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The challenge

The current situation regarding the
Alpine cultural landscape is marked by a
peculiar gap between ‘appreciation’ and
‘value creation:’ while the society at large
and tourists in general still appreciate
Alpine scenery in Switzerland, the Alpine
landscape is losing its long-standing rele-
vance as a source of production because
of the changing focus of the economy.
The main reason for this development lies
in structural pressure and sharply
increased economic competition since the
beginning of the 1990s. The reflection of
this development can be seen in demo-
graphic changes and in new production
systems. Local economies—in particular
in some valleys in the inner Alpine area
which rely heavily on agricultural
resources—face increasing challenges in
their struggle for existence. Very low (or

even negative) population growth rates
and a significant decline in job opportuni-
ties in these particular regions are becom-
ing fairly visible effects.

At the same time, high transfer pay-
ments from the federal government flow
into Swiss mountain areas in order to sup-
port mountain farming, which is rapidly
losing its traditional role as a leading
industry. In recent years, a simultaneous
redesigning of the main goals and func-
tions of rural areas has taken place, in the
direction of an ecologically balanced envi-
ronment and recreation area for urban
agglomerations. 

In addition, there is another problem
to be solved: uncoordinated governmental
sectoral policies (such as environmental
policy, regional development policy, agri-
cultural policy, etc). This problem compli-
cates or even impedes focused, goal-ori-
ented development under a well-defined
guiding idea. With new programs, the fed-
eral government and the cantons (ie
states) are looking for innovative ways of
devising new solutions.

Development options: three types
of regions
In order to identify the different devel-
opment options for mountain areas, we
need to differentiate between specific
Alpine locations. Based on the present
situation as a starting point, we propose
a three-fold typology of development
tracks, determined by specific frame-
work conditions and location profiles
(Figure 1):

“Brandscaping”: From Traditional Cultural
Landscapes to “Label Regions”
A Strategic Scheme to Achieve Sustainable Regional Development 
in the Swiss Alps

Martin Boesch
Erich Renner
Dominik Siegrist

100

Mountain Research and Development   Vol 28   No 2   May 2008: 100–104 doi:10.1659/mrd.0950

Sustainable regional development is a
long-term goal for Alpine landscapes and
habitats in Switzerland. Areas of high eco-
logical quality and sufficient socio-cultural
potential, but insufficient economic power,
are looking for long-term perspectives. The
economic options of structurally weak
peripheral regions could be improved sig-
nificantly through “brandscaping,” ie a cer-
tification strategy for Label Regions focus-
ing on sustainability, thereby “producing”
new types of landscapes. An adequate
implementation strategy should be based
on a reliable indicator system, which

should finally lead to certification proce-
dures for regional management. But the
implementation of Label Regions (with cer-
tification) is only feasible under an innova-
tive development scenario in which the
socioeconomic and political environment
facilitates such strategies. Labeling
intends to offer regional producers an
advantage in the nature-based tourism
market as well as for other quality prod-
ucts and services, and must be effectively
promoted by regional as well as sectoral
policies, thus shaping traditional land-
scapes into “brandscapes.”

FIGURE 1  Three-
fold typology of
development tracks
in the Swiss Alps.
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1. The intensely used (urban) type is
characterized by very busy tourism
with quite large settlements, a broad
infrastructure (classical skiing areas,
hotel industry, traffic, etc) and an
impressive economic performance
(Figure 2);

2. The declining type is marked by a pro-
gressive fallback of agriculture, the
steady decline and marked ageing of
the population, abandoned settle-
ments, and almost no tourist activity
in such regions (Figure 3);

3. The third type is characterized by sus-
tainable development and is called
“Label Region.” It features traditional
agricultural land use and settlements,
in combination with nature-based
tourism (Figure 4).

The Label Region: a sustainable option
In what follows, we focus on the Label
Region. First of all, we assume that with-
out any regulating and supporting actions
by the government, this sustainable type
will have no chance: due to growing eco-
nomic pressure, traditional “middle-of-the
road” regions have but two options in a
polarized future: Either they have enough
potential to activate their resources
through heavy economic development,
attracting considerable investment, and
eventually become an “intensely used”
type of region. Or they will gradually shift
into the “declining” type, with a fairly low
economic activity profile due to the lack
of competitiveness, and with only very lim-
ited investments from public or private
investors.

The change in agricultural produc-
tion towards tourist service regions poses
a serious challenge to mountain areas.
Future rural development must be man-
aged in such a way that sustainable devel-
opment goals are not just empty phrases
but will be truly implemented. This is
why we propose a scheme for sustainabili-
ty certification of mountain areas and
recommend the creation of Label
Regions. In future, Label Regions should
be favored when it comes to federal
transfer payments. In the same way, these
regions should benefit from the increas-
ing market for sustainable products by
implementing regional sustainability

strategies. Sustainable products are
durable, high-quality products from
socially responsible production lines, and
environmentally friendly production and
distribution processes; preferably they
reflect the slogan “from the region … for
the region.” 

Corroborating this typology, scenario-
based considerations also indicate that
Swiss mountain regions may develop
along highly different tracks. Some
regions may have better outlooks because
of their locational advantages and innova-
tive strategies, while in others the eco-
nomic and social prospects are for the
worse. As a third option, the intended
implementation of a Label Region strate-
gy (with certification) is only feasible if
there is some kind of agreement between
metropolises and Alpine regions. In this
manner, even less prosperous regions will
be able to develop decently from a socio-

FIGURE 2  The city of Buchs, Switzerland,
sees itself as a competitive business
location. It can be characterized as an
“intensely used urban type” of region.
(Photo by Dominik Siegrist)
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economic point of view and without too
much negative impact on the environ-
ment, provided they implement sustain-
able strategies effectively, and assuming
that goal-oriented transfers (on the basis
of performance-based contracts) are avail-
able in future.

It follows that an improvement of the
allocation of transfer payments is neces-

sary. To this purpose, a concentration of
transfers would be mandatory, with a focus
on Label Regions. However, there are cer-
tain preconditions which must be met in
order to successfully implement the Label
Region strategy:
• The economic performance of the

metropolises must be maintained or
even increased in the context of inter-
national competition;

• Willingness to support mountain areas
as a resource and compensation area
must be maintained in a consistent and
enduring manner by reliable political
decisions;

• Mountain areas (in partnership with
governmental and private institutions)
must design appropriate strategies to
achieve sustainable development, for-
mulate targets, and agree on perform-
ance measures.

Certification of Label Regions

Sustainable development goals and a con-
cept of certification for Label Regions
have the potential to be a decisive tool for
effective regional policy in mountain
areas. The identification of Label Regions
requires appropriate instruments to actu-
ally achieve the goal set, ie sustainable
regional development. Otherwise the strategy
will not be operational.

Certification in general has a long
tradition. In scrutinizing experience, we
distinguish between status- and process-
oriented approaches. The advantages of a
status-oriented system are accuracy and
comparability of the data. The advantages
of the process-oriented system are a par-
ticipatory approach and the capture of
dynamic endogenous processes. In order
to combine the advantages of both sys-
tems, we developed a three-step method:
a status-oriented quality rating system, a
self-evaluation, and a process-oriented
quality rating system are linked together
in a comprehensive procedure (Figure 5). 

In the pre-process phase, an applicant
region receives all the important informa-
tion about the certification procedure and
the different requirements for certifica-
tion. If the pre-process phase ends suc-
cessfully and the region still wishes to
become a Label Region, the main process

FIGURE 3  Parts of the Piemonte, Italy suffer from ageing population, agricultural decline, etc.
These regions can be described as “declining types.” (Photo by Dominik Siegrist)

FIGURE 4  Hasle in the Entlebuch
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve,
Switzerland. The region gives priority
to conservation of natural and cultural
landscapes and stimulates the local
economy by involving the population.
(Photo courtesy of Entlebuch UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve)
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can start. In the main process, the two
evaluation steps—process evaluation and
performance evaluation—are carried out.
Finally, after earning the label, the region
must continuously improve its sustainabili-
ty. After a certain time period of continu-
ous improvement, the Label Region must
go through the main process once again.
Consistency and continuity of sustainable
development in a region are monitored by
the process-oriented character of the cer-
tification concept.

Usually, the objects of certification
processes are enterprises, sequences of
operations, services, or products. In con-
trast, this particular case evaluates whole
regions regarding their sustainability per-
formance. While it is quite simple to certi-
fy established sequences of production
operations, there is a basic methodologi-
cal problem with the definition of systems
borders for the certification of whole
regions. For example, it is hardly possible
to quantify a steady flow of goods and
commodities over the border of the
region (as in earlier times with frontiers
or a customs office). Such problems need
to be resolved in future to achieve reliable
and trustworthy results.

Because of the need for credibility,
transparency, and comparability, as well as
consistent handling, an independent certi-
fication authority should be set up. The
label itself should be awarded by the fed-
eral government. Thus a high-level politi-
cal agency has the option of maintaining
the standard and would even be able to
refuse a request for the label—for the
sake of quality.

In a concrete case, a region-based
multi-stakeholder team should be respon-
sible for the certification process and
should monitor the individual stages of
the certification process, especially self-
evaluation. The team should include rep-
resentatives of local management, local
experts, and other representative stake-
holders, eg agriculture and forestry,
tourism, and nature and landscape protec-
tion. The wide range of all relevant
regional stakeholders, and a focus on
communication, will ensure that all essen-
tial facets of the certification process are
integrated. Thus, transparency of the pro-
ject’s operation will be guaranteed for the

different interest groups at each stage of
the process.

Assuming that the number of certified
Label Regions will grow in future, this
strategy has the potential of contributing
to a distinctive improvement of the whole
“Alpine system.” The expected multiplier
effects will result from the exchange of
experience in the network, as well as from
know-how transfer and spill-over among
the Label Regions and beyond, gaining
new clients in the long run. FIGURE 5  Certification process for

Label Regions.
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Brandscaping: a label for the state
and the market

Because the Label Region shows self-com-
mitment throughout the certification
process, it should receive preferential
access to financial resources—within both
regional policy schemes and other sec-
toral policies (such as agriculture)—and
to private flows of money. This, then, is
the overarching goal of the strategy.

At the same time the label is also
intended to provide advantages in the mar-
ket. This can apply to sustainable tourism,
the marketing of regional, organic food,
and specific local industries such as food
processing, solar technology, and ecologi-
cal construction or services in the health
and social sectors (adolescents, wellness
and regeneration tourism for the stressed
generation, a rapidly growing market serv-
ing elderly people). The quality mark
‘Label Region’ may not always be market-
effective by itself, but may support existing
or newly created local products. In this
manner, the product brands of single pro-
ducers will be combined with the generic
label, mutually reinforcing each other.

In conclusion, we realize that the per-
spectives of structurally weak peripheral
regions could be improved by a certifica-
tion strategy for Label Regions with a
broad, goal-oriented and sustainable Swiss
mountain area policy, provided consistent
marketing of the label is achieved and
combined with successful product brands.

However, the certification of a moun-
tain area as a Label Region will not auto-
matically guarantee thriving and sustain-
able development. Regions will also
depend on potentials in human resources,
such as innovation and entrepreneurship
with strong product brands. The same is
true for market success: Only if the con-
sumers of these products realize the addi-
tional value of the new label will they
agree to pay an adequate price. In this
way, added value can be created out of val-
uation. For this reason, the Alpine land-
scape will be re-characterized, or even re-
invented. We call this process “brandscap-
ing,” referring to regional and landscape
development as a result of the combined
value of sustainability-oriented transfer
payments and certified high-quality brand-
ed products.

Report. REGALP [Regional Development and Cultural
Landscape Change: The Example of the Alps. Evaluating
and Adjusting EU and National Policies to Manage a Bal-
anced Change]. Work Package 2: Analyzing the interrela-
tion between regional development and cultural land-
scape change in the Alps. http://www.regalp.at/en/
wp2_html#downloads; accessed on 28 February 2008.
Siegrist D, Aufdereggen M, Lintzmeyer F, Spiess H. 2007.
Economic potentials of regional nature parks in Switzer-
land: A case study of the planned regional nature parks
in the Canton of Berne. In: Mose I, editor. Protected
Areas and Regional Development in Europe: Towards a
New Model for the 21st Century? London, United King-
dom: Ashgate, pp 213–230.
Siegrist D, Boesch M, Renner E. 2007. Labelregionen.
Strategien einer nachhaltigen Regionalentwicklung im
Alpenraum. FUNalpin Arbeitsbericht 9. St. Gallen,
Switzerland: Research Institute of Economic Geography
and Regional Policy, University of St Gallen.
Weiss Sampietro T, Spiess H, Hohl U. 2004. Transfer.
Struktur und Dynamik von Transfers in die Testgebiete
Safiental GR, Sernftal GL und Binntal VS. FUNalpin
Arbeitsbericht 3. St. Gallen, Switzerland: Research Insti-
tute of Economic Geography and Regional Policy, Univer-
sity of St Gallen.

AUTHORS

Martin Boesch
Research Institute of Economic Geography and Regional
Policy (FWR–HSG), University of St Gallen, Tiger-
bergstrasse 2, 9011 St Gallen, Switzerland.
martin.boesch@unisg.ch

Martin Boesch is professor of Economic Geography
and Regional Policy and director of the FWR–HSG
Research Institute. His research is devoted to urban and
regional development in industrial and transition coun-
tries. He holds an honorary degree from Simferopol Uni-
versity (Crimea/Ukraine) in acknowledgment of his contri-
butions to transformation research and application.

Erich Renner
Institute of Sustainable Development (ZHAW INE), Zurich
University of Applied Sciences, Jägerstrasse 2, PO Box,
CH-8401 Winterthur, Switzerland. 
erich.renner@zhaw.ch

Erich Renner is professor of Economic Geography and
Director of the ZHAW INE Research Institute. His work
focuses on issues concerning the sustainable develop-
ment of economic areas, resource economics, business
location management, and regional policy.

Dominik Siegrist 
Research Centre for Leisure, Tourism and Landscape
(FTL-HSR), Institute for Landscape and Open Space, Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences, Oberseestrasse 10, CH-
8640 Rapperswil, Switzerland. 
dominik.siegrist@hsr.ch

Dominik Siegrist is chair of FTL-HSR and a lecturer in
Tourism in Landscape Planning. His main topics are
nature-based tourism, regional development of mountain
regions, visitor management, and parks. He is the presi-
dent of the International Commission for the Protection of
the Alps (CIPRA).

FURTHER READING

Boesch M. 2000. Alpenstadt 2000+.
Regionale Transformationsprozesse im
Spannungsfeld von Wettbewerbs-
fähigkeit und Kohäsion. In: Borsdorf A,
Paal M, editors. Die “Alpine Stadt”
zwischen lokaler Verankerung und glob-
aler Vernetzung. Beiträge zur
regionalen Stadtforschung im Alpen-
raum. ISR-Forschungsberichte 20.
Vienna, Austria: Österreichische
Akademie der Wissenschaften,
pp 129–144.
Boesch M. 2005. Alpine economy:
Transition from subsistence to global
competition / Economie alpine: d’une
économie de subsistance à la concur-
rence mondiale. Revue de géographie
alpine / Journal of Alpine Research
93(2):55–74.
Carabias-Hütter V, Kümin D, Siegrist D,
Wasem K. 2005. Zertifizierung.
Konzept für einen indikatorenbasierten
Zertifizierungsprozess von Bergregio-
nen. FUNalpin Arbeitsbericht 8. 
St Gallen, Switzerland: Research Insti-
tute of Economic Geography and
Regional Policy, University of St.
Gallen.
Pfefferkorn W, Musovic Z. 2003. Ana-
lyzing the interrelation between region-
al development and cultural landscape
change in the Alps. Work Package

Mountain Research and Development   Vol 28   No 2   May 2008Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Mountain-Research-and-Development on 27 Jun 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use


