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Abstract: Montesinho Natural Park is one of the largest Portuguese natural protected areas, pre-
senting good biodiversity and a cultural heritage with a strong connection to the territory and its
people. It constitutes a low-density territory, characterized by a human and social landscape based
on community practices, such as joint aid and the community use of goods and means of agricultural
production, which have contributed to the construction of the “transmontana” identity and to the
richness of the habitats. The promotion of the sustainable development of this low-density rural
region demands the understanding of its specificities and an appropriate approach to grasp its
challenges and develop effective management tools, allowing to preserve and exploit the region’s
potential from various perspectives. The purpose of this article is to develop an analytical model
using a literature review and a survey of the region’s specificities. This analytical model intends
to provide the basis for designing and assessing sustainable development solutions, increasing
local entrepreneurship and community empowerment through regional dynamism, with a focus
on environment and heritage preservation, universal tourism accessibility, collective memory and
endogenous product development. The suggested model adopts an interdisciplinary perspective and
stresses that, in order to ensure that the new initiatives will contribute to the territory’s sustainable
development, they should be scrutinized by asking four main questions: Is the initiative promoting
the rural development of the territory through the creation of synergies between agroforestry and
tourism activities? Is the initiative promoting an inclusive and sustainable tourism that is based on
the territory’s resources? Are heritage and collective memory being preserved and valued through
the initiative? Is the initiative promoting the empowerment of local communities?

Keywords: low-density regions; sustainability; endogenous resources; accessible and inclusive
tourism; cultural heritage; Montesinho National Park

1. Introduction

The Montesinho Natural Park (MNP) is one of several Portuguese regions with low
population density, and it is located in the northeast of the country. It has a specific
cultural and natural heritage, which must be studied and preserved. It is one of the largest
Portuguese nature reserves, with a huge biodiversity and a cultural heritage strongly
connected to the landscape and its people. The Park is distributed throughout the northern
area of the municipalities of Braganga and Vinhais, bordering Spain.

The constant loss of inhabitants has led to the abandonment of several of its most
characteristic and defining activities and a change in the organization of the region. At the
same time, new business opportunities, associated with natural and cultural heritage and
sustainability, have been slowly emerging, potentially making the region more attractive
for population settlement, a fact that is not yet visible in the indicators.
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In this context, arises the need for a developmental approach based on new scientific
knowledge, to understand and to develop effective management tools to preserve and
explore the region’s potential from several perspectives.

Research should support the creation of sustainable development solutions, increasing
local entrepreneurship and enabling dissemination, and be based on the assumptions of
environmental and heritage preservation and universal accessibility, thereby increasing the
potential of the territory in economic and social terms. As part of the Tourism Strategy 2027
for Portugal, the country’s economic, social and environmental development must have
tourism as a strategic reference, though ensuring the sustainability of the various regions.
Currently, the tourism sector is one of the major levers of the Portuguese economic system,
showing, in overall terms, a positive evolution since the beginning of the second decade of
the twentieth century.

Based on these arguments, we propose the following hypothesis:

The characteristics of Montesinho Natural Park (natural and cultural heritage, collective
memory, endogenous products, low-density rural area) can improve sustainable and
accessible regional development through the implementation of innovative initiatives
based on an interdisciplinary and integrated perspective.

The aim of this work, with an interdisciplinary scope, is to provide an analytical
model that contributes to promote, in a sustainable way, the territory of the Montesinho
Natural Park, creating conditions for the development of two strategic areas for the region:
agroforestry and tourism. More specifically, it aims to develop an analytical framework that
supports the emergence of concrete and viable proposals for the promotion of sustainable
agroforestry activities and businesses and universally accessible cultural, historical, ethno-
graphic and natural tourism. The study, therefore, addresses a relevant topic for scholars,
policymakers and practitioners by providing a framework that can be used to design and
assess development strategies for low-density regions that are based on innovative business
models in tourism and agroforestry activities.

The remaining of the article is divided into four sections: the first will focus on the
literature review and on the challenges of low-density rural regions and on rural tourism
in those regions; the second will explain the socio-economic, cultural and geographical con-
textualization of Montesinho Natural Park; the third will present the suggested analytical
framework for a development strategy of Montesinho Natural Park; and finally, the last
section will present some concluding remarks.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Low-Density Rural Regions

Low-density rural regions face major socio-economic problems, such as desertifi-
cation, ageing, unemployment the decline of infrastructure. They are considered to be
economically less productive and are often captured in downward spirals due to the loss of
inhabitants, especially young and highly skilled people [1]. The depopulation of rural areas
has intensified since the mid-1950s in many European countries [2] and Portugal is not an
exception [3]. Molinero [4,5] introduces the concept of “deep rural” areas to characterize
these territories that have low population densities and are suffering from depopulation.
Several economic factors are behind the depopulation trend, namely, those related to the
lack of employment and business opportunities. Combating this trend requires the design
of appropriate policies, which are often difficult to design and implement, to promote
the sustainable development of low-density rural regions, particularly those affected by
depopulation [2,6].

Since the late 1970s, scholars have made pleas for endogenous initiatives for the local
socio-economic development of these territories, with growth based on home-grown assets
and resources (e.g., natural resources, human capital, historically rooted skills and local
business culture and traditions) [7,8]. More recently, and notably since the beginning of
the 2010s, a paradigm shift has happened, with the emergence of the neo-endogenous
development theory, which adds the idea that the development of any territory is both
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influenced by and dependent on the wider context in which it is embedded [6]. This paper
adopts this perspective and understands rural development as a process that calls for
the interaction between the endogenous knowledge and resources (available within the
region) and the non-local knowledge and resources required for the development [9,10].
This perspective is in line with the place-based regional policy approach, which considers
regional development to not be limited to endogenous development policies of local
inspiration, but rather to include endogenous and exogenous dimensions, with the territory
as the centrepiece of public policies, and the interaction of actors and institutions at several
governance levels [11].

Until the 1960s, rural areas were mainly seen as spaces dominated by traditional
agroforestry activities. Since then, other activities have gained expression, namely, land-
scape protection and a wide set of activities that respect the environment and its natural
resources [12]. In fact, extant research has described a trend towards multifunctional agri-
culture in Europe [13], with a diversification in farmers’ activities, namely, by including
tourism, biomass production, nature and landscape management and educational activi-
ties [14]. Nowadays, rural areas are also seen as spaces of multifunctional consumption,
including leisure and recreation [15]. This multifunctionality of the rural territories can
bring new opportunities for deep rural areas, which are usually dominated by agrarian
activities [4]. Still, farmers’ livelihoods and rural development are closely related, as most
of the rural populations still depend on agroforestry for their livelihoods. Resilient EU
farmer livelihoods and the rural communities they support are crucial in the transition to
sustainable systems [16].

Some scholars have been stressing the role of the development of new business mod-
els (BMs) in agroforestry and tourism activities, as part of an inclusive and sustainable
approach, as an effective economic driver in the structurally weak low-density rural re-
gions [17,18]. This would enable them to attract people and new business to the region and
to promote its sustainable development, a concept that integrates the social, economic and
environmental spheres [19].

Sustainable development in low-density regions that are largely dependent on agro-
forestry systems raises significant challenges [20]. Farmers need to innovate in several
dimensions to create and implement new practices; to adapt to legislative, policy, market
and environmental changes; to market their products; and to take part in collaborative
processes. In this context, entrepreneurial initiatives may promote several types of innova-
tions, helping rural areas to develop better and overcome the challenges they face [21,22].
Technological innovation, and, particularly, the use of digital technologies, is considered
to be important in this process by promoting connectivity in the agri-food system and
reducing inefficiencies in the value chain, with an impact on farmers’ incomes and in-
creasing the sustainability of the system [23]. Social innovation, i.e., a process of social
change that involves the empowerment of actors and the emergence of new ways of doing,
organizing, knowing and framing [24], that contributes to the building of more sustainable,
resilient and inclusive societies [25] is also increasingly considered to be important for the
development of low-density rural territories [26,27], namely, under the neo-endogenous
development approach [10]. Likewise, the literature is gradually stressing the need to
introduce new practices that are based on new models of production and consumption,
namely, regenerative agriculture and circular business models [28,29].

These changes (diversification, innovation and sustainability) demand the develop-
ment of farmers’ entrepreneurial and organisational skills. Farms in Europe tend to be small
and medium enterprises that face a set of constraints in terms of financial, human and social
resources, hindering their capability to successfully change [30-32]. Networks (including
informal contacts and formal partnerships) with a wide set of actors, namely, businesses
from related sectors such as tourism and handicraft production, but also local authorities
and communities, are considered to be important mechanisms for overcoming such con-
strains [33,34]. Accordingly, scholars progressively adopt a systematic approach to study
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innovation in rural contexts, where firms (e.g., farmers) interact with other stakeholders in
multi-actor, multilevel systems to introduce change and promote local development [17,21].

2.2. Tourism in Low-Density Rural Regions

In the mid-1980s, it was argued that tourism in rural communities was one of the
most appropriate options for the development of rural populations [35]. It is an activity
that reconciles social equity and the preservation of natural and cultural heritage, without
endangering future generations [36]. It is, therefore, a proposal of sustainability and local
management in rural environments. Currently, the rural environment has come to be seen
as an area that offers experiences related to rest, leisure and safety. Thus, it is interpreted
through two prisms: as a tourist offer, by its local management, and as tourist demand, by
travellers looking for new experiences [37].

Currently, tourism has an important impact on rural areas and livelihoods [38], since
these areas have become attractive tourism destinations due to their landscape characteris-
tics, which are based on rurality, traditional culture and history and natural attributes [39].

Several rural areas in Portugal are considered to be tourism destinations, despite
being in an emergent phase but showing a great capacity for evolution and affirmation
given their specific and distinctive characteristics [40]. This growing importance of tourism
in rural areas was the result of European policies launched during the 1990s and 2000s,
with the ultimate objective being to relaunch economic activity in these areas and turning
them into multi-functional places [39,41]. Tourism and leisure services have been, thus,
considered to be activities that are complementary to traditional agriculture practices
that will help to arrest decline [41]. Even in these last years of the COVID-19 pandemic,
when the tourism sector has suffered a significant decrease, these low-density rural areas
have “suffered a less severe impact on tourism demand, and domestic tourism was able
to mitigate some negative effect” ([42], p. 1). At the current juncture, rural tourism has
the components to consolidate itself as a viable alternative for tourists by not generating
crowds and developing in open and safe spaces [43].

However, the growth of tourism in these areas requires to balance the dynamic tension
that characterizes the relationship between tourism development and the protection of
the territory and its landscape [44], since tourism may impact negatively on natural and
cultural resources [45].

New approaches to heritage management should be directed towards the sustainable
development of local communities. One of these approaches, which has produced very
interesting results, is the so-called working with people (WWP) model [46] for revitaliz-
ing rural areas through rural tourism, which has been mostly experimentally applied in
Ayacucho (Argentina) [47].

These new approaches also advocate for the involvement of local people in the devel-
opment of heritage management plans, since this will raise the awareness of residents to
heritage value and contribute towards the sustainable protection of sites [8,48]. They also
stress the need to consider the tourist experience in the management of heritage sites “to
achieve the goal of sustainable heritage tourism” ([49], p. 269).

Although natural and cultural resources are the main attractions of a territory and
the basis of its competitive advantage and endogenous growth, it is essential to take into
account the way these resources are incorporated into qualified tourism products to satisfy
the needs and expectations of tourist demand [50]. Thus, it is essential to have satisfied
tourists and involved stakeholders to achieve sustainability in these heritage sites [49]. The
sustainable management of natural and cultural heritage sites requires conciliation between
conservation and the new economic and social function triggered by tourism. The practice
of responsible tourism is essential, and the good use of heritage is the best guarantee of
its conservation [51]. Providing accessibility to heritage sites is considered to be a way
to promote the sustainable management of those regions. The concept of accessibility is
usually characterized by physical and architectural aspects—space accessibility—but it goes
much further, as it also concerns the accessibility of information, social, intellectual and



Sustainability 2022, 14, 4373

50f18

emotional components. It means that all people, with or without special needs, must be able
to participate in all activities that include the use of products, services or information [52,53].

Accessible, universal, inclusive or barrier-free tourism can be defined as tourism and
travel accessible to all people, disabled or not, who may present temporary or permanent
limitations concerning mobility, hearing, sight, cognitive, intellectual or psychosocial
limitations [54,55]. It is associated with a way of thinking, planning and managing a specific
destination, region or place. An accessible destination should allow all visitors, without
exception, to enjoy and use equipment and services, without restrictions or constraints, in
an equitable way.

3. The Montesinho Natural Park
3.1. Geographical Characterization

In the northeast of Portugal, in the so-called Terra Fria Transmontana, is the Mon-
tesinho Natural Park (MNP), one of the largest Portuguese nature reserves, with a size of
742,290 m2, and which houses dozens of species of flora and fauna, as well as a cultural
heritage with a strong connection to the territory and its people. It covers the northern
part of the municipalities of Braganca and Vinhais, bordering the east, north and west with
Spain (Figure 1).
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Montesinho Natural Park

Figure 1. Montesinho Natural Park location. Source: author’s compilation based on Official Adminis-
trative Map of Portugal (CAOP) and Protected Naturas Areas Network (RNAP).

Scattered throughout this territory there are currently about ninety villages that popu-
late its two large massifs—the Serra da Coroa, in the west, and the Serra de Montesinho, in
the east. At the top of the latter, we find the village of Montesinho (Figure 2), a rural cluster
characterized by the typical houses of the region, with granite walls and porches in wood
and blackboard (Figure 3).

The Natural Park is crossed by several rivers, with the Tuela and Sabor rivers having
the largest flow. All water lines run from north to south, integrating into the Douro
watershed. Soils derived from shales are the most frequent, and among those, the richest
are those near the watercourses that are of alluvial and coluvionar origin. The climatic
conditions, marked by continentality, present extreme temperatures, being very cold in
winter and very hot in summer.
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Figure 2. Village of Montesinho. Source: image captured by Sofia Matos Silva.

Figure 3. Typical houses of Montesinho. Source: image captured by Sofia Matos Silva.

The geographical location combined with its geomorphological configuration, soil
diversity and climatic conditions, as well as the human action of the populations that
inhabit this region, contribute to the great richness of habitats, both in terms of flora and
fauna. There are large patches of oak and chestnut trees, alternating with agricultural land
and water meadows (lameiros), or even old forests, now covered by shrubby species (e.g.,
rush broom) or bushes filled with heather.

The origin of the occupation of this territory is distant in time. It is possible to find
archaeological remains of all prehistoric periods to the intense settlement of the Iron Age
(1 millennium a.c.), with numerous fortified villages (“castros”—Iron Age hillforts) and
their sculptures of “berrdes”, representing the fauna of pigs and wild boars that, in the past,
were an important food and which, in the present, enrich the region’s gastronomy. The
Roman, Germanic and Muslim occupations followed. From the 12th century, the Kingdom
of Portugal gradually developed the basis of the current settlement plot.

This humanized territory, in a concentrated settlement of population clusters, built
with local raw materials (e.g., shale, granite and oak and chestnut woods) prefigured,
through the ages, a unique traditional architecture, although today it is interspersed with a
newer one, and associated with the white lofts and mills that maintain the original layout.

Community life has generated practices that are based on mutual help (e.g., common
herds of sheep, goats and even pigs) and the common enjoyment of certain goods and
means of production (breeding oxen, mills, forges and bread ovens), whose best-known
example is the mill of the village of Rio de Onor, which is currently a tourist attraction
(Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Rio de Onor. Source: image captured by Sofia Matos Silva.

Often associated with communitarianism, several original and genuine popular festi-
vals take place in the region that are related to ritual practices of integration in adulthood
and to the cycles of life and winter solstices, such as the Festas dos Rapazes or Santo Estevao
da Lombada feasts. In the summer, the feasts of patron saints animate the villages and
promote the meeting of emigrants.

3.2. Demographic and Socioeconomic Trends

In this region, the demographic trends are similar to other European rural low-density
regions, including depopulation, ageing (Figure 5) and the prevalence of a population with
low educational levels [2,56,57].

Figure 5. Ageing in Rio de Onor. Source: image captured by Sofia Matos Silva.

These trends are shown in Figures 68 for the MNP territory. Figure 6 shows a steady
drop of the population and a 25% loss of inhabitants between 2001 and 2021. Figure 7 shows
the ageing of the population, with a rise of 6 percentage points in the share of inhabitants
aged 65 or more years. Figure 8 shows the low proportion of inhabitants with a tertiary
education, despite the slight increase in the last decade. Therefore, this is a “deep rural
area” [4], where depopulation, ageing and de-skilling are occurring simultaneously.
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Figure 6. Evolution of the population in the MNP region. Source: author’s own elaboration us-
ing data sourced from the Portuguese census: Statistics Portugal (INE), Recenseamento da popu-
lagao e habitagao—Censos (2001, 2011, 2021). Data are provided in the Supplementary Materials
(Tables S1 and S2). * Excluding the parish “Uniao das Freguesias de Sé, Santa Maria e Meixedo”. This
parish includes the city centre of Braganca and only a small part of it is included in the territory of
the Park.
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Figure 7. Share of the population aged 65 years or over. Source: author’s own elaboration using
data sourced from the Portuguese census: Statistics Portugal (INE), Recenseamento da populagao e
habitacao—Censos (2011, 2021). Data are provided in the Supplementary Materials (Tables S3 and S4).
* Excluding the parish “Uniao das Freguesias de S¢, Santa Maria e Meixedo”. This parish includes
the city centre of Braganca and only a small part of it is included in the territory of the Park.
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Figure 8. Share of the population with a tertiary education. Source: author’s own elaboration using
data sourced from the Portuguese census: Statistics Portugal (INE), Recenseamento da populagao e
habitagao—Censos (2011, 2021). Data are provided in the Supplementary Materials (Tables S5 and S6).
* Excluding the parish “Uniao das Freguesias de S¢, Santa Maria e Meixedo”. This parish includes
the city centre of Braganca and only a small part of it is included in the territory of the Park.

The identity of the inhabitants has a direct relationship with agriculture, one of the
main economic activities (Figure 9), which is based on the culture of potatoes, the produc-
tion of bread (rye and wheat), the exploitation of the chestnut trees and the use of water
meadows (lameiros) and uncultivated land linked to livestock activity. Figure 8 shows that
the urban land use represents less than 1% of the territory of the MNP, while woodland
and shrubland represent almost 70% of that same territory. Nevertheless, according to
the statistical data, only 14% of the population is employed in the agriculture and forestry
sector (Figure 10).

Water bod
Rock 0.1% Y Urban
1.1% ' / 0.8%
D Arable land

T 181%
Permanent
crops
8.0%
Pasture
3.2%

Shrubland
33.4%

Woodland
35.3%

Figure 9. Land use (ha) in 2018. Source: author’s own elaboration using data from [58].
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Figure 10. Employment of the MNP population by economic activity (2011). Source: author’s own
elaboration using data sourced from the Portuguese census: Statistics Portugal (INE), Recenseamento
da populacao e habitagao—Censos (2011).

Influxes of new activities following the diversification trend related to multifunctional
agricultural systems—mostly linked to gastronomy, handicraft and tourism—and the
development of new business models are occurring in the region, mostly related to short
supply circuits of food products, eco-certification of agroforestry products and agrotourism.

3.3. Tourism Development in the Region

It is through the Master Plan of the Montesinho Natural Park [59] that the management
and the protection of the area is realized. This plan has as its area of intervention part of
the municipalities of Braganca and Vinhais (Figure 1), and the intension is to ensure the
maintenance and enhancement of the characteristics of natural and semi-natural landscapes
and their biodiversity. It establishes measures for the use, management and safeguarding
of natural resources and values, as well as for identifying a set of actions and activities to
be promoted in the park, allowing its proper enjoyment. Moreover, this plan also identifies
forbidden and conditioned activities. It organizes and regulates the land use through three
types of areas subject to protection, such as areas of partial protection and complementary
protection, for which the scope, objectives and specific provisions are established.

The areas of specific intervention include spaces and sites of relevant natural and
cultural interest, which require specific safeguarding and enhancement actions. These areas
integrate three typologies: specific intervention areas for the conservation and enhancement
of geological heritage (Pedreira de Marmore das Magas, Alto da Caroceira concession,
Montesinho granite massifs, Rio Frio granites and Serra das Barreiras Brancas); specific
intervention areas for the conservation of nature and biodiversity (between Gondesende
and Soeira, Espinhosela and Gondesende, Paramio and Vilarinho, Poiares and Sardoal,
Lagomar and Grandais, Oleiros and Donai and Bagal) and, finally, specific intervention
areas for the enhancement of cultural heritage, corresponding only to the Roman Mines
of France.

As a low-density rural area that maintains some of the traditional rural activities, it is
possible to go through the small villages and to listen and learn about the history of this
region, and the tales and the superstitions associated with it.

Inside the park, there are several support structures which also nurture knowledge by
fostering interest in exploring the region, such as:
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e  The Interpretation Centre of the Natural Park of Montesinho, installed in the Casa da
Vila, a noble residence within the walls of the castle of Vinhais;

The Interpretation Centre of Autochthonous Breeds in Vinhais Biological Park;

A mycological centre;

Several observatories;

Several hiking trails;

A viewpoint over the protected area.

According to data provided by the National Register of Tourist Entertainment Agents
(RNAAT) and the National Register of Travel Agents and Tourism (RNAVT) of Tourism
of Portugal, Braganga integrates about 35% of the 42 tourist entertainment agents (fifteen
companies), as well as 43% of the travel agents and tourism companies (nine entities)
operating in the sub-region of Terras de Tras-os-Montes [60].

The majority of the tourism animation companies operating in the municipality of
Braganga have only been registered since 2010 and promote, mainly, outdoor activities
related to nature and adventure and maritime tourism, cultural and landscape tourism and
nature tourism activities.

The data provided by INE show that, between 2010 and 2017, hotel establishments reg-
istered considerable increases, tripling the number of units, and almost doubling the num-
ber of beds available, especially in the northern region and in the sub-region of Braganca.

In Braganca, despite the addition of sixteen hotels, with an extra 419 beds available,
the increase in the number of guests and overnight stays is negligible. The total income
was also lower than expected due to the increase in supply. In turn, the average number of
days of stay in hotels increased by 0.1 days at all territorial levels of analysis.

On the other hand, according to data provided by Tourism of Portugal through
the National Tourism Register (RNT) and the Tourism Geographic Information System
(SIGTUR), the global supply of tourist resorts in the municipality of Braganga corresponds,
currently, to fifty-four tourist resorts, which include: eleven hotels (ten hotels and one
pousada), thirty-eight rural tourism resorts (thirty-three country houses, four agrotourism
resorts and one rural hotel), two residential tourism resorts and three camping and/or
caravan sites. In it is important to stress that most of these establishments are located
outside the MNP.

Aiming to enhance traditional products and natural, cultural and landscape heritage
resources, the municipality of Braganca includes, in conjunction with neighbouring munici-
palities (Miranda do Douro, Mogadouro, Vimioso and Vinhais), two thematic routes—the
Terra Fria Route and the Chestnut Route. These routes have a set of itineraries that allow the
visitor to obtain knowledge regarding the natural and cultural richness of the municipality,
as they are associated with the possibility of visiting museums, interpretative centres and
museum centres.

As referred in the Evaluation Report on the Implementation of the Municipal Planning
of the Municipal Master Plan of Bragancga, dated 2020, it is noted that over the past few
years, these structures have been the target of significant municipal investments towards
their promotion and requalification, highlighting also the construction of the enclosure for
the promotion and enhancement of indigenous wildlife.

The economic valorisation of the heritage resources is also verified by the increase in
the number of tourism animation companies and travel and tourism agents operating in
the municipality of Braganca, most of which have been registered since 2010/2011. These
entities carry out, as mentioned above, activities related mainly with nature, the landscape
and cultural tourism.

The private investment related to the dynamization and exploitation of endogenous
potentialities has also materialised in the increase in the number of tourism enterprises, as
well as in the boom of local accommodation, especially since 2014.

However, only a small part of the existing rural agglomerations has experienced an
effective increase in competitiveness in these areas. The lack of economic and business dy-
namism, the closure of health and education facilities, associated with the loss of residents,
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and the lack of coverage of basic sanitation infrastructure networks, among other factors,
have led to the loss of importance of many smaller rural agglomerations [59].

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have naturally also been felt in the decrease
in all types of tourism activities, both at the level of the county seat and in the remaining
geographical areas of the district, particularly in the area of the Montesinho Natural Park.

Regarding the development of tourism, it is considered that it should be grounded
in social inclusion principles. More accessible tourism is not only a social responsibility,
but also a way to increase the competitiveness of tourism. Accessible tourism contributes
to the social, environmental and economic sustainability of destinations and has positive
impacts on the local community [61]. It is, therefore, important to promote the conditions
for universal accessibility and inclusion, which are based on the exploration and promotion
of its potentialities in terms of heritage [62], geographical potentialities and sustainability.

This should not be limited to physical accessibility, but also, and with special emphasis,
on information and communicational accessibility, as well as info-accessibility or virtual
accessibility [63], enhancing the visitor’s experience and its meanings.

The promotion of accessible and sustainable tourism in the MNP can be realized
through the implementation of organisational innovation by adopting “pioneering ser-
vices, products and technical processes” ([64], p. 277). This can be achieved through the
combination of several tools, namely geographical information systems (GIS) that are an
added value for decision-making processes in several areas, including tourism, agriculture
and the sustainable management of heritage sites. They provide resource inventories and
development models, helping to identify the most suitable locations for development,
measure impacts, map relationships between different types of data and produce maps of
the tourist destination [65-67].

Despite the concern of the Municipality of Braganca with the promotion and dissem-
ination of the brand of the region and the assumption of the need for a more inclusive
and accessible tourism, we could not locate the existence of accessible routes or find any
attempts to adapt the various places of interest regarding universal accessibility.

Given the little information available on accessible tourism, a brief analysis of the
virtual accessibility of the most representative websites was carried out. For this, the
automatic validator AccessMonitor version 2.1, developed by the ACCESS Unit of the
Foundation for Science and Technology, was used, allowing us to verify the degree of
compliance with the recommendations of WCAG 2.0 for the different URLs. This analysis
allowed us to know if websites meet the accessibility requirements of the Web Content
Accessibility Guidelines (W3C) of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) (WCAG 2.0), as
set out in Directive (EU) 2016/2102 of the European Parliament and European standard
EN 17161:2019.

Thus, the website Parque Natural de Montesinho—Visit Braganca (https://turismo.
cm-braganca.pt/paisagens-e-biodiversidade/parque-natural-de-montesinho, accessed on
11 November 2021) had an encouraging, albeit insufficient, result of 8.5 (an increase since
October 2021, when the value was 6.2) related to compliance with the recommendations
of WCAG 2.0. A visit to the website allowed us to verify the existence, though it was not
prevalent, of a virtual translation model for several languages of the signs of several walking
and mountain biking routes, although there are no references to the type of accessibility
related to them.

Another website analysed was the one of the Natural Park of Vinhais (Parque Biologico
de Vinhais—Natural.pt). This refers in its website and, in the tab, to “universal accessibility”
whereby “The paths of the park are accessible to people with reduced mobility”, revealing
the absence of real knowledge of the concept of universal accessibility, which, of course, is
not only of a physical character. This finding is confirmed by the web accessibility practices
report (WCAG 2.1 of the W3C), with a score of 4.6, which is negative.
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4. Analytical Model for Regional Enhancement through Sustainable and Inclusive
Tourism and Endogenous Products in Montesinho Natural Park

The analysis, synthesis and interpretation of the literature and the characterization of
the territory have enabled us to identify four main inter-related dimensions that need to
be included in the analytical model for the design and assessment of the development of
Montesinho Natural Park (Figure 11): tourism development, rural development, heritage
and collective memory and empowerment of local communities.

Empowerment B Heritage and

collective

communii’y memory

\ \ 2 Rural
Tourism y  " Development
Development sk

Montesinho Natural Park

Figure 11. Analytical Model for the development of the MNP. Source: created by authors.

The model draws on the literature on culture and heritage, as well on academic studies
on tourism and agroforestry systems, which are increasingly interested in developing
new strategies for low-density territories, as mentioned above. It is also aligned with the
United Nations’ sustainable development goals (SDGs), considering that it is essential to
create innovative strategies, use locally generated resources and promote the employment
and quality of life of local communities. Considering the specificities of the territory of
Montesinho Natural Park, the proposed model intends to contribute to three SDGs, namely:
(8) Decent work and economic growth; (10) Reduce inequalities; (11) Sustainable cities
and communities. It advocates for sustainable economic growth through the development
and implementation of policies to promote a multidimensional territory, namely, through
sustainable and inclusive tourism, enhancing the creation of conditions to promote local cul-
ture and products without harming the environment, while allowing people to have stable
and decent jobs that stimulate the economy (SDG 8). By promoting universal accessibility
and inclusion, it will contribute to SDG 10. Social inequalities stem from multiple condi-
tions, including territorial, gender or age inequalities and social class, resource, educational,
political or religion inequalities. SDG 10 focuses on the need to empower and promote the
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social, economic and political inclusion of all, regardless of age, gender, disability, race,
ethnicity, origin, religion, economic condition or other. Tourism, especially in low-density
territories, can be a key activity to reduce these inequalities, contributing to higher quality,
more inclusive tourism and, actually, to a better society. Finally, it contributes to SDG 11,
which advocates and synthesizes the main goals to be achieved with the development of
sustainable cities and communities. Accessibility in the territories is one of the priorities
of tourism activity. Better inclusivity, with areas accessible to all, makes it possible to
achieve the pillar of social sustainability with efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s
cultural and natural heritage, with this pillar also based on the improvement of agroforestry
activities and, of course, of companies in this sector.

The model suggests that to promote the sustainable development of the Montesinho
Natural Park, the new initiatives should be designed and assessed by asking four questions:
Is the initiative promoting the rural development of the territory though the creation
of synergies between agroforestry and tourism activities? Is the initiative promoting an
inclusive and sustainable tourism that is based on the territory’s resources? Are heritage
and collective memory being preserved and valued through the initiative? Is the initiative
promoting the empowerment of local communities? These questions correspond to the four
interrelated dimensions of the model that will be described in the remainder of this section.

As shown above, the Montesinho Natural Park is as a territory with great potential for
rural development through the recognition and use of its endogenous characteristics and
cultural heritage, namely, ethnographic resources and its involved areas, where natural
resources (geology, geomorphology and biodiversity) are included. However, strategies
that have been implemented in the territory did not bring, so far, the expected results and,
as described above, the region has not been able to reverse the trend towards population
loss. Thus, it is necessary to further create innovative dynamics and increase the socio-
economic impacts of new business initiatives, namely, in agroforestry and tourism activities
and in their interaction, which have a huge potential to foster regional development based
on endogenous resources. However, the development of this activities also requires a
balance between the environment and economy and the respect for the territory’s heritage.
Innovations need to respect and renew traditions, not to eliminate them [29,68].

Tourism development is considered to be central in this process. The model considers
that sustainability, inclusion and accessibility in tourism is a goal and a path to pursue
in new projects. It is mandatory to consider visitor’s needs, the tourism sector and the
communities, as well as its environmental, economic and social impacts, in the present and
in the future. The current pandemic crisis offers an opportunity to rethink the positioning
of the tourism sector, especially in terms of its relationship with the territory and the com-
munities, respecting the socio-cultural authenticity and ensuring that economic activities
are viable in long term. In this way, tourism development in this area should follow the
sustainable principles, ensuring the balance between the economic development and the
protection of the diversity, ecological and social values of the area, in the same way as that
which has been implemented for rural development.

To provide universal access to safe, inclusive, accessible and green public spaces,
particularly for women and children, older people and people with disabilities, it is crucial
to adopt a non-discriminatory and inclusive type of tourism. Accessible tourism, universal
tourism, inclusive tourism and tourism without barriers make it possible to strengthen the
competitiveness of businesses, sustainable communities and tourist destinations.

The development of tourism will depend on the heritage and collective memory that
make this territory unique. Montesinho Natural Park is a territory that has great potential
for development through the recognition and use of its endogenous characteristics and
cultural heritage, namely, ethnographic resources and its involved areas, where natural
resources (geology, geomorphology and biodiversity) are included. Cultural tourism
around cultural heritage and the improvement of agroforestry activities provides the
foundations of sustainability to communities. It will also make it possible to improve the
territory’s image through various factors, such as the rehabilitation and conservation of
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heritage. Tourists are increasingly looking for authentic products that reflect their own
identity, and which establish a link between the cultural and the natural.

These changes should contribute to the empowerment of local communities. Involving
the local communities will raise awareness in the residents concerning the need to protect
their heritage and the endogenous resources, which is an added value for the sustainable
protection of the region [8,48]. This would promote the commitment and involvement of
stakeholders who will act in close coordination, the creation of partnerships between the
tourism-related communities and public—private and civil society partnerships and the
innovative management of companies and agroforestry activities, alongside the strategic ac-
tion of regional tourism structures to ensure desirable sustainable, inclusive and accessible
tourism based on cultural heritage.

Therefore, the model values the identity, strengths and potential of the region as a
multi-sector and multi-purpose rural area [47]. Additionally, this model should be seen in
an integrated way and as a whole, in which each dimension is dependent on the others.

These issues, among others that are directly related to the reality of the local com-
munities, should be the focus of solid research, deepening the various themes in order to
create sustainability solutions, increase local entrepreneurship and allow for dissemina-
tion and promotion based on the assumptions of universal accessibility, also increasing
accessible tourism.

5. Concluding Remarks

This paper offers an analytical framework to support the analysis of local development
initiatives in a low-density rural territory—Montesinho Natural Park. The analysis of the
territory’s dynamics show that it has been subject to a negative socioeconomic evolution,
characterized by depopulation and ageing, despite the existence of some efforts to promote
tourism in the region and to promote innovation and business opportunities.

However, the analysis also proves that the territory has a rich endogenous resource-
base, with emphasis on its landscape and natural resources (geology, geomorphology and
biodiversity) and cultural heritage and ethnographic resources. These resources could be
leveraged to develop multifunctional systems to attract new businesses and people, while
keeping their distinctive traits, as a part of sustainable development.

In order to guide the design and assessment of new initiatives, the model includes
four interrelated dimensions: the empowerment of local communities related to capacity
building and participation in decision making; the valorisation of the territory’s heritage
and collective memory; the development of a sustainable and inclusive tourism strategy;
and the promotion of rural development based on innovative sustainable and inclusive
business models. Therefore, the model offers a framework for the scrutiny of initiatives
grounded on four questions: Does it promote the territory’s rural development though
the creation of synergies between agroforestry and tourism activities? Does it promote
an inclusive and sustainable tourism that is based on the territory’s resources? Does it
preserve and value the territory’s heritage and collective memory? Does it promote the
empowerment of local communities?

The application of the model would contribute to an integrated and multidimensional
analysis that could be a useful tool to local and regional policymakers, local development
associations, tourism entities, environmental groups and business associations.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14074373/s1. Table S1: Resident Population—Braganga Parishes;
Table S2: Resident Population—Vinhais Parishe; Table S3: Population aged 65 years or over—Braganga
Parishes; Table S4: Population aged 65 years or over—Vinhais Parishes; Table S5: Population with ter-
tiary education—Braganca Parishes; Table S6: Population with tertiary education—Vinhais Parishes.
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