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Abstract 

 

This study examines the intersection between regenerative tourism and Madeira wine heritage, fo-

cusing on the strategic potential of securing UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity recog-

nition for Madeira wine traditions. Framed within the concepts of sustainable and regenerative tour-

ism, the research addresses a critical gap in the literature on heritage-led regeneration strategies in 

island destinations. The data were collected through a semi-structured interview survey (recorded) 

involving all Madeira wine producing organizations and analyzed through content analysis supported 

by descriptive statistics. The applied script included questions related to Madeira wine traditions and 

the UN sustainable development goals, as well as those specific to the Representative List, and var-

ying according to the profile of the interlocutor. The findings reveal a strong consensus on the poten-

tial of UNESCO recognition to strengthen Madeira wine cultural heritage. 

 

Resumo 

 

Este estudo avalia a interseção entre turismo regenerativo e o Património do vinho Madeira, com 

foco no potencial estratégico da obtenção do reconhecimento pela UNESCO das Tradições do Vinho 

Madeira como Património Cultural Imaterial da Humanidade. Enquadrada nos conceitos de turismo 

sustentável e regenerativo, a pesquisa aborda uma lacuna na literatura sobre estratégias de regene-

ração impulsionadas pelo Património em destinos insulares. Os dados foram recolhidos através de 

inquérito por entrevista semi-estruturada (gravada), envolvendo todas as organizações produtoras 

de vinho da Madeira, e analisados por análise de conteúdo apoiada em estatísticas descritivas. O 

guião aplicado incluía questões relacionadas com as tradições vinícolas da Madeira e os objetivos 

de desenvolvimento sustentável da ONU, bem como específicas da Lista Representativa. Os resulta-

dos revelam um forte consenso sobre o potencial do reconhecimento da UNESCO para fortalecer a 

identidade cultural, preservar práticas agrícolas tradicionais e aumentar a resiliência do destino. No 

entanto, os desafios na mudança do uso do solo induzida pelo turismo, descontinuidade geracional 

e riscos de mercantilização destacam a necessidade de políticas integradas. O estudo sustenta a 

ideia de que modelos de turismo regenerativo e sustentável podem ser ferramentas complementares 

para a resiliência de destinos com base no Património em contextos insulares. 

 

Resumen 

 

La investigación aborda una laguna en literatura sobre estrategias de regeneración basadas en pa-

trimonio de destinos insulares. Los datos se recopilaron mediante encuesta semiestructurada (gra-

bada), con todas las organizaciones productoras de vino de Madeira, y analizados mediante análisis 

de contenido respaldados por estadísticas descriptivas. El guion aplicado incluía preguntas relacio-

nadas con las tradiciones vinícolas de Madeira y los objetivos de desarrollo sostenible de la ONU, así 

como aquellas específicas de la Lista Representativa. Los resultados revelan un fuerte consenso 

sobre el potencial del reconocimiento de la UNESCO para fortalecer la identidad cultural, preservar 

prácticas agrícolas tradicionales y incrementar la resiliencia del destino. Sin embargo, los desafíos 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Tourism plays a crucial role in the socio-economic development of island regions, particularly those with limited 

industrial capacity and fragile ecosystems, such as the case of Madeira region (RAM). Madeira’s tourism industry 

has flourished due to its natural beauty, cultural richness and temperate climate that attract millions of visitors each 

year. While the sector has been a key driver of economic growth, it has also introduced sustainability challenges, 

including land-use conflicts, demographic shifts in the agricultural workforce, and pressures on local traditions. For 

this reason, the main principles that guide sustainable and regenerative tourism models, especially in destinations 

that rely heavily on tourism – as islands territories, will be discussed. Among Madeira’s most emblematic cultural 

assets is Madeira wine, a globally recognized product with centuries of history, holding Protected Designation of 

Origin (PDO) status and deeply embedded in the island’s identity. 

In this context, the purpose of this article is to advance the theoretical debate on regenerative tourism and heritage-

based development in island destinations, by examining how UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage recognition can 

operate as a strategic instrument for territorial governance and socio-ecological regeneration. Specifically, the study 

explores how stakeholders’ perceptions regarding UNESCO recognition intersect with key theoretical dimensions 

such as sustainability transitions, cultural continuity, and tourism transformation, using the Madeira wine traditions 

nomination process as an empirical lens. By doing so, the article seeks to advance conceptual understanding of 

how heritage-based strategies may foster regenerative pathways in tourism development, particularly in territorially 

constrained and tourism-dependent island contexts. Therefore, section 5 presents the empirical context and meth-

odological approach, detailing how the Madeira wine traditions nomination process is used to operationalize the 

study’s theoretical framework. In this regard, the article focuses specifically on the perceptions of management 

positions within Madeira wine-producing organizations regarding the potential impacts of UNESCO recognition on 

tourism regeneration and heritage sustainability (section 6). The main conclusions, weaknesses and suggestions 

for future studies will also be addressed (section 7). 

2 TOURISM STRATEGIC ROLE IN MADEIRA WINE PRODUCTION AND THE REGIONAL ECONOMY 

This section establishes the territorial, economic, and productive system within which the theoretical constructions 

of regenerative tourism and heritage-based development are later mobilized. From the geographical point of view, 

the Region of Madeira has an area of about 800 km2, is in the Atlantic Ocean, 978 km southwest of Lisbon and 

about 700 km west of the African coast (Regional Government, 2022). It consists of Madeira Island, Porto Santo 

Island, Desertas Islands (3 islands) and Selvagens Islands (2 islands and several islets). Of the seven islands, only 

the two largest, Madeira and Porto Santo, are inhabited (Regional Government, 2022). According to the provisional 

results of the last Census (2021), about 251 thousand people lived in the archipelago. Tourism represents one of 

the main pillars of the economy of RAM, acting as a driving force for economic development and job creation (see, 

for example, Majdack et al., 2022). Madeira has a high dependency on the tourism sector, supported by factors 

such as its strategic geographic location in the Atlantic, its mild year-round climate, stunning landscapes, and rich 

cultural and gastronomic offerings (Majdack et al., 2022). According to Madeira “Tourism Satellite Accounts” (Re-

gional Statistical Office, 2019), tourism in Madeira contributes 28.8% to the region’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 

reflecting a greater significance than the national average in Portugal that does not exceed 15.3%. 

In addition to its direct impact on the hospitality and restaurant sectors, tourism in Madeira also positively influences 

other sectors such as transport, agriculture, and services (Almeida, 2023). Although seasonality is present (Majdack 

et al., 2022), it is also mitigated by a policy of year-round events and festivals – such as the Arraiais, New Year’s 

Eve, Flower Festival, Atlantic Festival, Madeira wine Festival, Carnival Festivities, Madeira Rally, and the Columbus 

Festival, among others – which attract visitors at various times of the year (see Almeida & Garrot, 2021; Garrot & 

Almeida, 2023). The diversification of the tourism offer has also been significant. Madeira has invested in niche 

del cambio del uso del suelo inducido por turismo, discontinuidad generacional y riesgos de mercan-

tilización subrayan la necesidad de políticas integradas. El estudio apoya la idea de que modelos de 

turismo regenerativo y sostenible pueden ser herramientas complementarias para la resiliencia de 

destinos basados en el patrimonio en contextos insulares. 
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23.53% 

12.47% 

5.71% 
7.97% 

4.10% 
7.41% 

segments such as ecotourism, agrotourism, health and wellness tourism in combination with other traditional expe-

riences staged around nature, aiming to strengthen its resilience in the face of external shocks, as demonstrated 

during the COVID-19 pandemic (Majdack & Almeida, 2022). 

Sustainable tourism in Madeira region is gaining prominence, with public policies focused on environmental preser-

vation and the appreciation of local heritage, creating synergies with endogenous products such as Madeira wine 

(Majdack & Almeida, 2023; Regional Government, 2022; Santos et al., 2025). Madeira wine stands as an icon of 

the region’s culture and economy, with a history dating back to the second half of the 18th century (Silva, 2023a; 

Silva, 2023b; Vieira, 1993; Vieira, 2003). This product holds a Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and enjoys a 

well-established international reputation, being consumed and recognized for its quality and longevity (Vieira, 2003). 

According to data from the Madeira Institute of Wine, Embroidery and Handicrafts (IVBAM, 2024), exports of Madeira 

wine in 2024 amounted to €20,825,157.91, corresponding to 2,109,905.40 liters sold. The main destination mar-

kets, by order of importance, were France, the United States of America, Japan, and the United Kingdom (see Figure 

1). The distribution reveals a predominance of European markets (particularly France, Germany, and Belgium), with 

significant importance also attributed to Asian and American markets. This geographical dispersion of exports is 

strategic for mitigating currency and political risks (IVBAM, 2024). The export value in 2024 reinforces the im-

portance of Madeira wine as a premium export product, with an impact on the regional economy not only through 

direct production but also through its added value in the region’s tourism and promotional context. 

Wine tourism and export activities are complementary, as many tourists meet the product at its source and go on 

to become ambassadors in their countries of origin (Albuquerque et al., in press; IVBAM’S, 2024). Evidence of this 

is also provided by IVBAM’s (2024) recent data on the annual total of Madeira wine exports. Within this context, one 

of the main export markets is, notably, Madeira’s own tourism sector (23.53%) (see figure 1). Beyond its economic 

value, Madeira wine plays a leading role in the region’s wine tourism offering. Visits to wine cellars, wine tastings, 

and festivals dedicated to viticulture have become valuable tourist experiences among both national and interna-

tional visitors (Abreu et al., 2019). This integration between tourism and wine contributes to more balanced rural 

development and to the appreciation of the territory and its cultural identity (Alonso et al., 2022; Carvalho et al., 

2021). 

 

Figure 1 - Total Madeira wine Trading by Major Markets – January-December 2024 (%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Institute of Wine, Embroidery and Handicrafts of Madeira (2024). 

 

Despite the significant and strategic importance of tourism in the economy and culture of RAM – where Madeira 

wine traditions heritage also plays a nuclear role –, the practice of viticulture is in clear decline (Albuquerque et al., 

in press; Pinheiro de Carvalho et al., 2022; Santos et al., 2025; Vinetur, 2024). The viticulture legacy of Madeira 

faces mounting challenges stemming from land-use changes, demographic shifts, and climate dynamics. In this 

regard, land conversion and tourism-induced pressure are contributing to rapid expansion in tourism infrastructure 

and real estate development and mitigating traditional vineyard zones (Lousada et al., 2025; Majdack et al, 2022). 

Vinetur is an international leading publication that offers up-to-date content on the wine sector. According to it, in 

2023 Madeira recorded over 10.9 million tourist nights – a 13.6% increase from 2022 –, while hillside vineyard 
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land is increasingly sold for housing and hotels, diminishing viticultural areas and displacing indigenous grape vari-

eties like Tinta Negra Mole. The region has witnessed a steep reduction in vintners, falling from approximately 1,900 

in 2000 to just 1,147 in 2023 (Vinetur, 2024). Another reason is related to the aging growers and generational 

turnover difficulties (Albuquerque et al., in press). With the average grower aged 55-60 and limited interest among 

younger generations – dissuaded by low perceived prestige and challenging terrain –, the risk of losing viticultural 

expertise and continuity is also a threatening reality (Vinetur, 2024). 

Additionally, competition from other crops and economic pressures – as is especially the case of banana cultivation 

–, now surpasses Madeira wine in economic returns (€21.2 each in 2022), as viticulture struggles with higher pro-

duction costs and low profitability (Vinetur, 2024). Therefore, financial appeal of alternative crops in the island's 

fragmented minifúndio structure undermines vineyard viability. Climate change and environmental stressors are 

also affecting and diminishing viticultural areas (Pinheiro de Carvalho et al., 2022; Wunderlich et al., 2023). Alt-

hough Madeira benefits from high rainfall and canal-based irrigation, rising winter temperatures and increased dis-

ease pressure necessitate greater chemical use in vineyards (Vinetur, 2024; GuildSomm, 2023). In this scope, 

broader trends in Portugal indicate rising temperatures, erratic droughts, and extreme weather events will increas-

ingly threaten grape production, affecting phenology, yields, and wine quality (Fraga et al., 2017; Fonseca et al., 

2023; Pinheiro de Carvalho et al., 2022). Terrain constraints and mechanization limits are also induced factors, 

since the steep volcanic soils and terraced poios make mechanization impractical, rendering production labor-in-

tensive and costly (GuildSomm, 2023). Without technological adaptation, vineyards remain economically marginal. 

It is based on those challenges that the trend towards a continuous decrease, around vineyards and winegrowers, 

has triggered regional initiatives to strengthen and improve policies to support wine activities, with a strong focus 

on the principles established in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (Brito et al., 2024; Trigo et al., 

2022) – as is the case of the Sustainable Politic of Madeira Destination (Regional Government, 2022). The regional 

concern to uphold the historical and cultural accuracy of intangible heritage, as a means of safeguarding its identity 

integrity, is also reflected in the official Strategy for the Tourism Sector in Madeira region for the period 2022–2027 

(Regional Government, 2021), as one of the strategic pillars identified for the long-term success of regional tourism 

activity. However, despite measures have been taken to encourage producers to remain in activity, there is a lack 

of a structuring and mobilizing project capable of uniting all those who want to keep this heritage alive. We will 

return to this topic in the following section. 

3 REGENERATIVE AND SUSTAINABLE TOURISM IN ISLANDS DESTINATIONS 

Due to their geographical isolation, unique and fragile ecosystems – where communities often rely heavily on tour-

ism – island’s face significant pressures related with resource overuse, habitat degradation, and cultural commod-

ification (Gössling et al., 2009; Sharpley, 2009; Scheyvens & Momsen, 2008). For this reason, the concept of sus-

tainable tourism has long been central to discourse on island development, emphasizing the need to balance eco-

nomic benefits with environmental conservation and socio-cultural integrity (Sharpley, 2009; UNEP & UNWTO, 

2025). Therefore, sustainable tourism in islands contexts is guided by the notion of minimizing negative environ-

mental impacts while enhancing local livelihoods and protecting cultural heritage. It involves planning and manage-

ment strategies that ensure tourism does not exceed the ecological or social carrying capacities of these delicate 

territories (Carter et al., 2015). Community-based tourism and carrying capacity assessments are practical applica-

tions of these principles (see for example Butler, 2020; Jones, 2005; Lusby & Eow, 2015; Stronza & Gordillo, 2008; 

Wall, 2020; Faiz & Komalasari, 2020). 

However, recent critiques argue that sustainable tourism, while reducing harm, may not sufficiently address the 

deeper systemic issues underlying ecological degradation and social inequality (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2018). This has 

led to the emergence of regenerative tourism, a concept that goes beyond sustainability by seeking to restore, 

renew, and revitalize ecosystems and communities (Bellato & Pollock, 2025). Regenerative tourism has gained 

global attention as a transformative approach that aims not only to minimize the negative impacts of tourism but 

also to actively contribute to the renewal of ecological and social systems. While sustainable tourism offers essential 

guidelines for minimizing harm, regenerative tourism provides a forward-looking model aimed at renewing and en-

riching both natural environments and local communities (Bellato & Pollock, 2025; Bellato, 2024; Raymond & Ken-

ter, 2016). 

Regenerative tourism is built on principles such as systems thinking, community empowerment, and deep ecological 

engagement (Bellato et al., 2022; Bellato, 2024; Tham & Sharma, 2023). In this regard, islands provide ideal labor-

atories for implementing regenerative tourism, given their contained ecosystems and distinct cultural identities 
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(Dredge et al., 2024; Baixinho et al., 2023; Bode et al., 2024). It involves co-creating tourism experiences with local 

communities, restoring ecosystems through visitor participation, and embedding tourism activities within broader 

sustainability transitions (Bellato et al., 2022; Sousa et al., 2025; Tham & Sharma, 2023). These initiatives are not 

only environmentally beneficial but also support social resilience by involving local communities in governance and 

value creation (Sousa et al., 2025; Tham & Sharma, 2023). Moreover, regenerative tourism frameworks emphasize 

the co-creation of value among stakeholders, which is essential for the long-term resilience of island destinations 

facing climate change and tourism saturation (Luthe et al., 2012). Unlike sustainable tourism, which often focuses 

on damage control, regenerative tourism adopts a holistic systems-thinking approach aimed at creating net-positive 

impacts (Benur & Bramwell, 2015). This shift from sustaining to regenerating is particularly relevant in the face of 

mounting global pressures that disproportionately affect island systems (Iddawala & Lee, 2025). 

Several international examples illustrate how regenerative tourism principles are being implemented to promote 

sustainability, resilience, and community well-being. For example, in the Azores – a Portuguese archipelago in the 

North Atlantic –, regenerative tourism has been advanced through community engagement, ecosystem restoration, 

and participatory planning. Baixinho et al. (2023) describe co-creation processes involving local stakeholders to 

develop nature-based tourism products that align with ecosystem conservation and cultural values. These initiatives 

include reforestation projects, local food promotion, and immersive visitor experiences. Another leading example 

comes from the Galápagos Islands in Ecuador, where strict regulations and visitor caps have historically been used 

to limit the environmental footprint of tourism. Recent shifts towards regenerative practices include integrating tour-

ists into conservation activities and supporting local entrepreneurship (Epler, 2007; Mestanza-Ramón et al., 2020; 

Vega-Mariño et al., 2024). 

In the South Pacific, the island nation of Palau has pioneered a global example of regenerative tourism through its 

“Palau Pledge”. This initiative requires all visitors to sign an environmental pledge upon entry, committing to respect 

local customs and ecosystems (Medel, 2020). The pledge, combined with a conservation fee, supports environmen-

tal education and community projects, effectively embedding regenerative values into the tourism experience 

(Medel, 2020). In New Zealand regenerative tourism has focused on ecological restoration and cultural revitaliza-

tion. Fusté-Forné and Hussain (2022) note how indigenous Maori values are integrated into visitor experiences, 

contributing to both cultural preservation and environmental recovery. Tourism operators collaborate with conser-

vation authorities to restore native vegetation and reduce the ecological footprint of tourism infrastructure. 

These international examples highlight that regenerative tourism in islands is most effective when grounded in local 

contexts, involving stakeholders across governance levels, and guided by ecological and cultural regeneration. Table 

1 summarizes the above cited conceptual differences of sustainable and regenerative tourism models in island’s 

destinations. Therefore, while sustainable tourism remains a valuable framework, the transition toward regenerative 

tourism in island contexts offers a more transformative pathway for ensuring ecological and community health. 

Integrating both concepts may provide a comprehensive strategy to navigate the complexities of tourism in island 

environments. In this regard, there is the recognition of the need for a project capable of uniting all those who want 

to keep Madeira wine traditions alive (as argued in section 2). The University of Madeira, with the support of the 

Regional Government and many other Madeiran entities inside and outside the island, has launched an application 

process for its safeguard by its inscription on the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage List in 2024 (Silva et al., 

2025a). The perceptions of Madeira wine-producing organizations about this application and its impact on the re-

generation of Madeira destination will be analyzed in section 6. 
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Table 1 - Sustainable and Regenerative Tourism Conceptual Differences 

Dimension Sustainable Tourism Regenerative Tourism 

Core aim Balance economic benefits with environmental 

conservation, and socio-cultural integrity (Sharpley, 

2009; UNEP & UNWTO, 2025). 

Restore, renew, and revitalize ecosystems and com-

munities, creating net-positive impacts (Bellato & 

Pollock, 2025; Bellato, 2024). 

Approach to 

impacts 

Minimize negative impacts; prevent exceeding eco-

logical and social carrying capacities (Carter et al., 

2015). 

Actively restore natural and human systems; em-

bed tourism in sustainability transitions (Bellato et 

al., 2022; Sousa et al., 2025). 

Typical tools Community-based tourism, carrying capacity as-

sessments, and regulatory planning (Butler, 2020; 

Jones, 2005; Lusby & Eow, 2015; Stronza & Gor-

dillo, 2008; Wall, 2020; Faiz & Komalasari, 2020). 

Systems thinking, community empowerment, eco-

logical regeneration, and co-creation with local 

stakeholders (Raymond & Kenter, 2016; Tham & 

Sharma, 2023; Bellato et al., 2022). 

Systems 

view 

Focus on preventing harm within fragile ecosys-

tems and cultural contexts (Gössling et al., 2009; 

Scheyvens & Momsen, 2008). 

Holistic systems-thinking, addressing deeper socio-

ecological renewal and resilience (Benur & Bram-

well, 2015; Luthe et al., 2012; Iddawala & Lee, 

2025). 

Critiques / 

limitations 

Risk of incrementalism; may not address systemic 

ecological degradation or inequality (Higgins-Des-

biolles, 2018). 

Still emerging; requires strong governance and may 

face risks of conceptual ambiguity or uneven appli-

cation (Dredge et al., 2024; Baixinho et al., 2023; 

Bode et al., 2024). 

Island 

relevance 

Essential to mitigate overuse of fragile ecosystems 

and prevent cultural commodification (Sharpley, 

2009; Scheyvens & Momsen, 2008). 

Islands serve as laboratories for regenerative prac-

tices due to their distinct ecosystems and identities 

(Dredge et al., 2024; Baixinho et al., 2023; Fusté-

Forné & Hussain, 2022). 

Examples Galápagos Islands: visitor caps to limit 

environmental footprint (Epler, 2007; Mestanza-

Ramón et al., 2020; Vega- Mariño et al., 2024). 

Azores: reforestation and local food promotion 

(Baixinho et al., 2023); Palau Pledge with conser-

vation fee (Medel, 2020); New Zealand: integration 

of Maori values and ecological restoration (Fusté- 

Forné & Hussain, 2022); Galapagos: integrating 

tourists into conservation activities and support-

ing local entrepreneurship. 

Source: Authors. 

 

4 UNESCO HERITAGE RECOGNITION AND POTENTIAL IMPACT ON ISLAND DESTINATIONS  

UNESCO recognition – particularly inscription on the World Heritage (WH) List – has become a powerful instrument 

for island destinations seeking to leverage cultural heritage for sustainable tourism outcomes. A broad empirical 

literature finds that WH inscription tends to increase visibility and tourist demand, which can catalyze local conser-

vation, finance and governance reforms when adequately managed (Yang et al., 2010; Patuelli, Mussoni & Candela, 

2013; Buckley, 2004). However, the magnitude and sustainability of benefits depend on site-specific management 

capacity, community engagement, and the alignment of tourism with conservation objectives (Hitchcock, 2002; 

Okech, 2010). Stone Town, Zanzibar (United Republic of Tanzania) – inscribed in 2000 – illustrates how WH recog-

nition can strengthen destination branding for cultural heritage and support policies that protect historic urban 

landscapes while enabling tourism-based livelihoods. Studies of Zanzibar and comparable Swahili coast heritage 

towns report that listing provided international visibility, new funding streams and planning guidance, but also cre-

ated pressures related to commercialization, congestion, and gentrification that require careful management to 

preserve Outstanding Universal Value and community well‑being (Hitchcock, 2002; Okech, 2010). Where participa-

tory planning, conservation standards, and small‑enterprise support were instituted, benefits accrued in local em-

ployment, craft revitalization and adaptive reuse of historic buildings tied to visitor experiences (Okech, 2010; Hitch-

cock, 2002). 

On Gorée Island (Senegal), a WH site renowned for its slave trade heritage, UNESCO status has underpinned invest-

ments in conservation, interpretation and museum infrastructure that enable sensitive, education‑oriented tourism. 

Peer‑reviewed analysis shows how collaborative curation and improved visitor interpretation strengthened authen-

ticity and ethical storytelling, which in turn enhanced both visitors learning outcomes and local professional oppor-

tunities in heritage management (Thiaw & Wait, 2018). These shifts demonstrate pathways by which recognition 

can deliver cultural and social benefits alongside tourism revenue when guided by inclusive governance and herit-

age ethics (Thiaw & Wait, 2018). Beyond single cases, quasi‑experimental and spatial interaction studies corrobo-

rate a positive average effect of WH listing on tourism flows, which can expand local fiscal space for conservation 

and heritage‑based entrepreneurship if capture mechanisms (fees, destination taxes, public‑private partnerships) 

are in place (Yang et al., 2010; Patuelli et al., 2013). 
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Yet scholars warn that unmanaged growth can undermine heritage values and community benefits, especially in 

small islands with limited infrastructure and fragile social‑ecological systems – strengthening the case for integrated 

site management plans, visitor caps where appropriate, and community‑benefit agreements (Buckley, 2004; Hitch-

cock, 2002). Although UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage and World Heritage lists have different eligibility criteria 

and objectives, the cases presented in this section tend to assume both as a kind of label of excellence attributed 

by UNESCO (see for example Silva, 2018). Taken together, international evidence indicates that UNESCO recognition 

of island cultural heritage offers a reputational and governance platform that can: (i) attract and rebalance visitor 

demand toward cultural and educational experiences; (ii) mobilize conservation funding and technical assistance; 

and (iii) legitimize participatory planning that aligns tourism with heritage safeguarding. Realizing these benefits is 

contingent on embedding UNESCO inscription within destination‑specific sustainable tourism strategies that priori-

tize authenticity, equitable benefit sharing, and capacity‑constrained visitor management (Hitchcock, 2002; Thiaw 

& Wait, 2018). Therefore, based on empirical evidence, international examples illustrate how UNESCO Cultural Her-

itage recognition can benefit tourism and sustainable development in island destinations. 

5 METHODOLOGY 

This study is embedded within a broader research project developed in the context of the ongoing UNESCO nomina-

tion process. However, the present article focuses exclusively on a specific analytical dimension of this project, 

namely the perceptions of management positions within Madeira wine-producing organizations regarding the po-

tential impacts of UNESCO recognition on tourism regeneration and heritage sustainability. Therefore, data selected 

for this study is only part of this project. Based on it, we were able to perceive current concerns and suggestions of 

Madeira wine-producing organization regarding the application and its impact on regional sustainable development 

according to the 17 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. As a UN organization, meeting the SDGs is one 

of the criteria for registration on the Intangible Cultural Heritage Representative List. Nevertheless, we also inter-

viewed winegrowers (see Silva et al., 2025b), employees without a management position and importers of Madeira 

wine in China and the USA (73 interviews in total), which allowed us to contrast the views of managers with other 

sources of information, although we chose not to compare them within the framework of this article. 

Therefore, to this study, only relevant data has been considered to the analysis of the perceptions of Madeira wine-

producing organizations regarding the potential of the UNESCO application on the regeneration and sustainable 

development of tourism in Madeira destination. The universe of Madeira wine-producing organizations operating in 

Madeira region is composed of eight companies (the majority are small and medium size). In Madeira region, only 

authorized companies by the Institute of Wine, Embroidery and Crafts (IVBAM) can operate in Madeira wine-produc-

ing sector, namely: H. M. Borges, Henriques & Henriques, J. Faria & Filhos, Justino’s, Madeira Vintners, Madeira 

Wine Company, Pereira D'Oliveira, Vinhos Barbeito. In this scope, all of them have the designation PDO that guar-

antees that Madeira wine is authentic and comes from a specific geographic region, following strict production rules 

to preserve the characteristics of its land of origin. 

The organizational design of the eight companies is diversified and presents, regarding its departmentalization, a 

mixed structure. Therefore, quite often the tourism department appears under the control of the same management 

of other functional departments within the company. The same happens with other departments, such as marketing, 

oenology or quality. For this reason, the focus of the study consists in evaluating the perceptions of all management 

positions of functional departments within each company, including the Funchal Agrarian Cooperative (brand Ma-

deira Vintners). In this regard, all management positions of each organization were interviewed, which means that 

the sample conceived in this study is the same as its population, since for its purpose it would not be justified to 

interview positions below the decision-making levels. Despite the small volume of data, it is important to note that 

this is not a sample, but rather the entire universe of Madeira wine producers. 

To increase the acceptance rate, a meeting with all Madeira wine-producing companies represented in the Associ-

ation of Trade and Industry (ACIF), telephone and e-mail contact were previously used to present the project, specify 

the purpose of the interview and request acceptance from the targets to participate. There was no refusal among 

all management positions of the different departments within each organization of Madeira wine-producing, and all 

of them were interviewed. Figure 2 represents the professional roles of all respondents across the universe of Ma-

deira wine-producing organizations. Percentages reflect the proportion of total management positions’ appear-

ances. In this scope, the following management positions were interviewed: Tourism (18.4%), Marketing (18.4%), 

General Manager (16.3%), Commercial (14.3%), Production (10.2%), Quality (10.2%), Finance (10.2%) and Human 
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Resources (2%). It is also important to note that, in all situations, the winemaker’s role is under the responsibility of 

production or general management positions, or even the general manager is itself the winemaker. 

 

 Figure 2 - Management positions in Madeira Wine-Producing Organizations (%) 

Source: Authors. 

  

We have always started the semi-structured interviews by explaining to all those who agree to talk to us that the 

interview would serve to prepare an application for the Representative List, as well as the motivations for this initi-

ative. This was because the respective dossier must include as many statements as possible attesting to free, prior 

and informed consent, issued by public and private organizations committed to making the intangible asset that 

motivated the application for registration viable. Therefore, letters of consent that fulfil this effect were asked at the 

end of the interview. Semi-structured interviews were conducted by the coordinator of the application of Madeira 

wine traditions to the UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage (A.J.M.S.), with the help of a mem-

ber of the team project of UNESCO application (R.A.N.S.) responsible for scheduling and recording the interviews. 

The applied script always included questions related to the relationship between Madeira wine traditions and the 

UN sustainable development goals, as well as those specific to the Representative List, the questions varying ac-

cording to the profile of the interlocutor. In this way, an attempt was made to fulfil the need to gather testimonies 

to be submitted as an attachment to the request for registration on the Representative List. At the end, each re-

spondent was asked if they gave their consent to carry out the application and why. 

Given the specific aim of the UNESCO application, data collection was purposefully focused on professional insights, 

organizational perspectives, and thematic content related to cultural heritage and sustainability. The semi-struc-

tured interviews were conducted in Portuguese language, and only basic professional data identification was col-

lected from it, namely their name, academic background, and current role within the company. Other personal de-

mographic data (such as age) were not requested, as they were not deemed relevant to the scope or analytical 

objectives of the research. In this regard, the interview and data collection protocol of University of Madeira stands 

out since it was previously approved by its Ethics Committee and Data Protection Office, and follows the rules es-

tablished by UNESCO regarding the preparation of this type of application. This approach aligns with the principles 

of data minimization and relevance in qualitative research (Silverman, 2017), ensuring that some participants’ pri-

vacy is respected while focusing exclusively on their institutional position and experiential knowledge relevant to the 

study's core themes. 

The transcripts of the interviews and content analysis were carried out to evaluate the perceptions of all manage-

ment positions within Madeira wine-producing organizations regarding UNESCO application potential on regional 

tourism regeneration and tourism challenges on the sustainability of Madeira wine traditions. Complementary sta-

tistical descriptive analysis was carried out to organize, summarize and present data to describe the total set of 

management positions in Madeira wine-producing organizations that were interviewed, as well as frequency analy-

sis regarding their perceived benefits of Madeira wine traditions application to UNESCO and perceived challenges 

of tourism to Madeira wine traditions sustainability. To ensure replicability, the interview guide covered core themes 

such as: (i) perceived cultural significance of Madeira wine; (ii) potential tourism benefits of UNESCO recognition; 

(iii) threats from tourism to viticultural heritage; and (iv) policy priorities for heritage preservation. The next section 

Human Resources 2% 
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will present and discuss the results obtained from key management’ responses regarding the two hypotheses raised 

in the current study. 

6 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

6.1 Perceived benefits of the UNESCO application to the regeneration of tourism in Madeira 

Across the universe of Madeira wine-producing organizations in the RAM, participants emphasize that UNESCO 

recognition could reposition Madeira wine as a living cultural heritage, transcending its status as a mere commercial 

product. Figure 3 summarizes the most frequently mentioned perceived benefits of all management positions in 

Madeira wine-producing organizations. They especially highlight the potential of UNESCO application of Madeira 

wine traditions to strengthen Madeira’s cultural identity and reinforce authenticity as a core tourism value (100%); 

also serving as a tool to preserve traditions through revitalization of threatened agricultural and viticultural practices 

(100%). In this regard, follow some of the participants’ arguments: 

a) “I think that this application can bring transmission to people of what is still possible to do in Madeira wine. 

Or even recover history. We have a long history. (...) and if we look at it, the practices, that is, the difficulties 

in working the vineyards today, are not that different from what they were 200 and 300 years ago. This is 

true. And this is something that I think people usually call heroic viticulture” (Ricardo de Freitas – adminis-

trator/ general manager and winemaker of Vinhos Barbeito company); 

b) “I think that the application is undoubtedly one of the most important tools for making people truly aware 

of the value of wine and creating a cultural and emotional bond with it” (Francisco de Albuquerque – pro-

duction manager and winemaker of Madeira Wine Company); 

c) “I think that Madeira wine is, without a doubt, world heritage. (…) I think it will only benefit, not only us as 

Madeira wine company –, but the history and extend our entire history for the next generations in the four 

corners of the world” (Ana Soares – Lodges Museum and guides manager of Madeira wine Company); 

d) “Yes, of course. It is also important because of our interpreters, of the whole process involved, and it is 

good to give knowledge of the whole process that is done” (André Miranda - production manager and wine-

maker of Henriques & Henriques company); 

e) “I support 100%, because as I said... that helps to promote wine and everything that is around wine. (...) 

It's not just alcoholic beverage, it's all history that will still come with the wine (...) there are several centuries 

of history that, if we don't value, in the future we will only value the past” (Melissa de Castro – commercial 

and tourism manager of H. M. Borges company); 

f) “(...) I think that this application is legitimate to be presented, because Madeira wine has been produced 

since the seventeenth century, eighteenth century, and therefore it is an intrinsic part of this island” (Luís 

D’Oliveira – administrator/ general manager, marketing and tourism manager of Pereira D'Oliveira com-

pany). 

g) “So, yes, I think that these types of initiatives are very, very important and that ensuring that they come to 

fruition is even better. (...) So, I think that we are at a turning point and that we must do everything we can 

now so that the next generation can continue to be proud and maintain the land and the planting. (…) It's 

what we sell later in exports, which is tourism, what the economy thrives on. So, this image must be pre-

served, one way or another, because otherwise we're killing ourselves, aren't we?” (Joana Lomelino – 

marketing manager of Madeira Wine Company). 

Additionally, the most commonly cited benefits of seeking UNESCO recognition for Madeira wine traditions are: ed-

ucate tourists by deepening their connection with the territory and its traditions (88%); boosts tourism quality (75%); 

promote local pride (75%); act as a catalyst for public policy (62%); and even for community engagement, and eco-

nomic revitalization (50%). Some examples of the related relevant comments among the participants are the follow-

ing: 

a) “I think so. But I'll tell you very honestly. The Portuguese are the ones who will benefit most from this. (…) 

In my reality, they know Madeira wine better than we Madeirans, we Portuguese. It's a fact” (Graça Gouveia 

– commercial manager of Henriques & Henriques company); 

b) “This application not only honors the past, but it’s a strategic path to build the future of wine and tourism 

in the region” (Mariana Pinto – commercial and marketing manager of Vinhos Barbeito company); 
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c) “There must be a working team, both between the various wine producers and with the Regional Govern-

ment, so that we can work together in a concerted effort for the good of farmers and also Madeira wine” 

(Susana Pedro – financial manager of Funchal Agrarian Cooperative – brand Madeira Vintners); 

d) “Honestly, I think the initiative is commendable, without a doubt (...) And I think this is a lesson for all of us, 

for us, for those who live here to really know and realize this and not forget something that was unique – 

a toast that was made at the independence of the United States so many centuries ago –, it is really grati-

fying to take Madeira abroad and essentially Madeira wine – the sweat –, what starts with a little bit of 

land that a person has and the will to overcome all obstacles (...)” (Gabriela Afonso – commercial manager 

of Funchal Agrarian Cooperative – brand Madeira Vintners); 

e) “(…) I did specific work on the economy and society around wine, around Madeira wine. Mainly during the 

“Pombaline period”. And I came to this conclusion, which few people mention today, Madeira wine was the 

main source of income for the economy” (Ricardo de Freitas – administrator/ general manager and wine-

maker of Vinhos Barbeito company). 

 

Figure 3 - Perceived Benefits of Madeira Wine Traditions Application to UNESCO (%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors. 

 

Among all respondents, it is realized that the perception of the application transcends symbolic prestige. They see 

it as a living cultural heritage, strengthening cultural identity and preserving traditional viticultural practices. Beyond 

symbolic prestige, respondents foresee tangible benefits such as deepening tourist engagement, improving tourism 

quality, enhancing local pride, catalyzing public policy, fostering community involvement, and stimulating economic 

revitalization. From a theoretical standpoint, these findings strongly resonate with the principles of regenerative 

tourism discussed in section 3. The emphasis placed by respondents on cultural revitalization, educational value, 

community pride, and public policy catalysis aligns with the regenerative paradigm, which advocates tourism as a 

driver of socio-ecological renewal rather than merely impact mitigation (Bellato & Pollock, 2025; Bellato, 2024; 

Tham & Sharma, 2023). 

In line with systems thinking approaches (Raymond & Kenter, 2016; Luthe et al., 2012), UNESCO recognition 

emerges not only as a branding mechanism, but as a governance and mobilization tool capable of activating multiple 

subsystems of the destination, including agriculture, tourism, education, and territorial planning. This integrative 

perspective reflects the co-creation and stakeholder engagement processes highlighted in regenerative tourism 

literature, particularly in island contexts, where contained socio-ecological systems allow for more direct feedback 

loops and transformative interventions (Dredge et al., 2024; Baixinho et al., 2023). Moreover, the perceived educa-

tional role of UNESCO inscription – by deepening tourists’ understanding of Madeira wine traditions and their cul-

tural embeddedness – corresponds with the shift from experience consumption to experiential learning emphasized 

in regenerative tourism frameworks (Bellato et al., 2022). This transition contributes to enhancing tourism quality, 

reinforcing authenticity, and fostering meaningful encounters between visitors and host communities, which are 

critical for building long-term destination resilience (Sousa et al., 2025; Fusté-Forné & Hussain, 2022). 
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From the perspective of island sustainability, these results also echo the literature stressing the strategic relevance 

of heritage-based tourism as a pathway for diversification and resilience in highly tourism-dependent economies 

(Sharpley, 2009; Gössling et al., 2009). UNESCO recognition, therefore, may function as a regenerative lever capa-

ble of repositioning Madeira’s tourism model from volume-oriented growth towards value-driven, culturally embed-

ded and territorially regenerative development. The shared vision between respondents suggests that the potential 

impact of UNESCO recognition is multidimensional, combining symbolic, economic, educational, and political ef-

fects, all converging towards a more resilient and authentic tourism model for Madeira. However, significant chal-

lenges are also recognized. Regarding this point, the following section will be revealing about participant’s tourism 

major concerns in Madeira destination. 

6.2 Perceived challenges of tourism to the sustainability of Madeira wine traditions heritage 

Despite the overall positive outlook related to Madeira wine traditions application to UNESCO, respondents also 

expressed concern about how uncontrolled tourism growth may undermine the very cultural heritage it seeks to 

promote. In this scope, figure 4 summarizes the main challenges mentioned by all respondents. 

 

Figure 4 - Perceived challenges of tourism to Madeira wine traditions sustainability (%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            Source: Authors. 

 

While tourism is seen as a vital economic drive, the interviews also reveal significant challenges it poses to the 

sustainability of Madeira’s wine traditions. The most recurrent concerns mainly include the loss of agricultural land 

(100%) due to the expansion of tourism-related real estate, particularly in key viticultural areas. This trend compro-

mises not only grape production but also the cultural landscape that underpins the wine's authenticity. It must be 

admitted that the approximately 20 million euros earned by companies producing Madeira wine are a drop in the 

ocean compared to the more than 500 million euros generated by tourism annually (see Silva et al., 2025b). The 

strength of this sector, in turn, makes the destination very attractive for those looking to invest in real estate pro-

jects. As one of the participants warns: 

“Farmlands are being sold for construction. If this continues, we lose not only vineyards but the soul of the land-

scape. (…) The land is becoming more valuable for hotels than for grapes. That is the real threat” (Luis Faria – 

administrator/ general manager of J. Faria & Filhos company). 

There is also widespread worry about the generational discontinuity and labor shortage, due to the aging of the 

workforce (88%) and a lack of interest from younger generations in viticulture (75%). This challenge is compounded 

by tourism promoting urban and service-sector lifestyles that are perceived as more attractive. With this respect, 

one of the respondents commented: 
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“Most viticulturists are over 60, and the youth sees no future in agriculture” (Juan Teixeira – administrator/ general 

manager, production and tourism manager of Justino’s company). 

Moreover, the respondents also highlighted a disconnect between tourists’ consumption behaviors and the real 

value of wine production (75%). As noted by some of them: 

“There's that customer... Oh I just want to see a little bit of the space, the building. I just want to see half a dozen 

barrels, take the picture, taste two wines, that is ‘been there, done that” (Ana Soares – Lodges Museum and guides 

manager of Madeira Wine Company); 

“The price of Madeira wine must be fair for the farmer and for the companies, because it is a unique product, grown 

by the sea, on a cliff, and which obviously produces a unique product. (…) It must be a price that does justice to 

everyone, from the grape producer to the company that produces the wine itself (Susana Pedro – financial manager 

of Funchal Agrarian Cooperative – brand Madeira Vintners). 

In this context, the threat of mass tourism has been equally detached by respondents (62%), considering that it 

often reduces Madeira wine to a superficial tasting experience, without understanding the labor, tradition, and iden-

tity it embodies. The growing demand for “experiences” without cultural depth may trivialize the wine's heritage, 

turning it into a souvenir rather than a heritage symbol. This can erode its status and weaken efforts at long-term 

preservation, as noted: 

“Many tourists only see the wine as a tasting – without understanding what’s behind it. 

That’s not sustainable. (…) If we allow the wine to become just another souvenir, we’re destroying its cultural sig-

nificance” (Gabriela Afonso – commercial manager of Funchal Agrarian Cooperative – brand Madeira Vintners). 

Several managers also point out the economic unsustainability of traditional viticulture, due to high production 

costs, exacerbated by Madeira’s rugged terrain, and a tourism market that demands low prices. This economic 

mismatch threatens the viability of high-quality wine production and may lead to substitution with less traditional 

products. Therefore, the low economic returns on agriculture in Madeira have also been noted (62%): 

“In relation to the winegrowers and the grapes, it is a very good quality work, because I can go to the winegrower, I 

can go to the field, I can see the difficulties that each winegrower has... (...) because the Madeira Wine Institute 

always pay a little less than the companies.” (Rosa Vares – quality manager of Henriques & Henriques company). 

Even being least mentioned, tourism dependency also was a concern being noted by respondents (50%): 

“(…) We must not forget that if we become like any other island in the Mediterranean, we will lose our identity (...) If 

we are going to become a tourist island full of tourist resorts, like all the others that exist in the world, we will have 

no identity at all. We are just another one. And the consumer no longer wants that.” (Joana Lomelino – marketing 

manager of Madeira Wine Company). 

“(...) Madeira wine is regaining the status it had in the past, but there is not much coming here exclusively because 

it is a wine tourism region... But it is possible to create this new attention, and, for that, it is necessary to have 

vineyards, because vineyards really beautify our landscape. Coexistence is possible.” (Juan Teixeira – administra-

tor/ general manager, production and tourism manager of Justino’s company). 

These challenges underline a paradox: while tourism offers visibility and economic opportunities, without careful 

management, it risks undermining the very cultural structure that makes Madeira wine unique. This juxtaposition of 

opportunity and risk presents a strategic paradox for the Madeira wine sector. This strategic paradox reflects a 

central critique identified in the sustainable tourism literature, namely that harm-reduction approaches alone are 

insufficient to counteract deeper structural drivers of environmental degradation and cultural erosion (Higgins-Des-

biolles, 2018). In the context of island destinations, where spatial constraints and economic dependence on tourism 

intensify land-use conflicts, these challenges are particularly acute (Sharpley, 2009; Gössling et al., 2009; Lousada 

et al., 2025). The respondents’ concerns regarding vineyard land loss, generational discontinuity, and commodifi-

cation risks closely mirror the systemic vulnerabilities discussed in regenerative tourism theory. Rather than isolated 

problems, these challenges form part of a broader socio-ecological imbalance in which tourism-driven real estate 

expansion and labor market shifts progressively undermine traditional productive systems (Bellato & Pollock, 2025; 

Iddawala & Lee, 2025). 

From a regenerative perspective, UNESCO recognition may function as a countervailing force capable of reorienting 

governance priorities, legitimizing agricultural land protection policies, and fostering integrated planning between 

tourism, agriculture, and cultural heritage management. As observed in other island contexts (Baixinho et al., 2023; 
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Medel, 2020; Fusté-Forné & Hussain, 2022), regenerative tourism initiatives grounded in heritage revitalization can 

contribute to restoring landscape functionality, strengthening intergenerational transmission of knowledge, and em-

bedding tourism within long-term territorial regeneration strategies. 

Consequently, the findings suggest that the UNESCO application should not be interpreted solely as a symbolic 

recognition mechanism, but rather as an institutional catalyst for systemic transformation, enabling Madeira to 

transition from a predominantly extractive tourism model toward a regenerative development pathway that safe-

guards its viticultural heritage and reinforces destination resilience. The UNESCO application is widely seen as a 

regenerative lever, but the current tourism model may undermine this potential. To address this, management po-

sitions of Madeira wine-production organizations call for public policies protecting vineyard land, educational initia-

tives, deeper integration of wine heritage into tourism, and support for sustainable agricultural practices. 

7 CONCLUSION 

Beyond its empirical contribution to the Madeira wine context, this study offers broader theoretical insights into the 

role of intangible cultural heritage as a lever for regenerative tourism and sustainable destination governance. The 

findings are based on the perceptions of management positions within Madeira wine-producing organizations and 

highlight a dual narrative: on the one hand, Madeira wine traditions emerge as a cornerstone of regional identity 

and a strategic asset for tourism regeneration; on the other, they face mounting pressures arising from tourism-

induced land-use change, generational discontinuity, and economic vulnerability. It is important to emphasize that 

these conclusions reflect the perspectives of a specific group of key stakeholders and therefore represent a partial, 

though highly relevant, view of the broader socio-economic and cultural dynamics shaping Madeira’s tourism and 

heritage system. 

The respective results demonstrate broad consensus among wine-producing organizations that UNESCO recognition 

can act as a regenerative lever, supported by structural measures such as vineyard land protection, intergenera-

tional transfer incentives, and the integration of heritage into tourism planning. From the perspective of these stake-

holders, a shift toward a regenerative tourism model – one that not only minimizes harm but actively contributes to 

socio-ecological renewal – is perceived as increasingly vital for the long-term sustainability of Madeira’s viticultural 

heritage and tourism development. Such an approach may enable the branding dividend of UNESCO status to be 

translated into concrete sustainability practices, provided that these perceptions are effectively integrated into pub-

lic policy, territorial planning, and participatory governance mechanisms. 

The research contributes to the literature by framing UNESCO heritage recognition not only as a tool for cultural 

preservation but also as a strategic lever for regenerative tourism in island destinations. By linking heritage protec-

tion to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the study advances the academic discourse on 

how cultural assets can be mobilized to foster resilience in fragile tourism economies. Future studies should incor-

porate perspectives from winegrowers, public authorities, local communities, as also tourists themselves, and a 

post-inscription longitudinal analysis to assess actual impacts on tourism patterns and heritage preservation. This 

is particularly relevant given that the present article focuses on a specific stakeholder group, whose perceptions, 

while strategic, do not exhaust the complexity of the destination’s socio-cultural and economic dynamics. Despite 

these limitations, this study offers a valuable contribution to tourism research and provides practical insights for 

policymakers and heritage managers in island destinations. 
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