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Abstract: Within the tourism sector, sustainability has been studied widely at different levels and 

with different lenses. In the last few years, many research activities have been carried out to assess 

the social dimension of tourism. Under this perspective, scholars have focused on the accessibility 

of the tourism and hospitality sectors. This study represents the first-ever attempt to assess how 

tourists’ physical handicaps or special needs are considered in a very specific kind of accommoda-

tion facility: the mountain hut. To do so, semi-structured interviews were conducted with mountain 

hut managers about four mountain huts—29% of all the mountain huts located in Gran Paradiso 

National Park, the first established Italian protected area. The results underline both strong and 

critical points. Considering that many mountain huts are located in severe environments (e.g., me-

dium-high altitudes and reachable only on foot), they have limitations in hosting visitors with phys-

ical constraints, who, on the other hand, normally do not attend this kind of facility. By contrast, all 

of the mountain hut managers were able to satisfy visitors with special food needs, for example, 

vegetarian, vegan or gluten-free, showing their capability to cope with new forms of tourism de-

mands and expectations. 
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1. Introduction 

Over the years, the debate on how to protect biodiversity while also conducting eco-

nomic activities in full respect of the environment has been very strong, and the different, 

sometimes opposing positions, have not always managed to reach an agreement. The con-

cept of absolute protection of the environment predominated in the 1960s ecological liter-

ature, but since the 1980s, the concept of sustainable development has also extended to 

protecting human needs while always respecting the environment [1,2]. Some authors 

later highlighted how the environmentalist vision can be combined with that of territorial 

planning [3], while other authors consider nature as capital, an asset to be valued that can 

produce ecosystem services and as a heritage usable by society [4]. These ecosystem ser-

vices can generate a whole series of positive effects for a population in terms of cultural, 

educational and recreational services [5]. MAB UNESCO [6], drew up an alternative vi-

sion envisaging two fundamental distinctions: areas provided for the wilderness and na-

ture reserves. In the first case, natural heritage protection is very strict to preserve endan-

gered plant and animal species. In the second case, however, the use of natural resources 

by users and the local community is also envisaged, under the supervision of the compe-
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tent authorities and under certain conditions. Of course, it is necessary to ensure that hab-

itat and species conservation is not endangered by human activities. In this way, the local 

community can take advantage of numerous forms of profits related to the accessibility 

and use of some services that also generate an economic return and general benefits re-

lated to health, social and environmental well-being [7]. 

This means making protected natural areas accessible to all; however, these areas, 

precisely because they are not very populated, present access difficulties for people who 

have motor, sensory and cognitive disabilities. In recent years, sensitivity toward people 

with special needs has grown, and numerous initiatives have been undertaken to allow 

everyone to take advantage of the protected natural areas. 

The concept of disability has been extended to all types of disabilities, including mo-

tor, sensory, cognitive and even dietary requirements. According to the United Nations 

Convention, Article 30 [8], state parties recognize the right of persons with disabilities to 

participate on an equal basis with others in cultural life and must take appropriate 

measures to ensure that persons with disabilities have access to venues for cultural events 

or services. Therefore, it would be useful to define “tourism for all”. It means knowing 

how to combine the reasons for the tourism business with the ability to know how to re-

spond to a demand for “hospitality” that requires attention, dialogue and technical 

knowledge. 

In Europe, according to the Eurostat study [9], the potential demand for accessible 

tourism is estimated at about 127.5 million people (with 46 million people with some form 

of disability plus about 81 million people over 65). Italy has over 3 million disabled people, 

equal to 5.2% of the population [10,11]. Thus, it is clear that people with disabilities are 

not a minority and that their numbers are increasing. It is also necessary to consider peo-

ple who have special needs not attributable to a specific disability, which consequently 

increases the number of tourists with special needs. 

The translation of the concept of sustainable development to the tourism sector dates 

to the mid-1990s after the announcement of the Charter of Lanzarote [12]. In some ways, 

the charter represents a starting point of an intense debate that was of interest not only for 

policymakers, institutions, public opinion and tourism operators but also for practitioners 

and scholars. The debate led to refining the meaning of sustainable tourism. In accordance 

with the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Tourism Or-

ganization (WTO), it is presently defined as “tourism that takes full account of its current 

and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, 

the industry, the environment and host communities” [13] (p. 12). 

Even if some authors consider this definition as lacking practical implications, with 

the consequential risk of remaining an empty concept [14,15] the statement encompasses 

all the dimensions of sustainability. Indeed, it takes into account the economic, environ-

mental and social sides of sustainable development and considers all tourism stakehold-

ers as well as its beneficiaries [16–20]. 

Sustainability in the tourism sector has been studied from different perspectives [21] 

and measured in terms of both the tourism destination [22,23] and the hospitality sector 

[24,25]. 

In doing so, many authors have focused on implementing different tools with quali-

tative or quantitative indicators [26–28]. However, research is still lacking in terms of eval-

uating how the hospitality sector considers accessible tourism to mountain areas. In par-

ticular, this paper focuses on the most symbolic kind of mountain accommodation facility: 

the mountain hut. 

Therefore, the authors’ aim is to fill the aforementioned gap by presenting provi-

sional results on a survey on four mountain huts in Gran Paradiso National Park, the first 

Italian national park, to explore the managers’ viewpoints on whether accessible tourism 

practices are feasible in this very specific kind of accommodation, in order to answer the 

following research question: Can tourists with disabilities or special needs be hosted in 

these very particular facilities? 
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The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 introduces the conceptual framework 

used to carry out the study. After the area of investigation is introduced, Section 3 contains 

the adopted methodology. Section 4 details the results of the study, while Section 5 is 

devoted to discussing the results. Finally, the conclusion is aimed at presenting the strong 

points of this research and the main limitations while suggesting new avenues of research. 

This study’s approach is consistent with Goals 3 and 10, in particular 10.2, of the 2030 

Agenda. 

2. Conceptual Framework 

2.1. Mountain Tourism 

Mountains are some of the most important tourism destinations worldwide and con-

tribute to both the local and global economy by generating significant revenues [29,30]. 

They play such an important role in tourism because they can meet different tourists’ 

needs and expectations, such as sports activities, leisure, culture or simply relaxation [31]. 

Consequently, and depending on the mountains’ geographical and socioeconomic 

contexts, mountain tourism may differ significantly by mountain destination, with differ-

ent implications on the local societies and on the natural environment. Thus, sustainable 

tourism in mountain areas has become a highly debated issue that has interested scholars, 

local policymakers, practitioners and citizens, and it has been studied from several per-

spectives, depending on the specific mountain area. 

A fundamental part of the literature focuses on the consequences that climate change 

will have on the tourism season in winter destinations, for example, ski resorts, in differ-

ent areas of the world [32,33] and on how these destinations can counteract it [34,35]. This 

theme is sensitive due to the importance and the magnitude of the economic revenue on 

the local communities. 

Other scholars have paid attention to how to measure and monitor sustainable de-

velopment in mountain tourism destinations in order to highlight the relationship be-

tween sustainability and competitiveness [36–38]. Furthermore, in terms of destination 

management, some studies have provided quantitative approaches to Weaver’s model of 

sustainable destination management [23,39] using a devoted set of indicators [28,40]. In 

considering the hospitality sector and, more precisely, mountain huts, research has paid 

particular attention to service quality [12] and to the environmental implications of the 

activities carried out by such facilities [41,42]. To the authors’ knowledge, however, no 

researchers yet have attempted to study the relationship between mountain huts and ac-

cessible tourism. 

2.2. Accessible Tourism 

The scientific literature on accessibility in tourist facilities is quite recent and deals 

with different aspects of the problem. Some scholars have focused on describing the ob-

stacles that disabled people encounter during their experiences as travelers, both in visit-

ing tourist sites [43–45] and in public transport [46]. Some studies highlight the problem 

of the accessibility of various tourist destinations, particularly protected natural areas 

[18,19]. 

An important aspect addressed by many authors is the availability of information. 

Puhretmair and Buhalis [47] highlight that the availability of information on the level of 

accessibility of the places and structures to visit is equally important as physical accessi-

bility itself. In particular, Darcy [48] highlights the need among disabled people to identify 

structures that are accessible and, above all, meet their needs. Instead, Aitchison [49] 

points out that the lack of information on the accessibility of structures is an obstacle to 

tourist accessibility. Other authors [50,51] have analyzed the availability and clarity of in-

formation on the Web. 

Some researchers have provided solutions to improve information use for tourist 

sites, in particular by making use of apps [52]. Darcy and Dickson [53] suggest an inclusive 
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vision that involves, in a single model, all types of disabilities (temporary and permanent) 

and all of the stakeholders who are involved in disability, and that satisfies all the needs 

of disabled people. Nigg and Eichelberger [54] take a similar approach. They affirm that 

involving all of the actors involved in disability issues is fundamental to implementing 

forms of tourism that are accessible for all. Sica et al. [14] propose implementing an iden-

tifying label to distinguish structures that can support disabled persons, provide easy ac-

cess and provide specific dedicated services. 

3. Materials and Methods 

3.1. The Area of Investigation 

The area of investigation is the Gran Paradiso National Park (GPNP hereafter), in the 

northwestern Italian Alps. The GPNP was the first Italian park created and was estab-

lished in 1922 with a king’s decree [55]. It is a trans-regional protected area between the 

two Italian regions of Piedmont and Aosta Valley. In particular, due to its 710.4 km2 of 

completely mountainous surface, the park encompasses five alpine valleys—three in the 

Aosta Valley Region (Cogne, Valsavarenche and Rhêmes Valley) and two in the Piedmont 

Region (Orco and Soana Valleys)—over 13 municipalities and comprising about 9000 res-

idents. 

The GPNP represents a hallmark for the territorial development of this mountain 

area by preserving the mountainous habitat while also promoting sustainable tourism ac-

tions and projects. Recent research focusing on all of the mountain municipalities in the 

Aosta Valley and the Metropolitan City of Torino Provinces [28] has shown the GPNP’s 

role in driving the municipalities toward becoming sustainable tourism destinations. 

Figure 1 shows the area of investigation. 

 

Figure 1. The area of investigation. Source: Internal elaboration from [56] for UE administrative 

boundaries and [57] for Italian administrative boundaries. 

According to the GPNP’s statistics, the area has an average of 1,800,000 visitors per 

year, concentrated in the summer season (690,000 visitors from May to October). The last 

available data provided by the GPNP, from 2018—before the COVID-19 pandemic crisis—

reported some 142,000 arrivals. The park provides 171 accommodation facilities (131 in 

Aosta Valley and 40 in Piedmont) with 7920 beds (6720 in the Aosta Valley and 1200 in 

Piedmont). Mountain huts play an important role in this picture, representing 14 accom-

modation facilities and 10% of both the hospitality facilities and bed offerings (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Mountain huts in the GPNP. 

Piedmont Region 

Name Valley Altitude (m) Owner Beds Accessibility 

Le Fonti Minerali Orco 1620 Private 20 By car 

Massimo Mila Orco 1583 Private 25 By car 

Guido Muzio Orco 1670 IAC Chivasso 22 By car 

Guglielmo Jervis Orco 2250 IAC Ivrea 26 On foot 

Pontese Orco 2217 

“Pontese”  

Climbing Club 

(Private) 

70 On foot 

Rosa dei Banchi Soana 1650 
Municipality of 

Valprato Soana 
2 Cable car 

Aosta Valley Region 

Name Valley Altitude (m) Owner Beds Accessibility 

Federico Chabod Valsavarenche 2710 Private 136 On foot 

Tètras-Lyre Valsavarenche 2000 Private 40 On foot 

Vittorio Emanuele II Valsavarenche 2732 IAC Torino 120 On foot 

Savoia Valsavarenche 2534 Private 50 By car 

Città di Chivasso Valsavarenche 2604 Private 35 By car 

Benevolo Rhêmes 2285 Private 48 On foot 

Delle Marmotte Rhêmes 2142 Private 12 On foot 

Vittorio Sella Cogne 2588 IAC Biella 161 On Foot 

Source: Internal elaboration. 

In accordance with Table 1, 14 mountain huts are within the GPNP’s borders—six of 

those 14 (43%) are located in the Piedmont side of the protected area, whereas eight are in 

Aosta Valley. Five mountain huts are reachable by car, one by cable car and the remaining 

57% on foot. Eight of the mountain huts are private, four belong to a chapter of the Italian 

Alpine Club (IAC), one belongs to a climbing club and the last belongs to a municipality. 

The average altitude is 2256 m above sea level, which increases to 2574 m when consider-

ing only the Aosta Valley mountain huts. The total number of beds is 767 (602 in Aosta 

Valley and 165 in Piedmont), while the average number of beds is about 55, which in-

creases to 75 when considering only the Aosta Valley. The visitor profile mostly depends 

on the mountain huts’ locations as compared to the opportunities offered by the surround-

ing environment. Mountain huts reachable by car, for instance, are normally visited by 

daily tourists aiming to taste mountain recipes and take advantage of the beautiful sur-

rounding environment. 

Therefore, the tourism sector is enriched by the presence of several local food pro-

ducers, 20 of which have been included in the Slow Food movement. Indeed, local food 

products can play an important role in fostering an area’s local tourism sector [58,59] be-

cause foodstuffs can receive certification with Protected Denomination of Origin (PDO) 

and, more recently, specific labels, for example, as “Mountain Products”. Qualifying the 

local offerings is also one of the GPNP’s goals. Indeed, the park has established its own 

qualification model, the GPNP Quality label, and issued devoted procedures for different 

kinds of food and non-local food production, as well as the tourism sector, with the aim 

of promoting local producers and tourism operators that take care of environmental and 

social aspects in carrying out their business. 

Moreover, the GPNP is carrying out a set of actions to promote accessible tourism. 

Under the umbrella of the “Un Paradiso Accessibile” (An Accessible Paradise), the park 

has established a set of mountain paths and accommodations in accordance with the 

guidelines established by the Norcia Chart. The actions have been extended to the accom-

modation facilities that have obtained the aforementioned GPNP Quality label [60]. 
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All of these variables were considered when defining the mountain huts to involve 

in the analysis. 

3.2. Selection Criteria 

The parameters used for identifying the suitable mountain huts included the follow-

ing aspects: 

• Location: The presence of specific local hallmarks or attractions, on which the typol-

ogy of average visitors depends, was one of the most important parameters for se-

lecting the mountain huts. Indeed, local hallmarks or attractions define the typology 

of tourists, which can be divided into three main categories: families (day-trippers), 

hikers and mountaineers. 

• Accessibility: The mountain huts are equally distributed between those reachable by 

car and only on foot. This parameter is fundamental because Italian mountain huts 

are categorized depending on their accessibility (A—reachable by car; B—reachable 

by cable car; C, D and E—reachable on foot). In order to verify accessible tourism in 

mountain accommodations, it is important to consider the two main ways of reaching 

the structure: by car and on foot. 

• Mountain hut dimensions, in terms of the number of beds offered. 

• Owner: The mountain huts are distributed between those belonging to private enti-

ties versus the IAC. 

• Main typology of visitors: Mountaineers, hikers and day-trip visitors, as stated 

above. In evaluating this aspect, it was important to choose mountain huts that only 

hosted mountaineers, hikers, families and a mix of the categories. 

• Tourism labels: Whether the facility has received the GPNP Quality label, which can 

have repercussions on both the kinds of services offered and their quality levels. 

Table 2 summarizes the selected mountain huts whose managers were involved in 

the study, in accordance with the listed parameters. 

Table 2. Mountain huts selected for the survey. 

Name Region Valley 
Altitude  

(m) 
Owner Beds 

Accessibil-

ity 
Visitor 

Hallmark 

/Attraction 

GPNP 

Label 

Massimo 

Mila 
Piedmont Orco 1583 Private 25 By car Families 

Ceresole Reale 

Lake 
Yes 

Tètras-Lyre Aosta Valley  
Valsava-

renche 
2000 Private 40 On foot 

Families/ 

Hikers 
None No 

Vittorio 

Emanuele II 
Aosta Valley 

Valsava-

renche 
2732 

IAC To-

rino 
120 On foot 

Mountain-

eers 

Gran Paradiso 

Peak 
No 

Savoia Aosta Valley 
Valsava-

renche 
2534 Private 50 By car 

Families/ 

Hikers 

Pian del Niv-

olet 
No 

Source: Internal elaboration. 

Based on the table, the following mountain huts were identified: 

1. Massimo Mila: Reachable by car, Massimo Mila mountain hut is located on the bor-

der of an artificial lake, which is the most important tourist attraction in the Orco 

Valley. It is mostly suitable for families and day visitors. The hut obtained the GPNP 

Quality label and is located at the beginning of the “Il giro lago” (The Lake Tour) 

accessible path. 

2. Tetras Lyre: Located at 2000 m and reachable on foot in 15 min, Tetras-Lyre mountain 

hut is frequented mostly by hikers and families who want to experience a mountain 

environment. It belongs to a private company and can be considered a small size 

alpine accommodation. 

3. Vittorio Emanuele II: Vittorio Emanaule II is the base for climbing Gran Paradiso 

peak (4019 m), the only “four-thousand” peak completely in Italian territory. It is 
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frequented by mountaineers. Vittorio Emanuele II is a large historic mountain hut in 

the northwest of the Italian Alps and belongs to the IAC. 

4. Savoia: Savoia is located in one of the park’s most beautiful environments (Cole de 

Nivolet) and is reachable by car. It is also a stop for hikers who are traveling the two-

week Aosta Valley Alta Via 2 (Haute Route no. 2) trek. Consequently, it is frequented 

by both hikers and daily visitors. It belongs to a private owner and it can be consid-

ered a medium-sized mountain hut. 

Thus, there is a balanced distribution between private mountain huts (three of nine—

33%) and belonging to the IAC (one of four—25%). We selected a mountain hut in the 

Orco Valley because this valley is the most touristed one. Le Fonti Minerali, Massimo Mila 

and Guido Muzio are located in the same municipality (Ceresole Reale), but we chose 

Massimo Mila because it is the only one close to Ceresole Reale Lake. For Aosta Valley, 

the huts were selected according to their accessibility, types of guests, presence of hall-

marks and dimensions. 

Figure 2 details the locations of the accommodation facilities along with the Italian 

administrative boundaries (in grey) and the GPNP’s boundaries (in green). 

 

Figure 2. Location of the mountain huts. 

Source: Internal elaboration from [57] for Italian administrative boundaries and [61] 

for the GPNP’s boundaries 

Therefore, although the sample comprises four mountain huts, it can be considered 

representative of all of the GPNP’s mountain accommodations. Indeed, the selected 

mountain huts represent 29% of the total mountain huts in the area and are consistent 

with the different typologies of mountain shelters (by car vs. on foot). Moreover, the 

mountain huts are near the principal tourist attractions of the area (Gran Paradiso Peak, 

Ceresole Lake and Col de Nivolet) welcoming the two main kinds of tourists: mountain-

eers and families. 

3.3. Methodology 

The study was carried out using individual semi-structured interviews with all four 

of the identified mountain hut managers [62,63]. Semi-structured interviews are a kind of 

interview with predefined questions but a certain degree of liberty given to the inter-

viewer in determining unplanned questions, in accordance with how the interview itself 

evolves. This methodology can be used to collect open-ended data and understand the 

interviewee’s beliefs and ideas about a specific topic of interest [64]. Indeed, semi-struc-

tured interviews have some advantages as compared to both structured interviews and 

completely unstructured interviews: the former helps to keep the focus on the selected 

topic capture in-depth information and stimulate two-way communication. On the other 
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hand, semi-structured interviews can provide only qualitative information and are time-

consuming, and the role of a highly-skilled interviewer becomes essential to carry out the 

analysis. The managers were first contacted by phone to introduce the study’s aims and 

goals to them before scheduling a meeting to perform the interview. The authors con-

ducted the interviews at the mountain huts during a typical mountain hut manager’s 

workday in July 2021, in accordance with the following timetable: 

1. Tetras-Lyre and Vittorio Emanuele II: 21 July 2021. 

2. Massimo Mila and Savoia: 26 July 2021. 

The interviews lasted between 1 and 2 h and included a set of open questions to un-

derstand how the managers were facing the issues. Two interviewers were involved in 

each interview. Each interviewer took notes separately, and the evidence from both inter-

viewers was compared to identify the main aspects. Furthermore, the interviews were the 

basis for compiling an internal questionnaire containing 11 main fields on the following 

issues: information, external and internal areas, connectivity, restaurant, rooms, common 

rooms, toilettes, corridors and personnel. The fields are reported in Table 3 in further de-

tail. Annex S1 contains the draft of the proposed questions (see the Supplementary Mate-

rials section). 

Table 3. Fields considered by the interviews. 

Field Number of Questions 

Information transparency 2 

Area outside the structure 4 

Entrance of the structure 4 

Connectivity  1 

Restaurant room and barroom 2 

Administration of meals 2 

Room dedicated to disabled guests 6 

Corridors and passageways 5 

Common bathrooms 2 

Evaluation of the satisfaction of disabled guests and ac-

companying persons 
1 

Personnel 1 

Source: Internal elaboration. 

4. Results 

The results are organized by presenting the main outcomes derived from each moun-

tain hut that was involved in the research process. 

4.1. Tètras-Lyre Mountain Hut 

Tètras-Lyre mountain hut [65] (Figure 3) is easily reachable on foot within 15 min by 

a path or 5 min by a dirt road from the main parking area of Valsavarenche. The dirt road 

is closed to the public, so only authorized visitors, such as the mountain hut manager and 

his staff, can reach the accommodations by car. Thus, following the Italian classification 

for mountain huts, Tètras-Lyre falls within category C, i.e., reachable on foot. However, if 

necessary for reasons such as physical handicaps, the manager will pick tourists up at the 

parking area and drive them to the hut. 

According to the manager, Tètras-Lyre is mostly frequented by day tourists that 

come to the mountain hut to experience typical Aosta Valley cuisine and its local food 

products. 

The original structure was a local farm, which was converted into an accommodation 

facility 10 years ago. In doing so, the manager paid attention to creating comfortable com-



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2936 9 of 17 
 

 

mon spaces and rooms. As this concerns physical accessibility, therefore, visitors in wheel-

chairs can easily access the restaurants and the common bathrooms. The corridors do not 

present barriers or obstacles that can impede access and the rooms are generally spacious. 

However, the manager underlined that due to the typical kind of accommodation 

(the way to reach it), it is rare for the hut to welcome visitors with physical disabilities, 

especially for the night. This is the main reason why the mountain hut does not have a 

devoted bedroom. 

Regarding special dietary requirements, according to Tètras-Lyre’s manager, who 

has 30 years of experience in managing mountain huts, the number of tourists with aller-

gies or food intolerances has increased in the last decade and now represents around 15–

20% of the guests. Even if people with celiac disease are only a minor portion of them, it 

is not uncommon for visitors to ask for gluten-free dishes or recipes. The mountain hut 

offers dedicated menus for these individuals, and at the beginning of the opening season, 

the mountain hut manager restocks the hut with enough products for people with food 

intolerances or allergies (e.g., biscuits for breakfast or pasta). However, it is problematic 

to estimate the number of visitors with special food needs and thus difficult to completely 

avoid food waste. 

 

Figure 3. Tètras-Lyre Mountain hut. 

4.2. Vittorio Emanuele Mountain Hut 

At 2732 m above sea level, the Vittorio Emanuele II mountain hut [66] (Figure 4) is a 

historic mountain accommodation in the Italian Alps and is reachable only on foot in 

about 2 h and 30 min (accommodation type: D). Vittorio Emanuele II, which was built in 

the 1930s, belongs to the Torino chapter of the IAC and specifically serves mountaineers 

and ski-mountaineers. The lodge is open in the summer and spring. Indeed, it is possible 

to climb some of the most beautiful peaks in Gran Paradiso National Park from the hut, 

in particular Gran Paradiso Peak, at 4061 m. 

Therefore, as support for climbing purposes, the mountain hut was not specifically 

equipped for people with physical handicaps and does not have any devoted rooms or 

bathrooms for guests with disabilities. The hut offers 120 beds in rooms with four or five 

bunk beds each or in a dormitory as well as eight showers in common bathrooms. Nota-

bly, due to the geographical and natural constraints of the environment where the hut is 

located, no guests with physical disabilities can reach the accommodations. 

One member of the management team is the same person who also manages the 

Tètras-Lyre mountain hut; thus, the internal procedures for visitors with special food and 
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beverage needs are the same for the two mountain huts, even though the available spaces 

for the kitchens are different. However, the manager believes that even if it is possible to 

confirm that the number of mountaineers and hikers with food allergies or intolerances 

has increased over the years, this phenomenon is less significant as compared to the 

Tètras-Lyre lodge. 

Although it is impossible to offer complete and dedicated menus for people with 

special food needs, due to the different locations of the huts resulting in different means 

and costs for food supplies (the supply of raw materials is provided only by helicopter), 

the mountain hut is able to offer dishes specifically for people with special dietary needs 

(vegetarian, celiac disease, etc.). The manager decided to supply food and ingredients for 

guests with special needs at the beginning of each season, even if in different quantities, 

given the different kinds of customers and the transportation constraints. 

 

Figure 4. Vittorio Emanuele II Mountain hut (courtesy of the manager). 

4.3. Massimo Mila Mountain Hut 

Massimo Mila mountain hut [67] (Figure 5) is located in the Piedmont side of the 

GPNP at Ceresole Reale (1583 m), next to the eponymous lake. The accommodation is 

reachable by car; consequently, it is classified as type A, in accordance with the mountain 

hut classification. Therefore, Massimo Mila is similar to restaurants and hotels, in terms 

of visitors and tourism offerings. The hut particularly relies on weekend tourists who, 

after experiencing the different tourism opportunities provided by the surrounding lake 

environment (e.g., biking, bouldering and hiking), normally have lunch at Massimo Mila. 

The hut’s restaurant and common toilet areas are easily accessible for people with 

physical handicaps, being free from architectural barriers. In particular, there is a toilet 

equipped for visitors with wheelchairs or other physical constraints. The main parking 

area is outside the mountain hut at an adjacent lot and is managed by the Municipality of 

Ceresole Reale. The area is also equipped with a toilet for visitors with disabilities, alt-

hough there are no specific spaces for them to park their cars. The mountain hut has a 

small private parking zone available only to guests. 

Massimo Mila’s manager underlined the significance of guests with special dietary 

requirements, who presently account for about 15–20% of the tourists. The manager pro-

poses special dishes for vegetarian or vegan tourists, and the hut can prepare gluten-free 

dishes for celiac guests with this need, as reported on the home page of Massimo Mila’s 

website. Due to the efforts by the management team to improve the quality of the hut’s 

offerings, Massimo Mila obtained the quality label provided by the GPNP. 
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Figure 5. Massimo Mila Mountain hut. 

4.4. Savoia Mountain Hut 

The Savoia mountain hut [68] (Figure 6) is reachable by car. It is located 2534 m above 

sea level and is a destination for two different kinds of visitors. The first is “hit-and-run” 

tourists, mostly concentrated during the July and August weekends, who, after short treks 

in the surroundings of the mountain hut, aim to experience typical dishes. This tourist 

component is mostly formed by families and couples. On the other hand, because the Sa-

voia hut is the starting point for several treks and peaks, it is also popular among hikers, 

who spend the night. 

The common rooms (the restaurant and common toilets) are accessible to tourists 

with physical impediments. As for the Mila mountain hut, the parking area and the com-

mon bathrooms next to the parking zone are managed externally by the local administra-

tion, the Municipality of Valsavarenche. Because only hikers sleep in the mountain hut, 

the management has never had to cope with people with disabilities. 

In terms of food offerings, Savoia’s policies were the same as those of the other moun-

tain huts involved in this exploratory study. Although the mountain hut’s manager stated 

that guests with intolerances, allergies or special dietary requirements were not a partic-

ularly significant guest component, the accommodation is equipped to serve them by pro-

posing devoted menus and dishes. 
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Figure 6. Savoia Mountain hut. 

5. Discussion 

Although mountain huts were born as facilities specifically devoted to facilitating 

accessibility to the so-called “high lands” and as a basis for climbing the surrounding 

peaks, the guests have changed over time due to changes in the concept of mountain tour-

ism, in terms of both demand and tourist offerings. Together with mountaineers and hik-

ers, new types of tourists with different kinds of needs and expectations are experiencing 

the facilities, and some of the accommodations have become easier to reach over time. 

Two of the four mountain accommodations profiled in the study were classified as 

Type A (reachable by car), one was easily accessible, and one accommodation was specif-

ically devoted to welcome mountaineers, the main reason why mountain huts were orig-

inally created. Consequently, mountain hut managers must face challenges deriving from 

having different kinds of guests as compared to the past, by tuning their offerings to these 

new tourists’ needs and expectations, as already pointed out in previous studies on qual-

ity service of mountain huts [12,41]. 

The results of the interviews with the mountain hut managers show a certain capacity 

among them to adapt to the new context, which depends on the location, the hut’s acces-

sibility and the kinds of guests. The mountain huts that are reachable by car had all of the 

necessary installations for welcoming visitors with physical impediments. On the other 

hand, historical mountain huts that can be reached only on foot have more difficulties in 

rearranging their spaces to accommodate visitors with physical disabilities because they 

were planned and built for a specific kind of purpose and for guests who do not need such 

requirements. 

By contrast, when considering special dietary requirements, all of the interviewed 

mountain hut managers affirmed that they changed their operations for providing dishes 

by considering the new context. In this specific case, all of the interviewees clearly pointed 

out that the number of guests with special food requests, for example, vegetarian and 

vegan visitors, has increased over time, representing, in some cases, an important percent-

age in terms of tourism, at around one of every five visitors. This new trend shows an 

inverse correlation with the ease of reaching the facility and with the typology of the 

mountain hut. Type A facilities (reachable by car) have an important share of visitors with 

special food needs, whereas Types C, D and E accommodations (reachable only on foot 

and created essentially for climbing purposes) seem to have a lower impact from such 

guests. The manager of Massimo Mila mountain hut specified the possibility of catering 
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to guests with special dietary needs on its Internet site. In any case, the mountain hut 

managers affirmed that they had no particular difficulties in dealing with vegetarian or 

vegan tourists. 

Within this picture, persons who suffer from celiac disease are a minority of guests; 

however, the mountain hut managers had adopted special arrangements to host them 

safely. However, the managers’ operations are guided partly by the typology of the moun-

tain hut Types C, D and E mountain huts such as Vittorio Emanuele II—normally located 

at medium and high altitudes—have limited ability to cope with their limited exploitable 

spaces for rooms, including bathrooms and kitchens. Doubling the kitchen work surfaces 

to completely avoid possible food contamination is impossible and cannot be fully guar-

anteed. The mountain hut managers tried to face these new consumers by purchasing 

gluten-free products (pasta, biscuits for breakfast, etc.) at the beginning of the summer 

season. 

To summarize, it is possible to point out convergence points and differences among 

the mountain huts. Regardless of their hut’s location, classification and service typologies, 

all of the mountain hut managers underlined the importance of tourists with special die-

tary requirements, for whom the managers diversified the meals according to the guests’ 

needs. The presence of persons with physical disabilities mostly depends on the environ-

mental characteristics and geographical constraints of the area where the facilities are lo-

cated and it is extremely rare in mountain huts reachable on foot. However, mountain hut 

managers have shown the ability to host and welcome people with special requests in the 

past, to provide a pleasant tourism experience. 

The last aspect worth underlining is the fact that only one structure out of the four 

involved in the study makes use of the GPNP Quality service label. 

6. Conclusions 

Sustainable tourism encompasses all pillars of the sustainability paradigm: the econ-

omy, environment and society. The social aspect of sustainable tourism must be consid-

ered in terms of positive outcomes, not only on local societies and the preservation of the 

host communities’ cultural heritage but also from the tourists’ perspective. The oppor-

tunity to offer tourism experiences for the greatest possible number of people falls within 

this vision, and applying accessible tourism criteria allows people with special needs or 

constraints to live a tourism experience. 

Due to geographical and physical constraints, mountain areas are an interesting en-

vironment for assessing methods and mechanisms with which to foster the accessibility 

of tourism activities. Moreover, considering mountain huts—the most representative 

mountain accommodation facilities that are critical to manage—helps with understanding 

both the strong and critical points in hosting people with special needs in extreme man-

agement conditions. 

The exploratory results deriving from this provisional study, based on four semi-

structured interviews with mountain hut managers, highlight both strong and critical 

points. First, considering the particular environment in which many of the mountain huts 

are located—at medium or high altitudes, in severe environments and reachable only by 

foot—Types C, D and E mountain huts may have limitations in hosting visitors with phys-

ical constraints. This does not mean that these categories of accommodations have never 

hosted tourists with physical disabilities, but they do not have special features for hosting 

such tourists, simply because people with physical disabilities do not stay at such accom-

modations. When such guests do, however, mountain hut managers have always shown 

their ability to welcome and host these guests. Type A mountain huts, by contrast, are 

equipped to host people with physical disabilities in both common and personal rooms. 

On the other hand, however, and considering accessibility from a wider perspective, 

all of the mountain hut managers affirmed that they had become used to hosting visitors 

with special dietary requirements, who now represent an important proportion of their 

customers. In this specific case, the mountain hut managers demonstrated their capacity 
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to change their operative processes, habits and behaviors in accordance with a new and 

potentially challenging market context. 

Returning to the research question that provides the title to this contribution—

“Should I stay or can I go?”—the answer, according to our preliminary analysis, is “you 

may go”. “May” because, still, for mountain activities, it is always necessary to be aware 

of the environment and the often severe context by contacting the mountain hut manager, 

who will provide all of the necessary information for experiencing the mountain hut life. 

As with all research activities, this preliminary study contains some limitations, 

which also can be considered as future research avenues. The most important limitation 

is that the sample consisted of only four mountain huts. Yet, although the number of ac-

commodations involved may seem limited, the research activity was carried out in a spe-

cific mountain area—the GPNP, the first Italian national park—that represents 29% of all 

mountain huts in the area, and the sample was representative of two of the Italian classi-

fications of mountain huts. Furthermore, to the authors’ knowledge, this is the first at-

tempt to analyze and study accessible tourism for such accommodation establishments. 

Thus, although this study must be considered exploratory, it can be a starting point 

for future research activities focused on analyzing the state of the art of this topic more 

comprehensively by considering a larger sample of mountain accommodation facilities. 
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