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On September 24 the Pro Natura – Pro Ski Foundation, 
which is chaired by Hans Brunhart, welcomed repre-
sentatives of the ropeway industry, the research com-
munity and journalists to a symposium on the island 
of Mainau (Lake Constance) on the subject of “Trends 
and challenges in environmental management in 
mountain areas – 2014 plus”. The objective of the 
event was to discuss from various angles the perspec-
tives and challenges confronting the ropeway industry 
and policymakers in the Alps. Input for the debates 
was provided in the form of keynotes on “Develop-
ments in the product and demand in tourism” (Chris-
tian Laesser, University of St. Gallen), “The role of the 
ropeway operators in destination development” (Rog-
er Walser, College of Technology and Economics in 
Chur) and “Future ecological challenges for winter 
sport resorts” (Bruno Abegg, University of Innsbruck). 

The conference began with a presentation by Profes-
sor Christian Laesser (University of St. Gallen, Presi-
dent of AIEST) on developments in tourism in terms of 
the product and demand. The speaker discussed 
changing customer expectations in winter sports in 
the Alps, focussing initially on market differentiation, 
the growing importance of the high end of the market 
and the need to cater for international markets in 
Switzerland. 
According to Professor Laesser, Alpine winter sport 
destinations can only be successful in marketing envi-
ronment-friendly and sustainable products and ser-
vices if the latter come with a convincing narrative and 
are enriched with life-style and experiential elements. 
He also said that European winter resorts had a deficit 
in comparison to their North American counterparts 
with regard to the need to include travel in their holi-
day packages. In the USA it is usual for the various ser-
vice providers to collaborate on a complete package 
that makes it easy for visitors to reach their destina-
tions regardless of the distances and all the gear and 
baggage involved – in keeping with the “total conven-
ience” motto. Here, too, the speaker saw opportunities 

for new environment- and climate-friendly products 
and services.
Where the goal is to offer a top-quality product, as is 
the case in Switzerland, thought must be given – ac-
cording to Professor Laesser – to imposing visitor ceil-
ings at ski areas. Such a strategy has economic and 
ecological benefits while highlighting the quality and 
exclusive character of the product. For some ski areas, 
this solution can generate added value for those visi-
tors who only come for a few days a year and are pre-
pared to pay a premium for the additional comfort and 
convenience. 
In this context, Christian Laesser also spoke of the 
need for the resorts to take a close look at their visitor 
profiles, not only with regard to the question of gener-
ating an element of prestige (as in the case of a con-
trolled access policy) but also with regard to future 
investment decisions and such strategic options as the 
creation of a ski area interconnect. The question of 
visitor demand for additional miles of ski trails needs 
to be addressed in the light of the average length of 
stay and skiing abilities of the target groups con-
cerned. 

The subsequent discussion showed that market differ-
entiation, i.e. Central European customers on the one 
hand and an international clientele on the other, has 
an impact on the perception and marketing potential 
of environmental management measures. Whereas 
national and European customers, who are often fa-
miliar with the mountains in summer, are sensitive to 
changes to the natural space and landscape, more re-
cent international arrivals (as in the case of the Chi-
nese market) have a limited awareness of the environ-
mental footprint of winter sport destinations. That is 
due mainly to the short length of their stays, their ex-
perience of the area in the winter period only, and cul-
tural differences.
That point led to the question of the anonymity of ski 
areas and to a controversial discussion of the relevance 
of the conventional target groups such as families. Mr 
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Lauterwasser of the German Ski Association reminded 
the meeting of the importance for the resorts – in 
spite of growing internationalization in the industry 
– of introducing local children to skiing as the clien-
tele of the future. In his response, Professor Laesser 
called for specialization with very specific, clearly de-
fined target groups like parents with (very) young chil-
dren instead of the traditional and more generalized 
family group. He said that such a strategy could be an 
aid to profile building and branding. 

Roger Walser, lecturer at the College of Technology 
and Economics in Chur and Executive Director of the 
East Swiss Ropeway Operators Association gave a 
presentation entitled “The role of the ropeways in des-
tination management – the need for overriding strate-
gies”. He started off by pointing out that in tourism 
regions the ropeways, as flagship amenities, are often 
expected to take the initiative and act as the drivers of 
change and innovation with regard to environmental 
protection and sustainability, a view which overlooks 
the fact that many ropeways are themselves confront-
ed by diverse challenges in terms of their own business 
strategies and development.
In this context, the speaker distinguished between 
three main types of ropeway operations:
●●  The first group comprises the traditionalists, who 
wish simply to do “business as usual” and consider 
their role limited to the act of transportation. 

●●  Then there are the realists, who above all have an 
eye for the changing economic realities and do their 
best to respond to fluctuations in demand and the 
challenges presented by the microclimate. They in-
troduce new products and innovative elements 
where immediate advantages can be expected. For 
them, environmental management is an important 
consideration where it offers economic benefits in 
the short term. 

●●  The third group is made up of operators with vision, 
who innovate in a variety of ways. They often play 
an active role in both resort development and sus-
tainable ski area management. 

For Roger Walser, the majority of the ropeways – part-
ly in response to today’s challenges in the industry – 
are operated from the realist’s point of view. 
The speaker also spoke about various projects for com-
municating measures in support of climate-friendly 
mountain resorts and the various actors’ perceptions 
of such efforts but concluded that, although the ma-
jority of visitors are aware of the problems of climate 
change, few of them are willing to modify their holiday 
habits. In this connection, Walser also mentioned the 
significant contribution to ski areas’ carbon footprints 
made by second homes. 

The third presentation, on “Future ecological chal-
lenges in Alpine winter sport resorts” was made by 
Professor Bruno Abegg (University of Innsbruck). In 
the light of climate change scenarios and the debate 
on the future reliability of snow cover in the Alps, he 
considered the ski areas’ response strategies at the 
technical level, i.e. snow making, with the resulting 
ecological problems for water resources, and also their 
strategies for growth in the summer months. With re-
gard to the new summer attractions on the mountain, 
Professor Abegg was critical of an increasing tendency 
to “turn the mountain into an arena” with the help of 
viewing platforms, suspension bridges and other 
adrenalin-generating experiences and gave a warning 
against creating a techno mountain landscape. The 
speaker also pointed out that different consumer 
groups have different perceptions of one and the same 
landscape. He said the intercultural aspect was impor-
tant; visitors from high-tech environments do not 
have the same response as tourists who are familiar 
with the world of nature back home. For that reason, 
he said it was necessary to consider how much human 
adaptation was desirable, and where such changes 
should be permitted and, above all, where they should 
not. These questions, he added, can only be answered 
with regard to the target groups involved, taking ac-
count of the needs of the local populations and other 
user groups. 

In the discussion, Professor Ralf Roth of the German 
Sport University in Cologne pointed out that climate 
change models depend very much on the parameters 
selected for the inputs and on how the models are ad-
justed. He said the models had to be adjusted individu-
ally for every location and operation, because each 
ropeway was run under a unique mix of conditions 
(water resources, snowmaking capacity, natural con-
ditions, etc). The speaker did, however, criticize what 
he called “panic snow”, i.e. overproduction of man-
made snow for stockpiling, as today’s snowmaking 
technologies permit much more efficient use of the 
equipment. 

In his summary, Hans Brunhart, Princely Counselor 
and Chairman of the Pro Natura – Pro Ski Foundation, 
thanked the speakers and experts for their various 
contributions and said how important it was to con-
tinue to offer such platforms for the exchange of 
knowledge and controversial debate. Future events are 
planned by the Pro Natura – Pro Ski Foundation. 

Ulrike Pröbstl, Alexandra Jiricka
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