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Tourism Routes and 
their Identity

This first chapter introduces the fundamental nature of tourism routes.

1.1. The Taking and Following of Routes and Trails. A route is an itiner-
ary that is known and determined. It can be planned and followed. It gener-
ally has a practical purpose, to guide people to a destination; but a route has 
other values.

1.2. Tourism on the Move. Routes are about travel and movement. They 
are ways of describing and defining the movement of travellers, for the con-
venience of the traveller and the benefit of local stakeholders.

1.3. Routes and Trails Providing Structure. Routes are ways of struc-
turing tourism, of bringing together sites and tourism assets under a single 
brand and presenting them as a single experience.

1.4. Routes, Trails and Adventure. Routes enable connections between 
travellers and host communities, the environment and with themselves.

1.5. Routes and Identity. In all cases, routes have an identity and person-
ality, more or less powerful, just as tourism destinations do.

1.1  The Taking and Following of Routes and Trails

This chapter asks some basic questions and starts with a first principle: that 
a route is a means of getting to a defined destination.

‘Route’ is a highly generic term. The ‘route to work’ may represent a 
walk to the end of the road we live on, followed by a bus ride along streets 
travelled every day. At the other end of the spectrum, in earlier centu-
ries, the great explorers and traders of China and Europe opened up sea 
routes from one continent to another. What do these two examples have 
in common?
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Routes are ‘discovered’ and trails are ‘followed’. It is as if they existed 
before there was anyone to travel them. The Portuguese navigator Vasco da 
Gama ‘discovered’ the route to the Indies via the Cape of Good Hope. It im-
plies that the journey is not some random wandering, but something that has 
been determined. A route is ‘looked up’ or ‘checked out’ on a map or on the 
Internet. A trail is ‘mapped’ or ‘planned’.

In many cases, routes and trails are attributed a value. Once, travellers 
might have wished to see holy sites along the way, or great cities, or markets 
where they could trade. In modern times, we might take the ‘scenic route’ or 
plot a route that allows us to stop off and see tourism sites, to eat in good res-
taurants, to visit friends. Our motivations, priorities and interests therefore 
accord some routes and trails greater value than others.

If we take as an example the route from Paris to The Hague, this same 
route is travelled by:

•	 People on business, motivated by work with the priority to get from A to 
B as quickly as possible.

•	 Families motivated to visit friends with the priority to break up the jour-
ney with functional stops.

•	 Leisure travellers motivated to drive between two cities with the priority 
to spend time in places of interest along the way.

The three journeys of this example provide different levels of route use and 
personal reward. 

That there is a value in the journey itself isn’t a new idea. The Canterbury 
Tales by William Chaucer, written in Middle English in the 14th century, tells 
the story of a group of pilgrims riding from London to Canterbury, entertain-
ing each other with stories as they rode. More than six centuries later, it will 
strike a chord with anyone who has taken a holiday with friends, or who has 
struck up friendships while on a cruise or tour.1

1.2  Tourism on the Move

Despite occasional inconvenience and discomfort, travelling is largely seen 
as a positive experience. We complain about crowded airports, delayed 
trains and cramped seats on planes, but – with the exception of jaded busi-
ness travellers – leisure travel remains a pleasure and an adventure, even 
a relaxation. It may be a distant memory of a time when journeys were 
made to find better pastures or more plentiful game. Or it may simply be 
that a journey represents a break from routine or from a sedentary, urban 
lifestyle.

This book is about tourism on the move; the ‘places’ are steps or stages 
along the way. A route may have a final destination, but not always.
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Put simply, a tourism route is a way of structuring a journey, so that it 
is enjoyable for the traveller. An example is the Loire Valley (France), where 
the many tourism assets – including towns, castles, gardens – are typically 
presented and sold as routes or itineraries, to be travelled by car, by bicycle, 
by boat or on foot.

If presented any other way, tourists could be overwhelmed by the mass 
of information and choices.

1.3  Routes and Trails Providing Structure

A route can therefore be seen as a way of linking multiple sites in a structured 
and understandable way. It enables attractions and destinations to raise their 
profile, and to gain the attention of the market as part of a bigger entity in the 
fragmented and ultra- competitive tourism industry.

A good example is the Burgenstraße or German Castle Route. To quote a 
Route review by Tripsavvy:2 ‘If you want to see as many castles as possible in 
the least amount of time in Germany, take a ride on the Castle Road, one of 
Germany's Best Scenic Drives. This themed route is lined with 70 castles and 
palaces, enough to make you feel like a King (or Queen)’.

Fig. 1.1. The unity and identity of the Loire Valley is strengthened by its cycling routes and networks. Image: David 
Ward- Perkins.
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Many tourists may indeed have limited time, and they will find the abil-
ity to visit numerous destinations along a single itinerary attractive. With 
good scheduling and a little advance planning, they can also take part in 
activities, events and festivals in towns along the way.

This ‘efficiency of experience’ can be seen as one of the primary purposes 
of a tourism route.

On the supply side, this has numerous implications:

•	 A need for excellent communication between the sites and attractions 
along the route, for example by developing a common calendar of  
events.

•	 Quality of information. The consumer needs to be able to access reliable 
and updated information, as much as possible from a single source.

•	 Providing information about access, transport and accommodation.

Such coordination becomes easier if the information is packaged under a sin-
gle brand, like a named Route or Trail.

Multiple destinations mean multiple accommodations, transfers, tick-
ets and so on, increasing the complexity and risk that something might go 
wrong. The richer the information, the more attractive it becomes when ob-
tained through a single, branded source. It can be seen as a form of ‘cluster-
ing’, over an extended geographical area.

A strongly branded route will also be able to support the work of tour 
operators and other private enterprises. Working with accommodation pro-
viders and local guides, the modern tour operator can use the infrastructure 
to provide attractive, flexible packages. A tourism route therefore serves the 
interests of the whole tourist industry chain.

The example of the Burgenstraße is an excellent illustration of these 
principles.

1.4  Routes, Trails and Adventure

Travelling a route creates a connection between the traveller and the host 
communities encountered; with nature and wildlife and, most meaningfully, 
with themselves.

In the modern era of travel since the 1950s, a growing population of trav-
ellers has been motivated by these same desires: for a fresh experience, an 
expanded worldview, learning, challenge, meaningful connection, and often 
with an overall intention of some sort of personal transformation. To achieve 
their goals, they embark on independent or commercially supported ‘adven-
ture travel'.
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Continued

The Burgenstraße or German Castle Route

Starting in Mannheim and ending in Prague, the Burgenstraße is over 1,200 km (745 miles) 
long and links with over 70 castles and palaces. Crossing Germany from west to east 
through some of the country’s most famous heritage towns, the drive usually takes three 
or four days, although travellers may take much longer.

How the route developed

Launched in March 1954, the route was conceived as an initiative of the town of Heilbronn 
in partnership with the municipalities of Mannheim, Heidelberg, Rothenberg ob der Tauber, 
Ansbach and Nuremberg.

Early success was due in part to the creation of a public bus line called the ‘Burgen-
straße’ that roughly followed the same itinerary. This name and this route became well 
known throughout Germany, as well as in neighbouring countries. Over time, other sites 
and towns entered the network. Following the fall of the Iron Curtain and the opening of 
the eastern border in 1989, the route was extended as far as Prague in 1994. Today the 
German Castle Route includes around 40 different towns and municipalities and promotes 
six different self- drive or guided itineraries.

Qualifying criteria to be part of the network include that the town must have a fortress, 
a castle, a palace, a monastery or an historic old town. Members are expected to maintain 
close and cooperative relations with each other, and with institutional and commercial 
partners including state- owned palaces and gardens and Premium Partner Hotels. Their 
goal is to provide the widest possible range of services and experiences to travellers on 
the route. The Burgenstraße is funded largely through its membership and through agree-
ments with its partners.

Fig. 1.2. View from the Burgenstraße, a historic German driving route. Image: Electricmango/Dreamstime.com
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Consumer marketing

The German Castle Route’s website, www.burgenstrasse.de, is the traveller’s main point 
of contact, offering route maps for inspiration, and suggestions to guide the selection and 
choice of different association partner restaurants and hotels.

Six different suggested itineraries involve a selection of destinations, where subpages 
give further detail about its characteristics, attractions and services. It acts as a portal di-
recting consumers to the websites of accommodation providers and restaurants, venues 
with special events and their programmes.

The route is promoted with broad appeal for different types of tourists such as cara-
vanners, cyclists and families travelling with children. This enables the website to provide 
focused guidance and suggestions targeting these specific audiences.

The business model

Perhaps mindful of the EU Package Travel Directive requirements, the association does 
not provide a direct booking service for the different attractions or possible tours. It simply 
groups suggestions and opportunities developed by the partners, who are responsible for 
selling their own products and offers.

The castles route offers a popular theme which is easy for tour operators to package 
in multiple ways. For example, German tour operator To- Europe offers two packages: a 
5- day guided tour from Prague to Frankfurt and an 8- day 1st class Romantic and Castle 
Route, which links the Castle Route to another popular touring option, Germany’s Roman-
tic Road in southern Germany, both routes advertised as available by coach, railway or 
self- drive.

Other offers include active and leisure cycling breaks.

Material contributed by Giulio Vianello

Continued.

Tourism today is more likely to emphasise authentic experience, interac-
tion with local people, food and lifestyles. The popularity of booking single 
experiences with a local host can be observed in the rapid and expansive 
growth of online platforms such as Airbnb or ‘Get Your Guide’, to name just 
two.

Airbnb, which revolutionised accommodation with its homes business is 
now moving into the delivery of ‘Experiences’. In 2018 the company reported 
1.5 million bookings annually with about 1,200 host applications per week.3 
Bookings come from members of a growing global middle class, including 
from countries such as China and India. A 2016 study published by Visa an-
nounced the birth of a new ‘travelling class’, supported by growing income 
levels around the world. By 2025, the company estimates that nearly half 
of all global households (945 million) will be able to afford to travel, ‘spur-
ring greater international travel and spending, particularly by households 
from emerging markets such as China, Russia, and Brazil but also Eastern 
Europe’.4

www.burgenstrasse.de
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Fig. 1.3. How activity preferences have evolved: 2006–2016. Image: Adventure Travel Trade Association.

The goal for travellers today is to come home having experienced some-
thing special and new to them. This has led to the development of a sector of 
tourism referred to as ‘adventure tourism’. In a recent survey that included 
a question about the benefits of adventure travel, respondents shared state-
ments such as, ‘Feeling of a more in- depth or unique experience compared 
to visiting a typical resort with pool or nightclub that is just like every other’ 
and ‘We also gain a wider perspective of the world. We see other cultures 
and begin to understand how they view the world. Life should be lived, and 
adventures give us the greatest opportunity to live.’5

Trekking, walking and backpacking are the most popular activities. 
Survey respondents in 2015, presented with a list of adventure and non- 
adventure activities and asked which they plan to do in the future, chose hik-
ing first, above ‘visiting friends and family’, which came in at number two. In 
terms of ‘adventure’ activities, hiking also tops the list as shown in the chart 
below, comparing responses from 2006 with a more recent poll.

In conclusion, routes and trails seem to be the suitable means of deliver-
ing meaningful connections and an experience of new cultures.
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1.5  Routes and Identity

In judging the capacity of a tourism site or route to attract visitors or travel-
lers and to generate wonder, a useful word is ‘identity’. The Burgenstraße 
draws hundreds of thousands thanks to its strong identity, and the same can 
be said of other iconic routes such as the Silk Road or Appalachian Trail.

In marketing terms these are strong brands. In the competitive world of 
tourism, the strength of a brand is a key advantage, and major destinations 
invest heavily to build them. The introduction to the UNWTO Handbook on 
Tourism Destination Branding states: ‘as more tourism destinations emerge 
and competition for visitors becomes more intense, a destination’s ability to 
project itself on the world stage and differentiate itself from others is ever more 
important’.6

The same logic can be applied to tourism routes, a recent example being the 
Wild Atlantic Way, launched by Fáilte Ireland in 2013. In its Regional Tourism 
Performance reports, Fáilte Ireland estimated total tourism revenues from in-
ternational visitors in 2013 to be €1.33 billion in the nine counties crossed by 
the route;7 data from the following years highlights consistent revenue growth, 
reaching a total of €2,07 billion in 2017, representing 55% in only four years.

This economic success is driven by growth in international visitors: in 
2013, the nine counties recorded 4.6 million in total and reached 6.7 million 
in 2017. The Wild Atlantic Way brand has a power over visitors and potential 
visitors because, through the concept itself, they already have a sense of that 
dramatic landscape, of the blustery weather and of the ever- changing sea 
that stretches to the horizon.

The term ‘branding’ may suggest that the development of a route’s notori-
ety and image is a deliberate process; and this has largely been the case on the 
Wild Atlantic Way. The West Coast of Ireland has long had a reputation among 
those who know it for its rugged beauty. Intelligent packaging of its assets un-
der the name ‘Wild Atlantic Way’ has brought its charm, drama and beauty to 
the attention of a broader audience. Fáilte Ireland continues to invest heavily 
in the brand and its development – as expressed in the route infrastructure, ac-
tivities available, accommodation quality and accessibility to its landscapes – to 
ensure that visitors’ expectations are fully met.

However, only routes and destinations of exceptional quality can as-
pire to this ‘star status’. In any given country or state, there are unlikely to 
be more than a handful of attractions whose name is instantly recognisable 
around the world – or even to experienced travellers. And these ‘stars’, such 
as the Côte d’Azur, the Amalfi Coast of Italy or the Valley of the Nile have, 
for the most part, been known about for generations.

In addition, for a new tourism destination, the investment in promo-
tion need not be high if the product is truly remarkable. This is the case on 
Norway’s Atlantic Road.
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Norway Atlantic Road

This panoramic road in northern Norway is part of the County Road 64 that connects the 
cities of Eide and Averoy in More og Romsdal county. Only 8.3 km in length, it crosses 
several small islands and skerries via causeways, viaducts and eight bridges to offer a 
breath- taking view on the Norwegian seas. The longest of its bridges, Storseisundet, is 
also the most famous and a real icon.

The road opened in 1989 and quickly become popular with the car industry. More than 
10 television commercials have been filmed here, often depicting the harsh weather con-
ditions. Through those campaigns, people all over the world have had the opportunity to 
see what the Norway Atlantic Road can offer. In 2005, it was voted Norway’s ‘Engineering 
Feat of the Century’, and the following year The Guardian described it as it the world’s best 
road trip.

The Norwegian Directorate for Cultural Heritage preserved the road as a cultural heritage 
site in December 2009 and it is classified as one of the 18 National Tourist Routes. There 
are designated stopping points and viewpoints, and tourism businesses have become es-
tablished on the islands. In 2019, the Atlantic Coast Road was the 9th most visited natural 
tourist attraction in the country with 258,654 visitors.

Fig. 1.4. The iconic Storseisundet Bridge on Norway’s Atlanterhavsvegen Route. Image: Yngvild Meinseth/Statens 
vegvesen.
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CASE STUDY: DEVELOPING THEMED ROUTES IN LATIN 
AMERICA: THE CAMINO REAL

The Camino Real of Panama, our first longer case study, is presented 
by Issa Torres, who worked on it as a consultant and on the front lines. 
This route with a rich story and a strong identity illustrates many of the 
themes explored in this book. Its development reflects a desire to give val-
ue to Panama’s cultural heritage, its biodiverse environment and its local 
communities.

Latin America is a region of ancient civilisations, rich history, living 
cultures and natural wonders. It includes countries which are biodiversity 
hotspots with abundant species of flora and fauna. This creates exceptional 
potential for developing themed routes. From Mexico in the north to Chile 
and Argentina in the south, there are numerous trails and themed- tourism 
products linked to cultural heritage in natural settings. Examples include 
the royal paths, or Caminos Reales, originally created as trade routes and 
instrumental in the spread and exchange of cultures, traditions and religions.

The Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, also known as the Silver Route, ex-
tends north from Mexico City to Texas and New Mexico in the United States. 
It was an active trade route for 300 years from the mid- 16th to the 19th centu-
ries, mainly for transporting silver, but it also fostered the creation of social, 
cultural and religious links between Spanish and Amerindian cultures. The 
trail’s importance has been recognised by designation as a UNESCO WHS 
in Mexico and as a National Historic Trail in the USA, managed by the US 
National Park Service.

Internationally renowned, The Qhapaq Ñan (or Andean Road System 
or Inca Trail) is an extensive Inca network of roads used for communica-
tion, trade and defence that covers over 30,000 km across Argentina, Bolivia, 
Chile, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru. In 2014, after years of hard work it was 
declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS); a transnational serial prop-
erty inclusive of more than 200 components and over 6,000 km in 6 countries. 
Peru has promoted its section of the Qhapaq Ñan for decades, with Machu 
Picchu as the best- known iconic attraction. Bolivia and Ecuador have made 
a joint effort to plan the implementation of community heritage tourism de-
velopment projects in their countries. At the end of Chapter 8, there is a more 
complete case study of Qhapaq Ñan, focusing on the involvement of the pri-
vate sector.

Developed in the last few years, the Jesuit Route originates from the 
historic Jesuit missions of the Guaranis. This cultural initiative focuses on the 
colonisation of Latin America during the 17th and 18th centuries in modern- 
day Paraguay, Uruguay, Brazil, Argentina and Bolivia. Many sites are desig-
nated UNESCO WHS in their respective countries. Agreements have been 
reached between the national governments to consolidate and jointly market 
the Jesuit Route as a transnational tourism product with a regional brand. 



11Tourism Routes and their Identity

Fig. 1.5. The Camino Real, crossing Panama. Image: C. Strassnig ( www.cultour.info )

This route is also linked to the Tapé Avirú, which was originally used by 
Guaranies and connects with the Qhapaq Ñan towards the Andes.

This article focuses on the Camino Real in Panama, a best- practice ex-
ample of linking cultural heritage, contributing to biodiversity conservation 
and creating community livelihoods through tourism.

Camino Real is one of the ancient colonial routes used to transport gold 
and other goods from South America to Europe. Originating in Ecuador 
and Peru, the goods were transported by sea to the Pacific coast of Panama 
and then across land using this royal path to the Caribbean, and on towards 
Europe.

Figure 1.5 shows the original paths that created the transportation net-
work. Camino Real extended from Panama City to Nombre de Dios and 
Portobelo. Additionally, Camino de Cruces – located on the west side of 
Camino Real – was a combined route over land and water through Lake 
Gatun, where nowadays the Panama Canal crosses.

On the Caribbean side are fortifications and military defence systems 
such as the Forts of Portobelo and San Lorenzo, built to protect the Spanish 
Crown’s transatlantic trade from pirates. They are designated UNESCO 
WHSs, as are Panama La Vieja and Casco Antiguo located on the Pacific side. 

http://www.cultour.info
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After the Panama Railroad was built in the 19th century, the Camino Real 
was completely abandoned.

Although the archaeological remains have almost disappeared beneath 
dense jungle, Camino Real is now marketed as an adventure trekking tour of 
3 days, starting in the local communities located around Lago Alajuela close 
to the Pacific side and crossing to the Caribbean near Portobelo. For soft ad-
venture travellers, there are day tours to some parts of the path, including a 
visit to a local community- based cultural experience.

Three main components make Camino Real an attraction:

•	 Biodiversity – Camino Real goes through two protected areas (Chagres 
and Portobelo National Parks) and the whole network is closely linked 
to the Camino de Cruces trail, which adds three more protected areas 
(Camino de Cruces, San Lorenzo, and Soberanía National Parks).

•	 Cultural heritage – the Fortifications of Portobelo and San Lorenzo were 
inscribed on the UNESCO WH List, but in 2012 they were placed on the 
World Heritage List in Danger. Work to protect their outstanding univer-
sal values for future generations is therefore crucial and urgent.

•	 Community – Camino Real has great potential to create and support 
livelihoods for the communities living within the protected areas. There 
are peasant communities in Quebrada Ancha, Santa Librada; Afro- 
Caribbean communities in Portobelo, Nombre de Dios, and indigenous 
(Emberá) living in Chagres around the river. All three living cultures 
contribute to the area’s attractiveness and there is a value for them in 
caring for the sites.

Tourism can contribute to the protection and enhancement of these excep-
tional values.

Key stakeholders involved in the initiative include public sector organi-
sations (i.e. the Ministry of Environment, the Institute of Culture, and the 
Panama Tourism Authority), and the private sector (e.g. tour operators of-
fering tours to Camino Real), visiting the local communities that live in the 
area. Multi- lateral organisations, such as the Inter- American Development 
Bank support the initiative with GEF funds for the project ‘Mainstreaming 
Biodiversity Conservation through Low- Impact Ecotourism in the National 
System of Protected Areas in Panama’.

Camino Real is part of a broader initiative started in 2007 with Panama’s 
Sustainable Tourism Master Plan. This prioritised the ’Sustainable Tourism 
Management in the Protected Areas System of Panama’ as a sub- programme, 
implemented in 2011 with funding from the Inter- American Development 
Bank. An agreement between the Ministry of Environment and the Tourism 
Authority was signed in 2013 and the project started in 2014.

A national policy and a decree were signed by the President of the 
Republic of Panama, with support from the Ministry of Environment, 
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Institute of Culture and Panama Tourism Authority. A year later, the 
National Vision and Action Plan for Tourism in Protected Areas was of-
ficially launched and endorsed. Camino Real was included as one of the 
products in the Panama Canal area and prioritised in the Public Use Plans 
or tourism management plans prepared in 2017 for both Chagres and the 
Portobelo National Parks, the protected areas covering Camino Real. These 
plans set guidelines for tourism management and for enhancing tourism 
products and visitor experiences.

Successful achievements to date include capacity building for local com-
munities – where training and support sessions have helped communities 
develop their tourism products – to strengthen the tourism value chains and 
to work on promotion. However, continuous support is needed to achieve 
the desired skills levels. Younger people were enrolled in a training and cer-
tification programme for tour guides, which specialised in protected areas. 
This is expected to provide youth employment and economic opportunities 
to diminish the rural exodus, as well as to ensure long- term sustainability.

Despite such progress, further effort is required to continue the benefits 
of transnational themed routes in Latin America, and for Camino Real in 
particular. Challenges faced include:

•	 Heritage at risk – the Fortifications of Portobelo and San Lorenzo were 
added to the List of World Heritage in Danger by UNESCO in 2012 due to 
the ‘significant and accelerated degradation of the historic fabric which 
directly impacts its Outstanding Universal Value.’8 No progress has been 
made towards getting the property removed from the list.

•	 Heritage interpretation – site protection requires a full understanding of 
its values, therefore heritage interpretation is crucial. Even though it is 
work in progress, there is still little information on the Camino Real and 
many sites are not properly protected, identified and interpreted. Public 
use plans therefore include a component on heritage interpretation.

•	 Long- term vision – as commonly happens, development (and conserva-
tion) plans are more aligned with political terms and government peri-
ods than to long- term impact and sustainability. Developing actions to 
ensure sustainable benefits for the environment, heritage and local com-
munities remains challenging.

Overcoming these challenges requires the execution of several actions.

At the national level:

1. To implement the Public Use Plans. All stakeholders’ support, particu-
larly government entities, will be needed to ensure that these plans are 
realised.

2. To strengthen tourism value chains and marketing so that they become 
real tourism products by working closely with the private sector.



14 Chapter 1

3. To implement the project funded by the Inter- American Development 
Bank (IDB)9 for the conservation and management of historic and 
cultural heritage and to support efforts to remove the Fortifications of 
Portobelo and San Lorenzo from the World Heritage List in Danger. Close 
monitoring of these efforts is needed to ensure values are preserved.

At international and transnational level:

4. Collaborative actions to support the enhancement of the themed route. 
One would link Camino Real with the Slave Route and join other, wid-
er, efforts from the Caribbean and beyond. A project was initiated on 
Afro- colonial archaeology to research memorial sites of the Slave Route 
linked to the Camino Real, but further development and work on herit-
age interpretation for cultural tourists is desired. Since 2017, the Colonial 
Transisthmian Route of Panama, comprising Camino Real, has been 
on the Tentative List considered for inscription as a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site.10

5. To find synergies with other themed routes, such as the Camino Real 
de Tierra Adentro in Mexico and the USA. Just as the pilgrims’ routes of 
Camino de Santiago and Kumano Kodo in Japan found synergies and 
signed partner agreements, a similar approach could explore areas of 
collaboration and replicate best practices in the diverse Caminos Reales.

With aligned effort and collaborative development, Camino Real has 
great potential to support wide- ranging community- based tourism and lo-
cal livelihoods, biodiversity conservation and cultural heritage preservation.
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