for Agriculture 
and Rural Development emphasize the connection between culture and economy 
(Government of North Macedonia, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). 

Á Serbia: The Tourism Development Strategy 2016ï2025 and Agriculture and Rural 
Development Strategy promote gastronomic heritage (Government of Serbia, 2016, 
n.d.). 

Á San Marino: The Tourism Development Strategy and Cultural Heritage Strategy 
preserve their unique micro-state foodways (Government of San Marino, n.d.-a, n.d.-
b). 

 
 

3.2.4. Horizontal cooperation framework 
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Tourism is viewed as part of a larger ecosystem of agriculture and culture. As such, the MD 
helps areas maintain an ecological footprint while enhancing economic resiliency. Ultimately, 
there are various specific financial programmes that provide support to cultural, innovation and 
territorial cohesion projects, especially in regard to the Mediterranean Diet.  
 
For example, this cooperation framework has enabled utilizing digital tools to provide an 
opportunity to manage the flow of visitors, provide tourist information regarding the cultural 
significance of the Mediterranean Diet, increase educational programs to assist workers in the 
tourism industry to increase awareness of how they can maintain the integrity of their MD 
through authenticity, and reduce the commodification of traditional foodways as per their 
communities intentions, resulting from using traditional food ways as a commodity. 
 
The key stones of this framework are the Creative Europe Programme, Digital Europe 
Programme, European Heritage Label, NextGenerationEU, Interreg IPA ADRION 
Programme, European Territorial Cooperation Programme - Interreg Euro-MED 
programme (Interreg ADRION Programme, n.d.; Interreg Euro-MED Programme, n.d.; Union 
for the Mediterranean, n.d.-a). 
 
Programmes that are focused on the Mediterranean Diet concept the most are the Interreg IPA 
ADRION Programme, Interreg EURO Mediterranean (EURO MED) Programme, and the Euro-
MED Heritage Program. 
 
The Interreg IPA ADRION Programme is a European transnational program that is essential 
in providing financial support to cross-border projects that support innovation in the food and 
tourism sectors (Interreg ADRION Programme, n.d.). Many of these projects centre around the 
digitalisation of wine and olive oil routes, while also enhancing the visibility of the MD in 
international markets. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6. Horizontal cooperation framework for the Mediterranean Diet 
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The Interreg EURO Mediterranean (EURO MED) Programme, an intergovernmental 
cooperation programme in Europe, aims at creating a sustainable economy in the 
Mediterranean region through its objectives of "Innovative Sustainable Economy" and "Living 
Heritage" (Interreg EURO MED Programme, n.d.). Through these initiatives, research 
institutions, SMEs, and local authorities can collaborate together to create ways of measuring 
the effects of tourism on the MD. This ensures that tourism development does not compromise 
the resources, cultural or natural, upon which it is built, while also addressing the need for job 
quality in the sector. Ultimately, these programmes foster the creation of regional clusters that 
support small-scale producers and tourism operators. 
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3.3. Strategic and legislative framework for the 

agricultural sector at the level of the European Union 

 
Besides the previously demonstrated strategic frameworks, effective integration of the MD into 
the development policies of the Adriatic-Ionian region fully requires a solid foundation in EU 
legislation (European Commission, 2023; European Commission, n.d.-c) that regulates food 
production, defines standards for cultural heritage protection, and governs sustainable tourism 
management (European Commission, 2022b). It is the synergy between agricultural and 
tourism policies that is essential for creating local added value. 
 
Accordingly, the legislative setting of the European Union provides the foundational framework 
for supporting the integration of the Mediterranean Diet within the social and economic 
interactions of the Adriatic-Ionian region (European Commission, 2023; European 
Commission, n.d.-c). This legislative framework is complex, developed from the interactions 
between agricultural policies, environmental policies, and tourism policies that intend to 
support a sustainable and resilient economy at the macro-regional level. Effective governance 
of these sectors requires a considerable degree of intergovernmental coordination, particularly 
during times of "polycrisis", when legal, political, and financial considerations converge to 
disrupt traditional forms of policy-making. For the EUSAIR countries, compliance with EU law 
is more than a condition of membership or candidate status, but rather a strategic approach to 
provide a safeguard for territorial identity and sustainable development (European 
Commission, 2014). 
 
More specifically, the current EU legislative period contemplates a transition towards a circular 
and green economy, as defined in the European Green Deal (European Commission, 2020). 
In this context, agriculture and tourism are not regarded as category silos, but interdependent 
principles in a value-chain approach. The legal framework in the agriculture and tourism 
sectors aims at ensuring that food production and tourism services support natural resources 
and public health. An interconnected space is critical for the EUSAIR region, in which the 
Mediterranean Diet provides a cultural and ecological link between territory and the visitor 
experience. 
 
Conclusively, agriculture and organic farming are intrinsically linked to the principles of the 
Mediterranean Diet, which advocate for natural and minimally processed foods, which makes 
organic farming a fundamental aspect of the sustainability profile of the Mediterranean Diet.   
 
Again, the key and overarching European Union policy for this sector is the European Green 
Deal. As part of the European Green Deal, the Farm to Fork Strategy is the strategic 
framework for the development and financial facilitation of agriculture and rural areas. It will 
also provide support for the legal structure surrounding the Mediterranean Diet (MD) 
(European Commission, 2020). The strategy calls for a shift towards a fair, healthy, and 
environmentally sustainable food system. This closely aligns with the principles of the MD: high 
consumption of plant-based foods and low environmental impact. 
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Additionally, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) for the 2023ï2027 period is a 
fundamental shift in how the EU supports rural territory (European Commission, 2023). It 
focuses on implementing actions, and financing, supporting small farms and prioritizing quality 
over quantity (European Commission, 2023). More specifically, it fosters sustainable 
agriculture by creating funding programs to encourage eco-schemes, rural development 
initiatives, and support short supply chains. All of these programs directly apply to developing 
tourism products based on the MD tourism (European Commission, 2021b). It provides support 
for environmental protection, rural growth, knowledge transfer, and local value chains 
(European Commission, 2023).  
 
Additionally, LEADER/CLLD (Links Between Actions for the Development of the Rural 
Economy / Community-Led Local Development) is a mandatory instrument under the Common 
Agricultural Policy and is implemented through Local Action Groups (LAGs). The CLLD 
approach is still optional, but it has proven especially useful in fisheries communities, where it 
is implemented through FLAGs. The LEADER/CLLD methodology, together with the 
experience of LAGs and Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs), provides practical ways to 
implement, test, and further develop the EUSAIR macro-regional objectives at the local level. 
Projects funded through LEADER and CLLD are usually smaller in financial terms, but they 
create strong added value. They are based on real local needs and participatory planning, 
which makes their results more likely to last in the long term. At the same time, networking 
between LAGs and FLAGs gradually builds a critical mass of complementary initiatives. 
Together, these initiatives create shared value across a wider area. 
 
Moreover, by advancing the New Delivery Model (NDM), the cornerstone of the CAP, the CAP 
provides member states with the flexibility to develop the form of intervention that best meets 
responsive challenges and priorities in line with EU policies. In the case of the Adriatic-Ionian 
region, flexibility is important to sustain the region's traditional farming systems that define the 
Mediterranean Diet. The CAP embodies a focus on "Green Architecture", which provides the 
financial and legal basis for eco-schemes and agri-environmental-climate measures (AECM) 
in support of biodiversity and soil health - both ingredients to authentic Mediterranean food 
products. 
 
Within this context, the MD is supported through EU Quality Schemes, which include the 
following, related specifically to the elements encompassed in the MD concept: 
Á Geographical Indications (GI),  which establish intellectual property rights for specific 
product especially linked to the area of production, and consisting of: 
o Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) (food and wine) 
o Protected Geographical Indication (PGI) (food and wine) 
o Traditional Speciality Guaranteed (TSG) (food and agricultural products) 
(European Commission, n.d.-b). 

 
GI ensure that only products originating in the designated area and produced according to 
traditional restrictions can carry the GI, acting to protect local producers from improper 
competition, "food piracy," or unspecified originating products. Such legal protection is 
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important to the economic resiliency of the Italian agricultural system, which faces myriad 
threats affecting yield and income from climate change, for example, viticulture and dairy in 
areas such as the Valdarno region (Pulighe et al., 2024). Protection of the "territorial brand" 
enables EUSAIR countries to charge premium pricing on the world market, and to signal value 
for quality to tourists. 
 
The products from these schemes, as recorded in the database of eAmbrosia, guarantee the 
protection of traditional food products, such as select types of cheese, wine and olive oil 
(European Commission, n.d.-a). These product designations for the aforementioned products 
are utilized extensively by the tourism industry as marketing tools, ensuring modern travellers 
that the product is authentic and meets the demand for transparency as well as a "real" 
experience. In this way, they contribute to the economic sustainability of rural communities 
within the EUSAIR region and to the competitiveness of the region as a whole. In EUSAIR, the 
use of these EU quality systems is not just a matter of agricultural policy - it is also about 
creating a "gastronomic narrative" that will draw high-value tourists who are interested in 
authentic and healthy foods. 
 
Specifically for organic agriculture, the key EU legal framework for organic production is the 
EU Regulation on organic production and labelling of organic products (Regulation (EU) 
2018/848). It contains an extensive and stringent legal framework governing all levels of the 
organic supply chain, from seed selection to labelling and inspection (European Union, 2018). 
The regulation is intended to ensure fair play for farmers, to avoid fraud to consumers, and 
above all, to maintain consumer trust in the organic logo. For EUSAIR countries, these 
standards represent a minimum baseline to demonstrate their desire to be a leader in 
sustainable agrifood systems.  
 
The EU Action Plan for the development of organic production (EU Organic Action Plan) 
sets an ambitious benchmark, that by 2030, at least 25% of agricultural land in the EU should 
be under organic farming (European Commission, n.d.-e; European Commission, n.d.-d). The 
Organic Action Plan promotes organic goods demand and fortifies their respective supply 
chain, providing for environmental stewardship and climate resilience (European Commission, 
n.d.-e). It is based on three axis: increasing the demand for organic food products, increasing 
the supply of organic products, and enhancing the sustainability of organic production. 
Conclusively, the EU Organic Action Plan (European Commission, 2021) provides an even 
stronger focus on the Mediterranean Diet, local organic products, and locally produced foods 
within sustainable, rural, and cultural tourism.  
 
These two frameworks, the EU Regulation on organic production and labelling of organic 
products (Regulation (EU) 2018/848), and the EU Organic Action Plan, provide the 
foundational baseline for organic farming. However, since organic farming relates to tourism, 
and specifically the Mediterranean Diet, it is also closely related to all EU frameworks 
previously mentioned, of both tourism and the Mediterranean Diet. 
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4. The Mediterranean Diet as a resource for 

sustainable tourism 

 
The Mediterranean Diet is a tool for the development of sustainable tourism at the Adriatic-
Ionian macro-region. This is not only in the sense of being a narrow prescription for nutrition, 
but also because it embodies a holistic approach to territory and culture, where food practices, 
agricultural land, biodiversity, social customs, indigenous knowledge, hospitality, and identity 
are mutually reinforcing.  
 
The MD is used by the European Union as a model for sustainable living and the cultural 
renewal of Europe (European Commission, 2025b). It is this definition of MD that is the basis 
for MD's significance to tourism. When tourists come to a destination, they do not simply eat 
meals - they also experience the stories behind the food, its production site, its seasonal 
harvest calendar, its farmland landscape, and ways of coming together (or "conviviality") that 
help form the understanding of a place and its identity.  
 
The Mediterranean Diet can facilitate a shift from volume-based, seasonal, and coastal-
focused tourism to more even, lighter, and community-utilised forms of tourism. However, this 
benefit will not happen automatically, as it is contingent upon credible governance, short and 
transparent value chains, preservation of living cultural heritage, education, and the capacity 
to link agriculture, tourism, and culture via institutional processes rather than isolated 
promotions. 
 
To understand the context and phenomenon of the Mediterranean Diet completely, there are 
several areas that need to be analysed in depth. For this reason, the function, role, and 
influence of the Mediterranean Diet in tourism, culture, heritage, identity, and authenticity have 
been analysed through the lens of the UNESCO inscription, organic agriculture, and potential 
for sustainable tourism. 
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4.1. The Mediterranean Diet in the function of tourism 

 
The following analysis will demonstrate how the function of the Mediterranean Diet in tourism 
is based not only on its context and implications of the UNESCO intangible cultural heritage, 
but also on its relationship with cultural heritage and tourism. These elements influence its 
impact on shaping the tourism demand and contributing to destination identity, branding and 
shaping authenticity, branding and destination identity in EUSAIR countries. 
 
 

4.1.1. The Mediterranean Diet ï the context and implications of 
the UNESCO intangible cultural heritage 

 
The inscription of the Mediterranean Diet on the UNESCO's Representative List of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity constitutes the single most consequential institutional 
act for the MD's tourism valorisation. The recognition of EUSAIR by UNESCO has three 
different purposes for tourism.  
 
One purpose is to be a credible international framework for naming destinations in tourism. 
Furthermore, Croatia, Greece, and Italy are all part of the Mediterranean Diet UNESCO 
recognition and therefore receive credibility when identifying their products in the context of 
the broader Adriatic-Ionian region.  
 
Another purpose is to create opportunities for transforming food heritage into educational 
tourism experiences (cooking schools, guided market visits, olive oil tastings, biodiversity 
walks, farm stays, and community meals).  
 
Finally, another purpose for UNESCOôs recognition of food heritage is to support the 
development of heritage-based ecosystems in inland, island and peripheral areas of the 
Adriatic-Ionian region that are usually not part of mainstream tourism. EUSAIR has also been 
developed with the understanding that the Mediterranean Diet, locally produced organic and 
conventionally produced foods and beverages, are the first and second foundations for the 
development of sustainable tourism and socioeconomic development in this region (European 
Commission, 2025a). 
 
The UNESCO designation has influenced practical outcomes for how destinations are created, 
throughout the EUSAIR area and beyond. Croatian coastal towns, Cilento, Soria and Koroni 
have built tourism narratives that directly link to their MD community status, where tourism is 
focused on these communities. The Interreg Euro-MED funded the MD-NET project (2018-
2022) to give operational effect to the UNESCO designation via the establishment of a 
ĂMediterranean Diet Euro-Clusterñ consisting of a transnational tourism branding platform that 
brings together jurisdictions in different countries that share MD values (MD-NET Manual, n.d.). 
This illustrates both the strength of UNESCO's certification role and the degree of innovation 
that the designation has enabled. 
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Figure 7. The Mediterranean Diet as a resource of sustainable tourism 

 
 
It would also be false to assume that the UNESCO designation is unambiguously good for 
sustainable tourism. Moro (2016) highlights the potential for Ămystificationñ of MD, which is the 
act of taking a complicated, contextualised cultural action and rebranding it simply for external 
audiences. When the MD is sold as a tourism good, there is a real possibility that all of the 
authentic activities (seasonal eating, using local products, and cooking together) associated 
with the MD will be replaced with artificial versions of those activities performed only for 
tourists. There is empirical evidence for this concern (Ingrassia et al., 2023) - a survey of 
restaurants in Sicily identified substantial discrepancies between how the MD is scientifically 
and culturally understood and how it is commercially implemented in a tourism context.  
 
This is frequently reflected through standardised ĂMediterranean menusñ being used instead 
of the more cultural sense of authenticity that the MD has been UNESCO-listed to preserve. 
The way forward for destination managers and policymakers is to use the UNESCO designator 
as a tool for preserving culture rather than just as a marketing term, which requires commitment 
from both the institutions involved and the community. 
 
However, UNESCO status should not be interpreted as a guarantee of sustainability. Heritage 
recognition can increase visibility, but it can also generate selective appropriation, 
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standardised narratives and symbolic overuse. The Mediterranean Diet is especially 
vulnerable to this risk because it is already globally familiar. As mentioned above, Ingrassia et 
al. (2023) show that even in Sicily, a highly symbolic Mediterranean Diet territory, knowledge 
of the diet's holistic meaning is limited among restaurant clients and many operators. The diet 
is frequently perceived primarily as a healthy food regime rather than as a cultural, 
environmental, and territorial model. This finding is directly relevant to EUSAIR: promotion 
without interpretation may increase demand, but weaken the heritage meaning that makes the 
product sustainable. 
 

 

4.1.2. The relationship between the Mediterranean Diet, cultural 
heritage, and tourism  

 
The relationship between food, culture, and tourism has attracted sustained scholarly attention 
over the past two decades, evolving from a peripheral concern of hospitality management into 
a substantive field of inquiry at the intersection of cultural geography, sustainable development, 
and tourism studies. Within this broader intellectual movement, the Mediterranean Diet 
occupies a privileged analytical position: it is simultaneously a nutritional paradigm, a cultural 
practice, an ecosystem service, and, increasingly, a structured tourism resource. 
Understanding the MD's function in tourism requires engaging with multiple layers of 
conceptualisation - from its anthropological roots in the idea of shared eating as constitutive of 
community identity, to its contemporary framing within the sustainability transitions discourse 
of EU policy. 
 
The notion of the Mediterranean Diet progressively evolved over the past 60years (Dernini 
and Berry, 2015). First, it was considered merely a healthy dietary pattern, until it became a 
sustainable dietary pattern. In this interpretation - nutrition, food, culture, people, environment, 
and sustainability - all form a new model interpreted as a sustainable diet. Some perspectives 
frame the Mediterranean Diet explicitly as a sustainable consumption/dietary pattern that 
balances health, environment, socio-cultural and economic dimensions, emphasising that 
protecting and promoting this diet can help reconcile nutrition objectives with resource 
constraints (Hachem et al., 2016). It also connects nutritional quality with ecological and social 
sustainability, showing that the Mediterranean diet can serve as a reference model for 
rethinking food consumption in policy and practice. 
 
The foundational and conceptual work was largely established outside of tourism studies. 
Ancel Keys' landmark Seven Countries Study of the late 1950s and 1960s, the first major 
international study to investigate diet and lifestyles, identified the dietary patterns of 
Mediterranean populations as conferring significant cardiovascular protection, initiating a 
decades-long scientific conversation about what has come to be known as the ĂMediterranean 
dietary patternñ (Moro, 2016). Yet the significance of this work for tourism lies not in its 
epidemiological findings, but in the cultural legitimisation it provided: by placing Mediterranean 
foodways at the centre of an internationally recognised scientific discourse, it laid the 
groundwork for a later re-reading of those foodways as heritage. This transition from nutritional 
model to cultural heritage marker was formalised and accelerated by the UNESCO inscription 
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of the Mediterranean Diet in 2010, which was extended in 2013 to include Cyprus, Croatia, 
and Portugal alongside the original countries of Greece, Italy, Morocco, and Spain (UNESCO, 
2013; Moro, 2016).  
 
Conclusively, the Mediterranean diet stands out as an important model for combining healthy 
nutrition with sustainability goals, offering a practical reference point for shaping more nutritious 
and environmentally responsible food systems (FAO, 2022). Moreover, it should be understood 
as a territorial and cultural system embedded in local economies, biodiversity and social life, 
since it can support rural development, cultural continuity and more sustainable patterns of 
consumption (CIHEAM, 2012). 
 
Theoretically, the significance of the Mediterranean Diet in tourism can best be conceptualized 
by considering the intersection of three streams of literature. The first stream is the conceptual 
framework of the "tourist gaze," which has transitioned from predominantly passive (seeing) to 
predominantly experiential (doing) in how contemporary travellers engage with new places 
they visit. In this regard, contemporary travellers engage with new places more and more in 
order to seek out authentic and sensory experiences, rather than they do to passively observe 
them (OECD 2012; UNWTO 2012). The second type of literature examines destination identity 
and place branding, which demonstrates how comparably unique cultural assets can be 
utilized to promote differences between various tourism products (CIHEAM 2016; Ingrassia et 
al. 2023). Third, the numerous recent proclamations concerning sustainable food systems as 
articulated from the FAO, CIHEAM, and European Commission, have arisen regarding the use 
of dietary patterns such as the MD, for purposes of encouraging/enabling not only 
environmental sustainability, but also creating/enabling territorial cohesion and promoting rural 
viability (FAO/CIHEAM 2015; European Commission 2020). 
 
Framed this way, it results in the conceptualization of the MD as what could be termed a Ăliving 
cultural landscapeñ, one that is both materially (olive groves, fishing harbours, local markets, 
communal ovens) and immaterially (systems of knowledge, seasonal rhythms, convivial 
practices, intergenerationality) lived and expressed. As such, the MD has a unique degree of 
durability as a tourism asset - while built heritage (structures built to last) may become 
deteriorated and damaged/missing, and while event-based tourism assets necessarily exist 
only seasonally, aspects of the MD are recreated every day through social activities. Therefore, 
the tourism experience created from the MD exists within this everyday framework/context, 
providing tourists opportunities to have authentic encounters with cultural heritage, rather than 
the socially constructed performances of cultural heritage performed solely for the financial 
gain of the performer. 
 
Figure 8. The relationship between the Mediterranean Diet, cultural heritage, and tourism  
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There is an extremely strong conceptual link between sustainable tourism and cultural heritage 
in terms of the Mediterranean Diet. The Mediterranean Diet is a food system, a form of cultural 
practice, and a resource for territorial development at the same time. UNESCO defines the 
Mediterranean Diet as a set of skills, knowledge, rituals, symbols and traditions related to 
growing, harvesting, fishing, animal husbandry, conserving, processing, cooking, and 
especially sharing and consuming food (UNESCO, 2013). This definition can be considered 
critical for an analysis of tourism, because it shifts the focus away from single dishes to food's 
total heritage. Thus, landscapes of production, local varieties, fishing practices, markets, 
household knowledge, festivals, hospitality practices, and the social act of eating together 
become part of how food is recognized as a cultural heritage. In that sense, the Mediterranean 
Diet can serve as a tool to apply the principles of sustainability, gastro-tourism, resilience, 
visibility, and regional cohesion to the development of sustainable, innovative food systems 
throughout the EUSAIR area (Ministry of Cohesion and Regional Development of the Republic 
of Slovenia, 2025).  
 
Tourism-wise, the holistic nature of the Mediterranean diet represents an Ăexperience 
infrastructureñ in tourism. It is crucial for gastronomy tourism, but it also endorses travel types 
of slower pace and place-sensitive travel, where visitors interact with producers, farms, olive 
trees, vineyards, fish markets, rural homes, and community festivals. Moreover, food often acts 
as an entry point into local culture and allows visitors to connect and create the same cultural 
experience as the locality they are visiting (OECD, 2012). Similar to the above, gastronomy 
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tourism is where culinary practices, destination management, and local food resources 
intersect, so gastronomy tourism is not seen simply as a subcategory of restaurants (UNWTO 
2012, 2017). 
 
Additionally, gastronomy is the core aspect of the intangible heritage, holding the potential for 
development and strengthening of specific types of tourism, such as cultural, rural, health, 
active tourism, and more (Vicentijeviĺ, 2025). It should be understood as both a cultural 
expression and a tourism resource that shapes visitor experience (Mohanty et al., 2020). Since 
gastronomic experiences contribute to local economic benefits, heritage preservation and 
responsible tourism practices, gastronomy should also be considered a mechanism that can 
support sustainable development when properly planned and governed (Padyala and Kiran, 
2025). It ultimately contributes to sustainable food heritage tourism development, emphasising 
and balancing authenticity, economic viability, and community participation (Barrak and 
Salameh, 2023).  
 
Accordingly, it is possible to identify three dimensions that are normally separated in existing 
tourism policies, which are brought together through the theoretical relevance of the 
Mediterranean Diet. Cultural continuity refers to the traditional practices and knowledge, which 
have been passed down between generations, that give a community its identity. 
Environmental embeddedness represents the traditional method of eating according to the 
seasons, utilizing a diversity of plant-based sources, olive oil, and legume-based sources, and 
using local resources in an environmentally sustainable way. An example of this is FAO and 
CIHEAM's use of this diet as a reference point for building a sustainable diet (Burlingame & 
Dernini, 2012; FAO & CIHEAM, 2015). Economic territoriality refers to how the Mediterranean 
Diet connects the producers, processors, restaurants, accommodation providers, and guides 
that participate in the Mediterranean Diet in the area, thereby creating a strong local value 
chain. This relationship is particularly relevant for EUSAIR countries, where coastal tourism, 
rural out-migration, and fragmented agrifood systems coexist. 

 
 

4.1.3. Role in shaping tourism demand 
 
The global landscape of tourism demand has shifted substantially over the past decade, with 
gastronomy tourism emerging as one of the fastest-growing and most economically significant 
niche segments. Tourism demand has increasingly moved from passive sightseeing towards 
experience-seeking, authenticity and participation. Gastronomy tourism responds to this shift 
because it enables visitors to learn through taste, proximity and social interaction. The 
Mediterranean Diet can shape this demand in three interconnected ways. As gastronomy 
tourism, it offers visitors distinctive local products, culinary techniques, restaurant experiences 
and food-related events. As experiential tourism, it creates opportunities for participation in 
harvesting, cooking, fishing, preserving, foraging and tasting. As slow tourism, it encourages 
longer engagement with places, seasonal rhythms and local communities rather than rapid 
consumption of iconic sites. 
  

Figure 9. The role of the Mediterranean Diet in shaping tourism demand 
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The UNWTO's Second Global Report on Gastronomy Tourism (UNWTO, 2017) identified 
gastronomy as a key motivating factor for international travel and a primary vehicle for the 
transmission of cultural heritage. More recent market analyses confirm that this trend has 
accelerated: the global culinary tourism market was estimated at USD 922 billion in 2023, 
expanding at a compound annual growth rate exceeding 16% (Future Market Insights, 2024). 
According to the World Food Travel Association, approximately one third of tourists consider 
the culinary offer a primary criterion in destination selection - a figure that underscores the 
economic stakes of effective gastronomic positioning. 
 
In addition to this demand framework, there are also several reasons that make the 
Mediterranean Diet unique. In contrast to many types of Ăfood tourismñ, which tend to focus on 
either one prominent dish or a specific region through an iconic restaurant, the MD is all-
encompassing and offers a whole range of tourism experiences by combining agricultural 
landscapes, artisan production, seasonal cycles, and social ritual. These multi-faceted tourism 
experiences fit very well with OECD (2012) definition for the Ăfood and tourism experienceñ - 
an experience that involves multiple levels of interaction, such as consumption, immersion, 
learning, and emotional connection to place. As previously mentioned, the MD also fits well 
within the framework of slow tourism, where tourists spend time actively engaging with the 
local culture at a slower pace, and ultimately contributing to health and wellness, mindfulness, 
and responsible use of resources. 
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Moreover, there is a diverse demand from the different traveler groups. Cultural tourists with 
higher budgets seek out curated dining experiences featuring locally sourced products and 
meals prepared by chefs. However, there are rural/nature tourism groups who enjoy eating 
farm-to-table dishes, helping to harvest olives, wine and olive trail adventures, hiking and 
learning about local food, and staying in agritourism facilities. Families and education/school 
groups may seek cooking classes or a farm-to-school experience. Silver (older than the age 
of 55) tourism groups want to eat healthy and may want to find ways to travel the countryside 
while promoting wellness. Conclusively, this shows that the Mediterranean Diet is not one 
tourism product but a platform for destinations to develop a range of different tourism products 
for various segments of the market.  
 
Therefore, EUSAIR countries have distinct advantages over competitors in a quickly changing 
global environment. Greece and Italy have long histories of international reputations as world-
class culinary destinations where their many long-standing gastronomical traditions are often 
identified as among the most popular in Europe by tourism research study reports. Croatia's 
wine and olive oil routes that were funded through the Interreg ADRION QNESt and QNESt 
Plus project represent tangible product development examples to develop and bring together 
the overall MD heritage into more structured ways for tourists to explore and experience 
through organized itineraries (EUSAIR GASTRO Tourism Handbook, 2023). ĂSlovenian 
Cuisineñ in Slovenia is an example of how even a smaller country can leverage the MD 
framework for the development of a local food identity based on seasonal and locally sourced 
ingredients, and that the MD may not always be the primary cultural reference point in providing 
geographic branding for food items in other regions of the world. In addition to Montenegro's 
long history of producing high-quality olive oil, and Bosnia and Herzegovina's long-standing 
culinary traditions heavily influenced by Mediterranean-style culinary practices, both countries 
have yet to tap into their inherent tourism potential. 
 
At the same time, there is a disparity in the evidence of market size and demand, with the 
knowledge of the cultural and sustainability components of the Mediterranean Diet. Ingrassia 
et al. (2023) show that there is a demand from consumers for menus and products anchored 
in the Mediterranean Diet, while at the same time, there are inefficiencies in cultural 
understanding from tour operators.  
 
However, demand-side growth of tourism based on the Mediterranean Diet cannot be achieved 
through branding alone. For example, as part of tourism based on the Mediterranean Diet, the 
following will be required: interpretation, education of staff, destination-specific stories, a 
labelling system connecting the menu items with local producers, and communication of the 
environmental/sustainability of the Mediterranean Diet. Without putting these elements in 
place, the Mediterranean Diet could become a generic healthy food theme focused solely on 
health and not connected to the food, community, and environment where the Mediterranean 
Diet was created. 
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4.1.4. The Mediterranean Diet in EUSAIR countries ï 
contribution to destination identity, branding and 
authenticity 

 
Theoretical literature finds cultural distinctiveness as the longest-term advantage in the 
marketplace of tourism. Therefore, the branding of the Mediterranean Diet is a multilayered 
asset with historical, ecological, institutional and emotional characteristics.  
 
The Mediterranean Diet is generating a link between destination identity and images 
connected to the physical and cultural assets of a particular place - landscapes, local 
agricultural varieties, methods of food production, collective gatherings, and everyday stories 
about the village or town. With increasing competition in the tourist market, food is becoming 
the language of destinations that differentiates them from each other and creates an 
opportunity for a competitive advantage that is difficult to replicate based on the ecology and 
culture of each location.  
 
Multiple countries in the EUSAIR region utilize the Mediterranean Diet to build their brand as 
tourist destinations, varying in levels of sophistication. However, EUSAIR countries have 
differences in the degree of their gastronomy branding maturity, and their capacity to use the 
Mediterranean Diet in the promotion of sustainable tourism. Specifics about each EUSAIR 
country are mentioned in various contexts and for different purposes in this study. However, it 
is important to analyse and highlight their similarities and differences in the overall context of 
the Mediterranean Diet as a whole. 
 
For example, countries such as Italy and Greece have matured in their agriculture-based 
gastronomic tourism sectors, as well as developed strong agritourism systems throughout their 
respective countries, and developed numerous geographical indications for food products. 
Italyôs and Greeceôs gastronomic brands are both internationally recognised for their 
longstanding histories of international reputation, and have strong regional food identities. 
They are already using food, wine, olive oil, and rural landscapes in a powerful way within their 
destination narratives. In addition, they have both been identified as representatives of these 
recognised communities by UNESCO. Italy achieved the inscription of Italian cooking, which 
is intertwined with the Mediterranean Diet, on the UNESCO Representative List of the 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity only recently, in 2025. In Greece, specific thematic 
routes are developing across the country around elements of the Mediterranean Diet (olive oil, 
wine, and traditional Greek cuisine) that help leverage UNESCO recognition from across the 
globe, and build upon the established brand equity of tourism in Greece in connection with the 
MD.  
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Figure 10. The Mediterranean Diet in EUSAIR countries ï a comparative overview 

 
 
Due to becoming an EU member and being recognised by UNESCO in 2013, Croatia has seen 
an increase in interest from tourists in exploring the gastronomy of the Adriatic Sea and island 
regions. It has made remarkable progress towards establishing a viable foundation for 
increasing tourism based on the Mediterranean Diet by developing infrastructure and 
institutional methods to encourage the promotion or use of the Mediterranean Diet. The 
national tourism strategy of Croatia indicates that the inclusion of sun, sea and gastronomy will 
be connected to the overall effort to extend tourism from the coastal season into more of an 
all-year-round experience, by establishing a sense of culinary experiences within the cultural 
experiences associated with the MD. In parallel, the organic farming area in Croatia has 
increased by fourfold between 2012 and 2022 (Eurostat, 2022). Moreover, Croatia received 
great recognition of its gastronomy practices. Its region Kvarner was awarded the prestigious 
title of the European Region of Gastronomy 2026 by the International Institute for Gastronomy, 
Culture, Arts and Tourism (IGCAT) (IGCAT, 2026). Moreover, its region Central Dalmatia was 
also awarded this prestigious title - the European Region of Gastronomy 2027 - by IGCAT 
(IGCAT, 2026). 
 
Slovenia is not formally recognised as a part of the UNESCO recognition of the Mediterranean 
Diet, but it does possess an original national gastronomy identity that is based upon the key 
principles of the Mediterranean Diet, relating to local food sources, seasonal food sources and 
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biodiversity. It has also developed its own coherent sustainable tourism, a more complex 
regional gastronomy, quality systems, and culinary strategy, called ĂSlovenian cuisineñ - a 
diverse culinary heritage combined of three unique geographic regions; Alpine, Pannonian and 
Mediterranean.  
 
On the opposite side of the spectrum are the EUSAIR candidate countries in the Western 
Balkans (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia), which 
have a highly developed significant food and culinary heritage compatible with the 
Mediterranean Diet, but have much less developed institutional frameworks for the tourism 
valorisation of this food heritage. They have generally established strong traditions of food in 
their cultures, but have less integration into the destination markets, fewer international quality 
certifications, and more fragmented producer-tourism relationship records. Organic agriculture 
in these countries represents a relatively low proportion of total agricultural area (EEA, 2023; 
Eurostat, 2023), non-food supply chains to the end consumer are not well-developed beyond 
local markets, and the linkages between the tourism sector and agrifood system are generally 
weak. 
 
San Marino is a particularly interesting case. It is a small municipality with a distinct cultural 
identity, so its localised food customs and enclosed cultural heritage site are a niche tourism 
opportunity, which is still largely untapped. Being so small, San Marino might even be more 
ideally suited for niche-heritage and culinary tourism than for large-scale transformation of their 
overarching food systems.  
 
Hence, each of the examples above illustrates how the tourism products, based on the 
Mediterranean Diet, are not simply transferable through mechanical means - they must be 
adjusted to take into account the institutional capacity, producer base, visitor demographics, 
and cultural geographies of the host country.  
 
However, there is potential for local governments and larger corporations to benefit from 
greater investment in the institutional resources needed for MD branding among the EUSAIR 
candidate countries and smaller states. For example, the Mediterranean coastal cuisine of 
Albania, along with Serbia, engaging in traditional Balkan-style food cultures, has been 
influenced by both Ottoman and Mediterranean traditions, as well as the new agritourism 
sector being developed in Montenegro. They provide a way to build an MD branding framework 
to systematically position these advantages at the regional level. The proposed EUSAIR 
Mediterranean Diet Flagship Project, a strategic initiative (led by Pillar 4 and supported by 
Pillar 5 and Pillar 1 under the new EUSAIR Action Plan 2025) positioning the Mediterranean 
Diet as a driver of sustainable tourism, rural development, and cross-pillar cooperation in the 
Adriatic-Ionian region, will seek to use these regional interests to create a common 
infrastructure of branding that will allow all Member States to obtain value from everyone else's 
reputation for EUSAIR MD destination use (European Commission, 2025a). 
 
Authenticity in this case is not to be seen as a fixed and unchanging representation of history. 
More specifically, it is a major hurdle to cross in this brand creation process. As previously 
stated, Ingrassia et al. (2023) demonstrate significant gaps between the MD as cultural 
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heritage and the MD as a marketed tourism product, which were confirmed by the surveys 
conducted among restaurant owners and staff located at official UNESCO sites in Sicily. While 
much of this gap can be attributed to a lack of knowledge of MD's traditional cultural 
components, the menu offerings of restaurants catering to tourists traditionally differ from what 
would be considered authentic. The implication of this type of branding is clear: a brand 
associated with MD authenticity is only going to be viable for as long as the actual product 
being sold has maintained its authentic and original character. To maintain original character, 
however, there must be ongoing investment made not only in the marketing of MD, but in the 
education of tourism industry personnel, the preservation of traditional agricultural practices, 
and the development and preservation of the short food chain connecting local agricultural 
products to the dinner plates of tourists. 
 
As a result, the term "authenticity" can be correctly defined as a reliable form of continuity - the 
degree to which community members are willing and able to modify foodways for tourists while 
still maintaining control over the meaning, quality, and benefits associated with those practices. 
Managing this process requires there to be adequate governance mechanisms to ensure that 
tourism development stays reasonably close to the producers and cultural producers of the 
community. Systems such as geographical indications, origin labelling, and bio-regions, 
farmers' markets, culinary procurement systems, and community-based events can help 
translate authenticity into working systems. The absence or ineffectiveness of such systems 
will create a disconnection between the branding and the reality of production, and destinations 
will be selling images of the Mediterranean, yet importing food products from another part of 
the world, executing standardised menus, or eliminating small producers from their supply 
chain. 
 
Ultimately, the framework of EUSAIRôs macroregional governance structure that focuses on 
transnational cooperation, developing common branding, and transferring knowledge, lends 
itself well to this gradient. More developed countries will act as knowledge partners to 
developing countries and provide a regional branding opportunity for lesser-known or relatively 
invisible territories to take advantage of the overall EUSAIR Mediterranean brand through 
association. A major risk to success will be if the regional brandôs power becomes concentrated 
in the countries having the most capacity (institutions), with candidate countriesô territories 
being marginalised and able to benefit from the brand but not be co-creators of the shared 
identity. 
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4.2. Organic agriculture in EUSAIR countries - innovative 

and sustainable food chains as drivers of sustainable 

tourism 

 
Organic agriculture, also called organic farming, is an agricultural method that aims to produce 
food using natural substances and processes, encouraging a high standard of animal welfare, 
and requiring farmers to meet the specific behavioural needs of animals (European 
Commission, 2026). Therefore, organic farming has a limited environmental impact due to the 
responsible use of energy and natural resources, maintaining biodiversity and water quality, 
preserving regional ecological balances, and enhancing soil fertility.  
 
The EU policy framework recognises this, and through the European Green Deal and the Farm 
to Fork Strategy, it has set the objective that at least 25% of EU agricultural land should be 
under organic farming by 2030. Moreover, through the EU Organic Action Plan, the European 
Union seeks to stimulate demand, conversion, processing and value-chain organisation 
(European Commission, 2020; 2021), as well as to fully mobilise the Common agricultural 
policy (CAP) (European Commission, 2021a). 
 

Figure 11. The concept of organic agricutlure in EUASAIR 
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Organic agriculture is a key enabling condition for credible Mediterranean Diet-based tourism, 
although the two concepts should not be confused or merged. The Mediterranean Diet can 
include products that are local, seasonal, and traditionally produced without necessarily being 
certified organic. Nevertheless, organic farming strengthens its environmental and market 
credibility by providing regulated standards for production, biodiversity protection, reduced 
chemical inputs, and traceability.  Hence, organic agriculture is considered a key pathway 
towards more sustainable food production (European Commission, 2026), due to its benefits 
for biodiversity, soil, animal welfare and farm resilience, as well as the importance of supportive 
institutions and knowledge systems (European Commission, 2026).  
 
Generally, organic farming is especially relevant when considering the need to adapt to climate 
change. Specifically, organic agriculture can reduce greenhouse gas emissions and improve 
carbon sequestration, while supporting on-farm biodiversity (FAO, 2015/2020; FAO, 2022). 
This means that, if well managed, organic agriculture can play a significant role in climate 
mitigation and ecosystem conservation. For example, according to research, agricultural 
production systems located in the Mediterranean region, such as Italy, are experiencing 
vulnerability from an increase in temperature and severe weather patterns, which will adversely 
affect crop yields (Pulighe et al., 2024). However, the principles of organic farming often place 
great importance on maintaining soil fertility and biodiversity, making organic farming a more 
sustainable and climate-resilient alternative to conventional chemical-based farming methods. 
Therefore, including organic production as part of regional development strategies provides 
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the EUSAIR member countries with an opportunity to mitigate environmental risk while meeting 
the growing consumer demand for "clean" and "fair" food products. 
 
Additionally, organic agriculture can contribute to feeding the world within environmental limits. 
However, it cannot serve as a single solution, but as a major component of broader strategies 
for sustainable food systems (Muller et al., 2017). Hence, organic agriculture contributes to 
several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially those related to poverty reduction, 
food security, health, climate action, and biodiversity. Conclusively, if embedded in coherent 
policies and value chains, organic approaches can help align farming practices with global 
sustainability targets.  
 
Furthermore, from the perspective of tourism, as a component of gastronomy and eno-gastro 
tourism, and as being a factor in the term "eco-gastronomy", organic agriculture is a 
differentiator. For example, restaurants and lodges providing certified organic Mediterranean 
Diet produce are helping to preserve local ecosystems and biodiversity throughout the EUSAIR 
region. Similarly, financial support by financial institutions to green transition and sustainable 
investments related to organic agriculture is more promising, since it is consistent with the 
financial and environmental aspirations expressed in the EUSAIR Action Plan 2025 (European 
Commission, 2025a). 
 
Additionally, there is a growing recognition and legal significance of the concept of "Organic 
Districts" (Bio-distretti). This refers to geographical areas consisting of farmers, citizens, tourist 
operators, and local authorities who have formed agreements defining how to sustainably 
manage the local resources based on organic values. This modality creates a legal and 
organizational framework to connect the agricultural sector to the tourism sector directly. In an 
organic district, the Mediterranean diet is elevated from being merely an experience to an 
actual "short food supply chain" of food sourced from the local region and consumed at local 
hotels and restaurants. This strategy results in reduced carbon footprints of the tourism 
industry as well as greater equitable economic impact of the tourism industry on local 
producers. 
 
 

4.2.1. State, trends, and regional disparities of organic 
agriculture 

 
Organic farming is no longer marginal, even though its growth remains uneven across 
countries and sectors (FAO, 2022). Namely, although organic farming generates new business 
models, employment, and added value for rural areas (IFOAM, 2025), recent data show both 
progress and a significant gap to the 2030 target. The European Environment Agency reports 
that the EU share of agricultural land under organic farming increased from 5.9% in 2012 to 
an estimated 10.8% in 2023 (EEA, 2025). It also concludes that the pace of growth would need 
to rise, more than double, to reach the 25% target by 2030 (EEA, 2025).  
 
Moreover, the EU average in 2022 was placed at 10.5% of utilised agricultural area, with Italy, 
Greece, and Slovenia above 10% (Eurostat, 2024). Meanwhile, Croatia remains below that 
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threshold but has shown expansion over the previous decade (Eurostat, 2024). This 
differentiated EUSAIR pattern indicates that certain EU Member States have already begun to 
incorporate some element of organic agriculture into established systems of food and tourism 
(productive interactions between organic farming and tourism), whereas others are still 
developing scale/certification capacity/marketing channels. The result is about 200% increase 
(relative - % increase compared with pre-2007), largely as a result of combined factors from 
CAP eco-scheme assistance (policies) combined with direct payment for organic farms, 
demand from consumers for organic products, and increasing use of sustainable food systems 
principles in governance of food systems throughout Europe (European Commission, 2021). 
 
The EUSAIR area has a varied landscape that reflects how agriculture evolved historically and 
how EU policies treated agricultural development in the past on an EU-wide basis. Of the 
European Union countries, Italy and Greece are the most important organic producers relative 
to the entire EU in terms of total area and relative area of organic production. Italy's organic 
area in 2022 was approximately 2.3 million hectares, making up about 17% of the entire 
organic area in the EU, and about 10% of the utilised agricultural area in Italy is its organic 
area (Eurostat, 2022).  
 
Greece had a greater share of its total Utilised Agricultural Area (UAA) in 2022 than the EU 
average. However, each country faces similar challenges regarding the quality of the data and 
making precise data comparisons between each country. Slovenia had an organic share of 
more than 10% UAA, where 79% of the country's certified organic area is comprised of organic 
meadows and pasture. Slovenia's structure is a reflection of the significant amount of mountain 
and upland farming that dominates the overall agricultural production landscape in Slovenia. 
Furthermore, Croatia had the most pronounced change in organic area from 2012 to 2022, 
with organic area increasing by four times the amount of organic area in 2012 ï this is the 
largest percentage increase of all EU countries since joining the EU (Eurostat, 2022). 
 

Figure 12. Organic farming in EUASAIR 
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The gaps are much bigger when EUSAIR countries that belong to the EU are compared to the 
countries that do not belong to the EU. The global statistics on organic farming show that the 
countries of the Western Balkans typically do not have as much land certified organic as the 
EU Mediterranean countries. In many cases, land in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North 
Macedonia, and Serbia is less than 1% of total land area, therefore limiting the potential for 
organic production for these countries in the short term (FiBL & IFOAM, 2025; Jovanovic, 
2025). Natural resources present in Montenegro's mountain, coast, and pastoral regions are 
ideal for niche development, but the size of the organic sector is very small. San Marino lacks 
sufficient area to provide a straightforward comparison ï it is more able to provide evidence 
about governance systems in short supply chains through niche and heritage. 
 
The EEA has established that non-EU EEA cooperating countries, particularly Montenegro, 
North Macedonia, and Albania, have all reported organic production being less than 5% of 
usable agricultural area in the EEA (EEA, 2023). As such, the large disparity between these 
countries (and the EU countries) relates to a range of structural factors including: limited 
access to EEA agri-environmental support mechanisms, weak infrastructure/limited 
regulatory/certification frameworks related to organic products, low rates of domestic 
purchasing of products at organic premiums, underdeveloped export channel opportunities for 
organic producers to access more affluent regional and EU markets, and retain greater 
amounts of net income from their products. 
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Consequently, all parts of EUSAIR are facing a double structural asymmetry around food 
production. One is between EU countries and non-EU countries, on how well organic forms of 
agriculture have been developed at the regional level. The second is the asymmetry within EU 
countries between three regions (Italy, Greece, and now increasingly Croatia) that possess 
highly developed agri-food innovation systems, and emerging frameworks in Slovenia. These 
asymmetries affect how closely linked the tourism and agriculture sectors are. In those regions 
with high organic proportions and developed short supply chains, tourism-related businesses 
will be able to provide the high-quality locally produced food required to develop authentic MD-
style tourism products. In contrast, businesses in regions with undeveloped organic sectors 
will have much weaker credibility when developing a tourism-related story grounded in local 
agricultural production.  
 
Against this backdrop, policymakers are required to manage the coexistence of productivity, 
environmental performance, and rural livelihoods generated through organic cultivation in the 
context of competing pressures on climate, biodiversity, and resource use limitations (OECD, 
2026). 
 
 

4.2.2. Organic agriculture in EUSAIR countries ï a comparative 
analysis 

 
Based on the comparison data presented so far, we could identify three categories of countries 
in EUSAIR. Group 1 includes Italy, Greece, and Slovenia, and they are generally characterised 
by a higher share of organic farmland, as well as a more developed gastronomy, tourism, and 
certification system. Based on this position, these countries could easily integrate organic 
products into the overall tourism experience (olive oil tourism, food and wine routes, 
biodistricts, stopovers on farms, etc.).  
 
Group 2 is only Croatia, which has developed organic production, and there is demand for 
tourism. However, Croatia has additional challenges as it seeks to connect domestic producers 
with the coastal tourism market on a more systematic basis (connecting hospitality providers 
on islands with domestic producers).  
 
Group 3 includes Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia, 
and San Marino. These countries have significant cultural and landscape potential. However, 
they have less developed certification systems, fragmented farm structures, limited processing 
capacity, and lower visibility of organic products in the value chain of tourism. 
 
Table 1. EUSAIR countries ï comparative overview of organic agriculture and Mediterranean 

Diet-based tourism 

COUNTRY (GROUP) ORGANIC 
AGRICULTURE 
POSITION 

TOURISM AND 
HERITAGE 
LEVERAGE 

STRATEGIC 
PRIORITY 

Italy, Greece, 
Slovenia 

Relatively stronger 
organic land shares and 

Established 
gastronomy, wine and 

Move from product 
visibility to integrated 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

пн 

more mature organic 
market structures within 
the EUSAIR area. 

olive oil, rural tourism, 
and quality-label 
ecosystems. 

low-impact 
experiences, 
traceability, and 
climate resilience. 

Croatia Growing organic base, 
below the strongest EU 
performers, but with 
significant territorial 

potential. 

Strong coastal 
demand, UNESCO 
Mediterranean Diet 
recognition, and island 
and hinterland 
gastronomy. 

Connect hospitality 
demand with local 
producers, develop 
shoulder-season and 
inland products. 

Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, 
Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Serbia 

Smaller certified organic 
sectors, weaker data 
systems, and lower 

market penetration, with 
high potential for 

conversion and niche 
products. 

Rich traditional food 
cultures, rural 
landscapes, and 
emerging tourism 
products, but limited 
international visibility. 

Build certification 
capacity, producer 
aggregation, training, 
logistics, and cross-
border routes. 

San Marino Limited agricultural land 
base makes standard 
organic-land comparison 
less meaningful. 

Small-scale heritage, 
culinary identity, and 
proximity to wider 
regional networks. 

Develop niche, high-
quality experiences 
linked to origin, 

heritage, and regional 
cooperation. 

 
These variations are not just statistical - they define how policies are managed. In newer and 
developed systems, the focus is on upgrading quality, traceability, climate adaptation, and 
preventing over-commercialization. In newer systems, the focus tends to be on capacity 
building, providing certification assistance, aggregating small producers, providing access to 
local markets, and creating opportunities to integrate into rural tourism routes. Regardless of 
where these systems exist, organic agricultural production must be attached to the demand for 
that produce. If farms convert without having established or identified stable market channels 
(distribution systems), the long-term viability of organic production will continue to be 
economically unsustainable. If businesses engaged in tourism promote and market for 
sustainability without any purchase or use of locally produced organic or origin products, that 
tourism story becomes weak and potentially misleading. 
 
The organic transition also has a relation to the enlargement of the EU as it applies to candidate 
and potential candidate countries through their alignment with the organic regulation of the EU, 
the CAP-related rural development instruments, food safety, and quality standards. This can 
lead to both submitting formal applications for membership and increasing the global tourism 
competitiveness of these countries. However, in order to achieve this, some degree of 
institutional support needs to be provided. The costs of certification, advisory services, the 
capacity to carry out inspections, data systems, and producer organisations are not minor 
issues, but represent the infrastructure through which sustainable agrifood systems can be 
demonstrated to be viable and dependable to tourism markets. 
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4.2.3. Short supply chains, farm-to-table models and tourism 
value chains 

 
Relatively short food supply chains are particularly important for organic and sustainable 
agriculture, as they promote the transformation of food items into a relational economy. Short 
supply chains create the possibility for farmers' markets, community-supported agriculture, 
local procurement contracts, farm shops, on-farm tastings, cooperative distribution, and direct 
supply of farm products to restaurants, thereby reducing the number of intermediaries and 
providing visitors with visibility over the provenance of food products. The EU Organic Action 
Plan (European Commission, 2021) identifies local production, short supply chains, and small-
scale processing as key aspects in enabling farmers to take advantage of the additional value 
associated with the sale of organic products. 
 
Short food supply chains (SFSCs) have emerged as an organizing principle for connecting 
sustainable agriculture to tourism development (FAO, 2014; European Commission, 2021). 
They are characterized by a close geographical relationship between producers and 
consumers, minimal intermediary involvement, and being anchored in a territorial community. 
 
SFSCs have two purposes in MD and EUSAIR tourism. For one purpose, SFSCs provide fresh, 
locally produced food products that help create authentic, regional dining experiences. For the 
other purpose, the SFSCs provide economic gain to the local producers rather than to the 
intermediary wholesalers or large multinational distributors. 
 
Short chains have been defined in several ways based on tourism's diverse nature, culture, 
geography, and other factors. For example, short chains help to close the gap between product 
branding and product supply, they assist in retaining more of the tourism dollar in the local 
economy, they support visitor interpretation through storytelling and education, and they can 
help to promote seasonal design and use of local produce on a menu. 
 
On the other hand, Farm-to-Table (FTT) supply chains are particularly relevant to the small 
hotel, family-run restaurants, rural accommodation, and agritourism industries, as they 
enhance the opportunity to establish a tangible relationship between the host, producer, and 
visitor. Both economically and interpretively, through the lens of the Mediterranean Diet, visitors 
understand how to associate specific foods with their geographic location, time of year, and 
culturally distinguishable practices. 
 
Figure 13. The relationship between organic culture, short supply chains and tourism value 

chains in the context of the Mediterranean Diet  
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Nevertheless, operating on a short supply chain can be difficult. Small-scale producers may 
not produce sufficient quantities of product, or they may lack the necessary packaging 
materials, logistics support, and digital tools or documentation to meet the food safety 
requirements in hotels and restaurants. In addition, many tourism businesses may focus on 
purchasing based on price, convenience, or year-round availability, rather than purchasing 
from local producers. Additionally, due to the lack of coordination among public procurement 
policies and procedures, fragmented municipal policies, and a lack of brokerage businesses, 
there are further barriers to establishing linkages. Therefore, a policy programme for the 
EUSAIR should not only promote the use of local food, but also invest in providing coordination 
between producers: establishment of producer cooperatives, logistics hubs, digital 
marketplaces, destination-level procurement guidelines, training for chefs and purchasing 
managers, and assistance with establishing small-scale processing businesses. 
 
The expansion of Farm-to-Table (FTT) models, or short supply chain (SSC) systems, to 
connect agricultural food producers with hospitality businesses, is continuing throughout the 
EUSAIR region, but at very different rates and scales. For example, Italy established an 
agriturismo concept in 1965, in which agricultural producers operate what they call 
Ăagriturismoñ farms, which are farm-based hospitality establishments in which they bring 
visitors to a place used primarily for agricultural purposes. Agriturismos typically provide their 
guests with most of the food products that they serve, from their own or nearby farms, 
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establishing a direct connection between the food consumed by guests and the agricultural 
landscape surrounding them. The establishment of agriturismo in Italy is now extensive, with 
approximately 25,000 agriturismo farms, hosting millions of guests every year and generating 
revenues estimated to exceed EUR 1.5 billion annually (ISTAT, 2022). Agritourism in Italy has 
grown considerably since its introduction, specifically through the passing of national 
agriturismo legislation (National Agriturismo Legislation (Law No. 96/2006)) and additional 
regional agriturismo legislations. This concept provides an example of the types of permanent 
connections between agricultural production and tourism services that EUSAIR wishes to 
develop in the region.  
 
Furthermore, the growth of rural and agritourism in Greece has been rapidly increasing over 
the last decade, due to continued support from the European Union structural funds. Greece 
has a significant amount of potential for creating small farms/sustainably farmed local foods 
for sale through direct farm-to-consumer channels, with a recent surge in interest in the 
development of an experiential rural tourism experience, which has created an opportunity for 
farmers to engage directly with consumers as they do in many parts (United Nations, 2019). 
The barriers to the growth of rural and agritourism are primarily due to limited coordination 
between providers of rural tourism and the management of agriculture in the country (Cavicchi, 
2023). 
 
On the other hand, agritourism and FTT models are still being pioneered in candidate EUSAIR 
countries. Montenegro has been blessed with many favorable conditions for either low-
intensity sustainable agriculture or for ecotourism, particularly in the mountainous parts of the 
country. However, coastal regions benefit from the Mediterranean diet traditions combined with 
growing tourism development activity. In the case of Albania, its recognition from UNESCO 
regarding some of its natural landscapes has offered many opportunities to add "anchor" points 
for MD-based rural tourism in specific areas, such as Gjirokastra and along the Riviera 
Coastline. But, it has limited ability to create institutional capacity to develop and/or certify FTT 
supply chains due to a lack of sufficient resources.  
 
Additionally, the transnational project ĂCIRCUS - Circular economy Strategies, action plans, 
and Solutions for agrifood systems transition in ADRION coastal communitiesñ (2024ï2027) 
that has received funding through Interreg IPA ADRION, has involved municipalities in Italy, 
Bosnia Herzegovina, Albania, Montenegro, Greece and Croatia, and directly addresses this 
issue through the development of circular economy strategies relating to agrifood systems 
within Adriatic-Ionian coastal communities. This will offer a viable model for integrating the 
principles of FTT into tourism value chain activities across this candidate country cohort. 
 
 

4.2.4. Agriculture, biodiversity, ecosystems, and tourism 
development ï linkages and interconnectedness 

 
Agriculture and food systems are at the centre of current environmental challenges, including 
climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource use, proving that sustainability goals cannot 
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be reached without major changes in the way food is produced and consumed (European 
Environment Agency, 2026). 
 

Figure 14. The ecosystem of agriculture - linkages and interconectedness   

 
 
There is a fundamental connection between organic agriculture, biodiversity, and tourism that 
is not merely accidental - it is written into the structure of these relationships. This structural 
connection is particularly relevant to the Adriatic-Ionian region - landscapes in this area provide 
one of the region's primary assets for tourism, while simultaneously being one of its most fragile 
ecological resources. The reasons that make Mediterranean landscapes so popular as sites 
for tourism include the visual splendour of olive groves, the variety of different types of 
ecosystems (including both coastal and terrestrial), and the variety of plant and animal life 
associated with traditional agriculture in the region.  
 
Agriculture, over time, has influenced the development of these scenic resources. Therefore, 
without the agricultural practices that have been employed over many years to manage the 
landscape and create these sites for tourism, the Mediterranean's landscapes would not be as 
attractive as they are for tourism today. In its report ĂState of the World's Biodiversity for Food 
and Agricultureñ, FAO (2019) explains that Mediterranean agro-biodiversity possesses great 
global significance and contains very high levels of genetic diversity in relation to domesticated 
species (crops), the wild relatives of those crops, and the living things that come from different 
























































































































































































































































