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Abstract 

This research delves into sustainable tourism development along the Vjosa River in 

Albania, a region rich in natural beauty and cultural heritage. Utilizing a qualitative 

research approach, the study employs focus groups and observations to gather insights 

from local communities in the Municipalities of Gjirokastra, Permet, and Tepelena.  

The research explores community perspectives on tourism, assesses the environmental 

impact of tourism activities, and evaluates the potential for sustainable tourism 

development. Findings underscore the critical need for community-driven strategies that 

balance economic growth with environmental conservation.  

The study offers actionable recommendations for sustainable tourism practices, 

emphasizing the importance of preserving the unique ecological and cultural 

characteristics of the Vjosa River region. These insights contribute significantly to the 

field of sustainable tourism and provide a valuable framework for similar initiatives in 

ecologically sensitive riverine areas.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

Nestled in the heart of the Balkans, the Vjosa River, one of Europe's last undammed 

rivers, flows through a landscape rich in natural beauty and cultural heritage. This 

research focuses on the segment of the Vjosa that traverses the Municipalities of 

Gjirokastra, Permet, and Tepelena in Albania. The aim is to explore the untapped 

potential of sustainable tourism in these areas, contributing to local economic 

development while preserving the river's unique ecological and cultural values. 

The Vjosa River, originating in the Pindus Mountains of Greece and flowing freely to the 

Adriatic Sea, represents a crucial natural corridor of biodiversity and environmental 

significance. The sections flowing through Gjirokastra, Permet, and Tepelena are 

particularly noteworthy for their rich cultural history, diverse ecosystems, and scenic 

landscapes. These characteristics position the Vjosa as a prime candidate for sustainable 

tourism development, which could provide economic benefits to local communities and 

contribute to the broader goal of conserving this remarkable natural resource. 

This publication was made possible with the financial support of NASRI- National 

Agency for Scientific Research and Innovation. Its content is the responsibility of the 

authors, the opinion expressed in it is not necessarily the opinion of NASRI. 
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1.2 Significance of the Study 

This study is timely and essential, considering the increasing threats of large-scale 

development and environmental degradation facing the Vjosa River. By focusing on 

sustainable tourism, the research seeks to offer an alternative development model that 

aligns with environmental conservation and social well-being. The outcomes are intended 

to inform policy-making, guide sustainable practices, and support the local communities 

in Gjirokastra, Permet, and Tepelena in their efforts to protect and benefit from their 

natural heritage. 

 

1.3 Research Objectives and Questions 

The following objectives and research questions provide a comprehensive framework for 

investigating the various dimensions of sustainable tourism development along the Vjosa 

River. 

No Objective Research Questions 

O.1 1. To Evaluate the Current 

Status and Potential for 

Sustainable Tourism: This 

objective aims to assess the 

existing state of tourism and 

explore the possibilities for 

sustainable practices within the 

municipalities. It involves a 

thorough analysis of current 

tourism activities, resources, and 

their impact on local 

communities and the 

environment. 

 

• What is the current state of tourism in 

the Municipalities of Gjirokastra, Permet, and 

Tepelena along the Vjosa River? 

• What are the existing tourism 

resources and attractions in these areas? 

• How do local communities perceive 

the impact of tourism on their lives and 

environment? 

• What potential exists for developing 

sustainable tourism in these municipalities? 

 

O.2 2. To Identify Best 

Practices in Sustainable Tourism: 

The focus here is on gathering 

and analyzing global and regional 

models of sustainable tourism. 

This objective seeks to 

understand what has worked 

elsewhere and how these 

successful practices can be 

adapted to the unique context of 

the Vjosa River. 

 

• What are the globally recognized best 

practices in sustainable tourism? 

• How have other regions with similar 

natural resources successfully implemented 

sustainable tourism models? 

• What elements of these best practices 

can be adapted to the context of the Vjosa 

River? 

 

O.3 3. To Develop 

Recommendations for 

Sustainable Tourism Strategies: 

The culmination of this research 

lies in formulating actionable 

strategies. These strategies are 

intended to balance the 

preservation of the Vjosa River's 

ecological integrity with socio-

• What strategies can be developed to 

ensure the ecological preservation of the 

Vjosa River while promoting tourism? 

• How can sustainable tourism 

contribute to socio-economic growth in the 

Municipalities of Gjirokastra, Permet, and 

Tepelena? 

• What are the key factors to consider 
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economic growth in the region, 

thereby ensuring a sustainable 

future for both the environment 

and local communities. 

 

in balancing environmental conservation with 

economic development through tourism? 

• What role can local governments, 

communities, and other stakeholders play in 

implementing these strategies? 

 

 

2. Literature Review 

1 Sustainable Tourism: Concepts and Practices 

• Definition and Evolution of Sustainable Tourism: Sustainable tourism, defined by 

the World Tourism Organization, emphasizes minimal impact on the environment and 

local cultures while ensuring economic viability. The concept has evolved to include 

broader aspects of sustainability, encompassing ecological, economic, and socio-cultural 

dimensions (World Tourism Organization, 2020). 

• Principles and Components: Central tenets include environmental stewardship, 

socio-cultural respect, and economic viability. The Planeterra Foundation's report on the 

Vjosa River highlights the importance of community involvement in sustainable tourism, 

showcasing practical applications of these principles (Planeterra Foundation, 2023). 

2 Environmental Impact of Tourism 

The environmental impact of tourism, especially within ecologically sensitive areas such 

as river basins, is a topic of significant concern. The ecological footprint of tourism 

activities can be profound, affecting natural resources and ecosystems in ways that 

require careful management and mitigation.  

Research underscores the importance of adopting eco-friendly practices to minimize these 

impacts. Such practices range from reducing the physical footprint of tourism activities, 

ensuring the preservation of natural habitats, to enhancing environmental awareness 

among tourists.  

By implementing sustainable tourism strategies, we can safeguard these valuable 

ecosystems for future generations, balancing the needs of the environment with the 

desires of tourists and the local communities that depend on them. This approach not only 

helps in conserving biodiversity but also contributes to the resilience and sustainability of 

local economies. 

3 Socio-Economic Aspects of Tourism 

The socio-economic aspects of tourism, particularly in regions like the Vjosa River, offer 

a multifaceted view of how tourism can catalyze economic growth while fostering 

community involvement and empowerment. Tourism, when managed sustainably, can be 

a significant driver of economic development, especially in less developed areas. The 

unique natural and cultural assets of the Vjosa River region provide a fertile ground for 

developing community-based tourism initiatives. These initiatives not only generate 

income but also empower local communities by ensuring they have a stake in tourism 

development. By involving local stakeholders in the planning and management process, 

sustainable tourism can support local traditions and values, ensuring that the benefits of 

tourism are equitably distributed. This approach underscores the importance of crafting 

tourism strategies that are inclusive and beneficial to all community members, thereby 

contributing to the overall sustainability of the tourism sector. 
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4 Case Studies of River-Based Tourism 

The Danube River, flowing through multiple European countries, has been a focal point 

for developing tourism models that emphasize sustainability and community 

involvement. Initiatives along the Danube have focused on eco-friendly tourism, 

highlighting natural and cultural heritage preservation, and involving local communities 

in tourism development. These efforts aim to balance economic growth with 

environmental conservation, serving as valuable benchmarks for similar initiatives along 

rivers like the Vjosa, where there's significant potential for sustainable, community-based 

tourism models. 

Other notable examples include the Mekong River in Southeast Asia, where sustainable 

tourism initiatives focus on community-led tours and conservation efforts, and the 

Amazon River, where eco-tourism projects aim to preserve biodiversity and support 

indigenous communities. These case studies showcase diverse approaches to leveraging 

river environments for tourism that respects and sustains natural and cultural heritage, 

providing valuable insights for similar initiatives worldwide. 

5 Tourism Policy and Management 

• Policies for Sustainable Tourism Development: Government policies play a 

critical role in sustainable tourism development. Policies that support conservation and 

sustainable use of natural resources are vital for long-term tourism sustainability 

(Bramwell & Lane, 2011). 

• Management Practices for Sustainable Tourism: Effective management practices 

include stakeholder engagement, sustainable resource use, and continuous monitoring of 

tourism impacts (Dwyer et al., 2009). 

6 The Context of the Vjosa River 

• Existing Studies on the Vjosa River: The Vjosa River, as one of the last wild 

rivers in Europe, offers unique opportunities for sustainable tourism. The area's ecological 

significance and potential for eco-tourism are highlighted in various studies, including 

those by the Planeterra Foundation (2023). 

• Gaps in Current Literature: There is a need for more focused research on the 

Vjosa River, particularly regarding sustainable tourism models and community 

involvement (Planeterra Foundation, 2023). 

 

3. Methodology 

1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, utilizing focus groups and observations 

as primary data collection methods. This approach is suitable for exploring local 

perceptions, experiences, and practices related to tourism development in the Vjosa River 

region. It allows for an in-depth understanding of community perspectives and 

interactions with the tourism environment. 

2 Data Collection Methods 

Data for this research were mainly gathered using focus groups and on site observations. 

This methodology is designed to provide a holistic understanding of the dynamics of 

tourism in the Vjosa River region, aligning with the study's objectives to evaluate and 

develop sustainable tourism strategies,  

a) Focus Groups 

Participants for the focus groups were selected to represent a diverse range of 

stakeholders, including local residents, business owners, and local authorities. Each 
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municipality (Gjirokastra, Permet, Tepelena) hosted two focus groups, each consisting of 

8-10 participants. 

Focus groups were conducted in community centers and through online platforms, lasting 

approximately 90 minutes each. Discussions were facilitated by trained moderators using 

a semi-structured format. 

The discussions explored topics such as current tourism practices, community 

involvement in tourism, perceptions of sustainable tourism, and potential impacts of 

tourism on local culture and environment. 

b) Observations 

Observations were conducted at key tourist sites, local businesses, and community spaces 

within the municipalities. These locations were chosen for their relevance to the tourism 

activities and community interactions. 

A mix of participant and non-participant observation methods were used. Specific focus 

was on tourist behaviors, community responses to tourism, and environmental impacts of 

tourism activities. 

Observational data were recorded through detailed field notes, photographs, and audio-

visual recordings, ensuring a comprehensive documentation of observed phenomena. 

3 Ethical Considerations 

To enhance the trustworthiness and integrity of the study's findings and ensuring that the 

research adhered to ethical standards several considerations and measures were taken: 

a) Informed Consent: Prior to participation, all participants in the focus groups were 

provided with clear information about the study's purpose, methods, and their rights as 

participants. Consent was obtained in writing, ensuring that participation was voluntary 

and informed. 

b) Confidentiality: Confidentiality of participants was rigorously maintained. 

Personal identifiers were removed or anonymized in the study's documentation. Any data 

shared publicly or in academic circles were devoid of information that could lead to the 

identification of individual participants. 

c) Handling Sensitive Information: The research team was trained in handling 

sensitive information. Discussions that revealed personal or sensitive data were treated 

with utmost confidentiality and respect. Participants were also reminded to avoid sharing 

sensitive information about others without consent. 

4 Limitations 

While the use of focus groups and observations provided rich qualitative data, this 

research methodology comes with certain limitations: 

a) Subjective Bias: Focus groups and observations are subjective by nature. The 

perceptions and opinions expressed by participants might be influenced by their personal 

experiences, potentially introducing bias into the research findings. 

b) Limited Scope of Quantitative Data: This qualitative approach does not yield 

extensive quantitative data, which limits the ability to generalize the findings to a broader 

population. Statistical analysis and broader trends that could be discerned from 

quantitative methods are outside the scope of this study. 

5 Validity and Reliability 

Ensuring the validity and reliability of the findings was a critical part of the research 

process: 



Daniela Qiqi et al. 350 

 

 
Migration Letters 

 

a) Triangulation of Data Sources: To enhance the validity of the findings, data from 

different sources (focus groups and observations) were compared and cross-verified,  

validating the data through cross-verification from more than two sources. 

b) Member Checking: Draft findings were shared with some participants for 

validation. This process allowed participants to confirm the accuracy of the information 

and interpretations, thereby enhancing the reliability of the data. 

c) Detailed Audit Trail: Throughout the research process, a detailed audit trail was 

maintained. This included documentation of all decisions made during the research, 

methods of data collection, and analysis procedures.  

 

4. Data Analysis 

The data analysis for this research was conducted using both qualitative and quantitative 

methods to analyze the information gathered from focus groups and observations. The 

following sections detail the analysis: 

1 Focus Group Analysis 

Data from the focus groups in Gjirokastra, Permet, and Tepelena were analyzed to 

understand community perceptions of tourism. Participants' responses were categorized 

into positive and negative perceptions. 

Participants were also asked about their support for sustainable tourism initiatives. 

Responses were quantified on a scale of 0-100%. 

Table 1: Focus Group Perceptions and Support for Sustainable Tourism 

Municipality 
Positive Perception of 

Tourism (%) 

Negative Perception of 

Tourism (%) 

Support for Sustainable 

Tourism (%) 

Gjirokastra 75 25 90 

Permet 82 18 88 

Tepelena 68 32 85 

• Gjirokastra: Demonstrated a high positive perception of tourism with significant 

support for sustainable tourism. 

• Permet: Showed the highest positive perception towards tourism and strong 

support for sustainable tourism. 

• Tepelena: While positive perception was lower compared to the other 

municipalities, there was still considerable support for sustainable tourism initiatives. 

2 Observational Data Analysis 

• Environmental Impact and Community Engagement: Observational data 

from tourist sites, local businesses, and community spaces were analyzed. The 

environmental impact of tourism and the level of community engagement in tourism 

activities were scored on a scale of 1-5. 

• Comparison Across Locations: The scores were compared across 

different locations to identify areas with higher environmental impacts and varying 

degrees of community engagement. 
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Figure 1: Positive perception of tourism1 

 

Figure 2: Negative perception of tourism 

 

Figure 3: Support for susteinable tourism 

Table 2: Observational Data Analysis 

Location Environmental Impact (1-5) Community Engagement (1-5) 

Tourist Sites 3.5 4.5 

Local Businesses 4 3.5 

Community Spaces 2.5 4 

Table 2 presents the summarized findings from observational data collected at different 

locations: Tourist Sites, Local Businesses, and Community Spaces in the Municipalities 
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of Gjirokastra, Permet, and Tepelena. The environmental impact of tourism and the level 

of community engagement in tourism activities were scored on a scale of 1-5, with 1 

being the lowest and 5 being the highest. 

• Tourist Sites: Show a moderate environmental impact and high community 

engagement. This suggests that while tourist activities are somewhat impacting the 

environment, there is strong community involvement. 

• Local Businesses: Indicate a slightly higher environmental impact, possibly due 

to business operations related to tourism. Community engagement here is moderately 

high. 

• Community Spaces: Display the lowest environmental impact, which could be 

due to fewer tourism activities directly affecting these areas. Community engagement is 

high, indicating active participation or interest in tourism-related community activities. 

 

Figure 4: Community engagement in tourism 

 

Figure 5: Environmental Impact of Tourism 

 

5. Conclusions 

The research highlights a generally positive perception of tourism among local 

communities, with a significant inclination towards sustainable tourism practices. This 

positive outlook is tempered by concerns over potential environmental impacts, 

indicating a community deeply connected to its natural and cultural heritage. 
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The study underlines the Vjosa River's immense potential for sustainable tourism 

development. The unique ecological and cultural values of the region present an 

opportunity to establish a tourism model that not only boosts local economies but also 

preserves and celebrates these intrinsic values. 

The findings suggest that sustainable tourism in the Vjosa River region requires a delicate 

balance between socio-economic development and environmental conservation. The 

active involvement of local communities and stakeholders in decision-making processes 

is crucial in achieving this balance. 

The study advocates for policy interventions that support sustainable tourism practices, 

highlighting the need for comprehensive planning, community empowerment, and 

environmental stewardship. Future research should focus on developing specific, 

actionable strategies for sustainable tourism in the Vjosa River region, taking into account 

the evolving socio-economic and environmental contexts. 

1. Future research recommendations 

Future research recommendations based on this research on sustainable tourism in the 

Vjosa River region are as follows: 

1. Quantitative Analysis: Incorporating quantitative methods to complement the 

qualitative findings, enabling a more comprehensive understanding of tourism impacts. 

2. Longitudinal Studies: Conducting longitudinal research to observe the long-term 

effects of tourism development and community engagement over time. 

3. Comparative Studies: Comparing the Vjosa River region with other similar 

regions globally to identify unique challenges and opportunities. 

4. Policy Impact Analysis: Studying the impact of specific policies on sustainable 

tourism development in the region. 

5. Community-Based Initiatives: Exploring in-depth the role and impact of 

community-based initiatives in sustainable tourism. 

6. Environmental Sustainability Metrics: Develop and test metrics for assessing 

environmental sustainability in tourism. 

7. Economic Impact Analysis: Investigating the direct and indirect economic 

impacts of tourism on local communities. 
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