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Abstract: Bearing in mind the growth in regions with socio-economic bases dependent on tourism,
studies that analyze spatial planning processes, regional public policies, and their relationship
with tourism activities are essential to achieve the so-desired sustainable territorial development.
Through case study research methods, territorial impact analysis, and questionnaires to explore the
public perceptions, it was possible to design and implement a study regarding this specific regional
governance theme on the Azores Autonomous Region (AAR). The research allowed us to learn that
the most affected activities by public territorial policies in the AAR from the respondents’ perspective
were accommodation (54.7%) and nature (51.9%). Conversely, the less affected were culture (15.1%)
and rental/hire services (17.9). Furthermore, it was possible to identify two factors that rule public
policies on the growth and development of the Azores: (i) impact in the natural landscape and
(ii) suitable production factors.

Keywords: Azores islands; public policies; regional studies; socio-economy; sustainable development;
sustainable tourism; territorial governance; urban and rural planning

1. Introduction

Sustainable development and growth are undoubtedly one of the main concerns and objectives
of regional territories today [1–4]. This type of growth is no longer just a wish but a territorial
need to improve the quality of life of the populations and also to guarantee a future for coming
generations [5–13].

In this regard, the territorial planning strategies are an essential instrument for assigning
pre-conditions of resources to the inhabitants [5]. Such planning tools promote prosperity for future
living in that region, fostering the decline of social unbalances and spatial disparities and being an
incentive mechanism for sustainable development [2–5].
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Considering this type of growth, and particularly for territories with socio-economic bases
inevitably linked to tourism, regional planning policies can present impacts of a grander scale than
areas where the socio-economic basis does not depend solely on tourism [14,15].

Thus, studies that cross and analyze spatial planning, strategic planning, other planning related
processes, and their relationship with tourism activities are seen as essential to the sustainable
development of these territories [15,16]. Based on this, and considering the characteristics presented
of isolated low-density territory by the Azores Autonomous Region (AAR), the following research
question is raised: “What is the perception of tourists and locals in the Azores Region about the
relationship and impacts between public policies, territorial planning, and the influence on regional
tourism?”

This article is one of the first to explore the interconnectivity between regional public policies
and territorial governance with tourism in the Azores Archipelago, considering the tourists’ and
residents’ perceptions.

Thereby, this research addresses a critical gap in the empirical literature. It has focused mainly on
the analysis of the relationships and impacts considering the literature review without assessing public
perceptions. The study fills this empirical gap and investigates further than the theoretical sphere by
examining the opinions of the ones that are the most affected by such regional public policies.

Contextually, to provide an answer to the research question, we applied testing tools regarding the
perception of Azores residents and tourists on the regional territorial policies and their management.

2. Sustainable Development, Tourism, and Insular Regions

Sustainable development can be described as development that meets the needs of the present
without threatening the ability of future generations to meet their own needs [2,3,5–13].

In fact, multiple criteria characterize this concept [17]. Within the several fields of action of
sustainable development, one of the most relevant is the theme of planning and strategic planning [8–11].
If we center on those regional planning strategies, overall, they intend to improve urban and rural
quality of life through the responsible use of the land and the preservation of harmony among the
human-made built environment and nature [18–21].

From a growth perspective, sustainable development is consequently connected to and overlaps
with sustained economic growth, social equality and inclusion, and environmental conservation
and protection [22]. It also requires strong political commitment, stakeholders’ active involvement,
and public participation [23]. Territorial planning is consequently a tool for the development of
urban and rural areas, designed to improve regional and local economies, foster social cohesion and
growth, as well as to implement a more environmentally conscious (eco-friendly), inclusive, and safer
territory [2].

Thereby, three pillars need to be discussed:

(i) Economic—sustainability requires an economic system that matches the interests of its citizens,
offers enough employment, and can rejuvenate its population to address these services in the long
term [24,25]. To meet those requirements, the competitiveness of the economic system must be
part of the concept of sustainability [25]. It can be further extrapolated ahead of this description
to include regional and local economic development models, land use and land cover, and real
estate markets, among others [26–28].

(ii) Social—in general, this pillar refers to public policies that undertake social challenges. Such social
problems are related to our collective well-being and prosperity—i.e., healthcare, education,
housing, and employment, among many other factors [29]. As part of the social pillar, the
institutional dimension must also be addressed. According to Jörg Spangenberg [25]: “Institutions
are the success of social interactions, along with established rules over society, by decision-making processes
and their tools to apply such policies. Thus, the institutional dimension includes groups from civil society
and the policy-makers, from the administrative system, and technicians.” Therefore, from a sustainable
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development perspective, we should consider public participation, equality of opportunities,
no social discrimination, and strong political commitment and transparency.

(iii) Environmental—the environmental dimension is described as the sum of all bio-geological
processes along with their elements. Therefore, it demands the conservation and preservation of
ecological systems as the natural basis for supporting human society [25,30]. Through well-designed
and executed planning strategies, the integration and cooperation between societies and
the environment may create several benefits for cities and territories in different contexts.
Such synergies support green areas with ecological and cultural heritage value, protecting
biodiversity and preventing the formation of heat islands in urban territories, among several
other benefits [11,31]. It should also consider the estrangements arising from disparities in
planning intentions, such as differing interests of stakeholders, or issues related to the planning of
waste management, among many other challenges in rural and urban territories. In fact, those
planning problems will be used as incentives to promote economic performance, social equity,
and environmental efficiency, instead of sustainable development barriers.

Based on the pillars mentioned above, it is possible to recognize the ample scope of sustainable
development and its interaction with activities and disciplines such as tourism.

According to Hui and Bao [32]: “( . . . ) Nature-based tourism also enables a certain degree of
urbanization that may lead to further resource conflicts, which, if not promptly resolved, are likely to sow the
seeds of socio-cultural problems”. Further, the antagonism between tradition and modernity, which can
be understood as a socio-cultural collision, has been marked out as one of the most generalized and
critical kinds of dispute in today’s urbanized world [33,34].

Thus, policymakers and the main actors involved in the encouragement of sustainable development
should also recognize the consequences of the economic, environmental, social, and cultural elements
involved [35]. In this sense, many scientists refer to the importance of integrated sustainable
development, as is the case of Rodríguez-Serrano et al. [36], who affirm: “(...) The growing acceptance
that decision-making practices must also consider socio-cultural issues, which ought to be monitored throughout
the entire supply chain, has led to the emergence of methodological frameworks for integrated sustainability
assessment, whose outputs should simultaneously capture the economic, environmental, and social impacts.”
Consequently, the planning strategies, methods, and approaches for sustainable tourism, which also
means planning for sustainable development, require the use of this type of instruments [37].

Peripheral and Insular Areas

It is recognized that agriculture plays an essential role in less competitive territories and regions.
This problem is even more apparent in Southern European countries [14]. These countries’ insular
territories are not an exception. Thereby, the archipelagos of Canary Islands, Madeira, Cabo Verde, or the
Azores are just some examples. In fact, this issue earns additional importance in those ultra-peripheral
regions [14]. With regard to these singular areas, Labrianidis and Thanassis [38] describe: “( . . . )
Entrepreneurship, associated with small- and medium-sized businesses, is one way to achieve sustainable
development in the countries of Southern Europe, once it allows increasing employment and incoming investments.”

Besides, it should be highlighted that frequently these territories show many problems related
to economic decline, high unemployment rates, emigration flux, and adverse impacts resulting from
agricultural land re-conversion, as well as with the associated cultural identity loss [39]. Tourism and
tourism-related activities can add considerably to rural areas and low-density regions [4].

Bearing in mind prior studies, as is the example of Williams [40], it is possible to understand
that employment in tourism had a meaningful involvement in improving national economic growth;
besides, it has also been a catalyst for regional economic transformations. Several types of research
conducted in low-density, rural, and peripheral territories—see Fleischer and Felsenstein [41] or
Mazumder et al., [42]; all show that tourist spending creates more employment and profit than any
other economic sector. Also, it creates and sustains jobs in other economic sectors that support visitor
and tourism businesses. Nevertheless, to create sustainable development strategies based on tourism,
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rural and peripheral areas should offer some pre-required features—i.e., regional and local know-how
and quality resources, among many others, in order to benefit from windows of opportunity created in
these high unemployment territories [41].

According to Reeder and Brown [43]: “Tourism can be one activity capable of contributing to the
revitalization of local economies, diversification of activities that are tributaries, development of other economic
sectors (by the multiplier effect), creation and qualification of employment, income generation, improvement of
transport infrastructure, of services (which also benefit the local society), and the creation of local government
revenue.” Nevertheless, to develop a prosperous strategy, in the first place, a policy centering on
sustainable development should be designed premised on significant investments in infrastructure
and services—i.e., accessibility and connectivity, movement between cities and regions, and power
networks, the creation of human assets, among many other critical factors [12,13,44–46]. Such factors
are essential to attracting investors and investment and inherent to sustainable territorial development.

Considering the above-mentioned, tourism should be classified as an isolated element of a wider
sustainable development program but indissociable from the spheres. Besides, it is essential to stretch
cooperation between the public sector, private sector, communities, and civil society, intending to
guarantee that the purposes of its investment policies are obtained [47].

3. Spatial Planning of Tourism and Sustainability in the Azores Archipelago

In 2008, the Regional Government announced the Spatial Plan of Tourism of the Azores’
Autonomous Region (POTRAA) [48]. It was defined as the fundamental mechanism for achieving the
sustainable development of the region’s tourism sector. In effect, it was also an instrument to guide the
various economic actors and discipline the administrative action, establishing the strategic tourism
products and the evolution of the tourism supply until 2015. Nevertheless, it is still in effect, although
it has been partially suspended and under deep revision.

For some years, POTRAA was the central instrument of the Azores tourism strategy, despite being
a territory management instrument. The way it was developed allowed the concentration of much
more than spatial management mechanisms, stretching its reach to all the region’s tourism strategy.
Knowing that the image of the Azores as a destination was strongly related to nature and sustainability,
the plan established six Strategic Development Guidelines: (i) Reinforcement and deepening of
technical, organizational, and regulatory conditions to support tourism development; (ii) Support
for the improvement of infrastructure and complementary/support services of the tourism sector, to
the internal and external accessibilities and the tourism signage; (iii) Support for the development,
qualification, and diversification of the regional tourism supply; (iv) The stimulus of the tourist demand
and the external awareness of the regional tourism; (v) Support for specific actions regarding the
spatial planning of tourism; and (vi) Promoting the implementation and monitoring of the plan.

POTRAA established a Territorial Organization Model, with cartographic support, beyond
suggesting a model for the distribution of the tourism supply in each island and a coordinated
approach with municipal territorial management instruments. The plan recommended the creation of
Places with Specific Tourism Vocation, according to their natural, scenic, and urban characteristics, in
addition to particular attention to more fragile ecologic areas, limiting their use for tourism.

The document also identified the main tourism products for each island and strategically
established a specific core tourism product and some other complementary features for each of the
nine islands. That was done to serve as a guideline to the islands’ tourism development, mobilize
differentiating elements, and establish a coherent strategy for preserving each island’s environment
and cultural identity. These products and resources should influence the regional tourism strategy and
the local tourism development according to the islands’ peculiarities and specific social, economic,
environmental, and cultural contexts. That is further detailed in Chapter 3; nevertheless, it is evident
that POTRAA’s (2008) fundamental principles were already nurturing exciting elements for developing
the slow adventure concept, including nature, local culture, and sustainability.
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As mentioned, POTRAA is under deep revision, and it is expected that by the end of 2021, a new
version will be available. Some of the goals have the potential to contribute to the development of slow
adventure in the Azores: redefining the organization of the Azores as a tourism destination, following
sustainable and integrated development of the tourism activity; improving the quality of the regional
tourism supply; contributing to the increase in tourism demand in the region, the average length of
stay, and tourism revenues; distributing tourism flows more equitably throughout the nine islands
and the year to soften the adverse effects of tourism’s seasonality; preserving the natural and cultural
heritage; identifying, on each island, the areas associated with the different tourism activities and the
establishment of new tourism enterprises, indicating the respective typology and the carrying capacity
of each zone; and preventing the degradation of the destination through a sustainable tourism policy.

Silva and Almeida [49] claim that: “regions such as the Azores have great potential for the development
of nature and adventure tourism products, but, due to their early stage of development as destinations and
the limitations in their carrying capacity, it is necessary to guarantee a sustainable tourism development
model.” This model should focus on the endogenous resources to achieve the diversification of tourism
products, satisfy visitors’ expectations [50], and minimize the impact of tourism activities. Therefore,
careful destination planning and tourism development management seem critical to avoid some of the
impacts associated with the maturity and saturation stages of a destination lifecycle, such as polluted
environments and landscapes, the decay of heritage, water pollution, and erosion and traffic congestion.
Again, slow adventure perfectly fits this scenario and can even be a way to achieve sustainable and
well-balanced tourism development [51,52].

Sustainability in the Azores is taken very seriously by the local authorities, and it is considered a
critical factor for the region’s tourism sector [53–55]. In 2007, National Geographic Traveller elected the
Azores as the second-best islands for sustainable tourism. The report included very relevant appraisals
of the natural environment and cultural diversity. However, it was also pinpointed that inappropriate
development was beginning to appear.

For instance, on the one hand, Silva and Almeida [18] note that individuals and companies that
offer canyoning activities in the Azores are aware that the environment is an indispensable asset for the
quality of their product and, therefore, actively contribute to its conservation. For tourism activities
and companies in the Azores, see Couto et al. [56].

On the other hand, the recent tourism outburst brings several problems related to hiking trail
upkeep, and traffic blockage has developed in a few famous local attractions. Whale watching, one
of the most meaningful tourism activities in the Archipelago, has also suffered significant setbacks.
In 2009, oversight efforts on whale watching activities were reinforced due to some non-compliance
with local regulations. Back in 2010, the Regional Government established additional limitations on
whale watching activities and limited access to licenses due to increasing pressure on whales, dolphins,
and their calves. This whole situation is one of the main concerns that is being addressed in POTRAA’s
revision since it is critical to maintaining sustainable tourism development in the region.

The Azores has been granted several awards and international appraisals regarding sustainable
development and sustainable tourism. Some of these awards come from prestigious international
institutions, such as UNESCO, National Geographic Traveller, QualityCoast, and Green Destinations
(Table 1). Very recently, in March 2018, the Azores were awarded the Best Sustainable Destination of
the Atlantic award, which is a significant landmark for the regional tourism sector [57,58].
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Table 1. Azores sustainability and sustainable tourism awards (Source: [57]).

Award Organization Comments Year

Top 10 Most Sustainable
World Destinations Green Destinations Best of the Atlantic 2018

Top 100 Most Sustainable
World Destinations Green Destinations First place in 2014, with 8.9 points out of 10

2018
2017
2016
2014

QualityCoast Platinum Award
QualityCoast—Coastal

and Marine Union of the
European Union

• 2017: On par with two other Dutch
destinations—Goedereede
and Westvoorne

• 2014–2016: First and, at the time, an
only destination with this award

2017
2014–2016

QualityCoast Gold Award
QualityCoast—Coastal

and Marine Union of the
European Union

Best Quality Coastal Destination in Europe 2013

Best of the Best – Nature
Award European Commission

Granted to Project “Life Priolo”, which was
developed between 2003 and 2008, focused
on the protection and restoring of the risk

vegetation of the laurel forest of the Azores

2010

Second-Best Islands in the
World for Sustainable Tourism

National Geographic
Traveler - 2010

Ospar Convention OSPAR Commission
• 12 locations identified for the

protection of the maritime
environment of the Northeast Atlantic

2010

Biosphere Reserves UNESCO

• Island of Flores
• Island of Graciosa
• Island of Corvo

2007
2007
2009

Natura Network 2000 European Commission

• 23 Special Preservation Areas
• 15 Special Protection Areas
• 2 Important Locations of

the Community

1989

UNESCO World Heritage UNESCO

• The landscape of Pico Island
Vineyard Culture

• Historical Centre of Angra do
Heroísmo

1983
2004

Nevertheless, the Regional Government keeps raising the bar and, in December 2017, announced
the start of a process that aims for the Azores to achieve certification as a Sustainable Destination
according to the criteria established by the GSTC—Global Council for Sustainable Tourism. That is a
very ambitious and demanding goal, especially when tourism is expected to keep growing at a quick
pace in the next few years. However, it can signify a new competitive advantage and an element of
value creation, and in 2020 Azores received this award.

4. Material and Methods

Considering the aim of the investigation, it required the use of several methods throughout the
research, including direct and indirect research methods and tools.
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In this regard, the methodological approach was divided into four main phases ending in the
Relationship between Territorial Management and Governance, Regional Public Policies and Their
Impact on Tourism in the Azores (Figure 1).
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Using a case study analysis method, it was possible to collect a considerable amount of data,
gaining an in-depth understanding of the main issues about land use planning and its influence on
regional tourism. The authors consider the case study analysis method put forward by Robert Yin [59]
as a powerful tool to analyze and obtain information for similar examples—it extracts the lessons
learned and applies them to this specific case study. Following the author Mark Francis [60], “A case
study is a well-documented and systematic examination of the process, decision-making, and outcomes of a
project undertaken to inform future practice, policy, theory, and education.”

Therefore, a similar study carried by Castanho et al. [61] in Madeira’s insular region using the
same methodology was used as a case study reference as well as a starting point for this work.

Considering several sources of information—i.e., literature review, technical and scientific articles,
dimensioning projects, regional proposals, consultation of space users, site analysis—used throughout
the investigation, it was possible to carry out the intended research.

5. Questionnaires and Results

The results listed below are provided by direct analysis—through the implemented surveys, from
April to May of 2020; and by crossing the existing literature review.

The questionnaire starts by collecting the sample profile of the participants (Table 2). Of the total
of 106 participants in the study, 92.5% are Azores residents, and the remaining 7.5% are non-residents
of Azores. The participants were divided into three age groups: 18–35; 36–50; and over 50 years (+ 50).
The most representative group was 18–35 years old (57.5%), followed by 36–50 (22.6%), with the least
representative age group being the ones over 50 (19.8%). Concerning gender, 63.2% of the participants
were female and 36.8% male. The participants’ fields of expertise were more representative than Social
Sciences (17.9%) and Others (23.8%).

From the survey participants’ perceptions, it was possible to understand which are the most
representative tourist age groups in the Azores (Table 3), in the present moment (question A), and
also considering the last few decades (question B). In this regard, in the present moment, the most
representative age group of tourists in the Azores was 36–50 years old (51.9%), followed by the age
group of over 50 (34.0%); the least representative was the age group of 18–35 years (10.4%). Considering
the last few decades, the most representative age group of tourist in the Azores was over 50 (43.4%),
followed closely in numbers by the age group 36–50 (40.6%), and with a small percentage representing
the ages 18–35 (3.8%). In question B, the considerable number of “Do not know/Do not answer” should
also be highlighted with 12.3%.
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Table 2. Sociodemographic characteristics of the participants.

Variables % Variables %

Gender
Field of expertise

Economic Sciences 11.9%

Male 36.8% Education 10.4%
Female 63.2% Engineering 2.9%

Age Group Management and
Administration 16.4%

18–35 57.5% Medical Sciences and Biology 5.8%
36–50 22.6% Planning 4.4%
+ 50 19.8% Social Sciences 17.9%

Resident of the Azores Tourism 5.9%

Yes 92.5% Others 23.8%
No 7.5%

The highest values found are in bold.

Table 3. Most representative tourist age groups in Azores in the participants’ opinion.

Questions * Answers %

18–35 36–50 +50 Do not know / Do not answer

A 10.4% 51.9% 34.0% 3.8%
B 3.8% 40.6% 43.4% 12.3%

The highest values found are in bold. *(A) In your opinion, what is the most representative/predominant age group
of actual tourists in the Azores?; (B) Considering the last few decades, what was the most representative/predominant
age group for tourists in the Azores?

Table 4 shows us the results of the closed-ended questions. Overall, in all five closed-ended
questions, the highest percentages of answers were found in the categories “Yes” and “Positives”;
however, there was some variance between questions. Questions a and b clearly show a “Yes” (with
more than 96% of the total of answers). When the participants were asked if they believe that the
changes suffered in the AAR landscape have an impact on tourism (question c), even if 85.8% said “Yes”,
9.4% said “No”. A similar scenario occurred in question d, with 84.9% of the answers saying “Yes” and
only 2.8% saying “No.” Nevertheless, in question (d) there is an increase in the percentage of “Do not
know / Do not answer” (12.3%), revealing some lack of knowledge of the topic by the participants.

Table 4. Closed-ended questions.

Questions * Answers %

Yes No Do not know/Do not answer

a 99.1% 0.9% 0.0%
b 96.2% 0.9% 2.8%
c 85.8% 9.4% 4.7%
d 84.9% 2.8% 12.3%

Question ** Answers %

Positives Negatives Do not know / Do not answer

e 45.3% 36.8% 17.9%

The highest values found are in bold. * (a) Do you believe that in the last decade tourism in the Azores has increased?;
(b) From a comparative point of view, within the last decade, have you noticed an improvement in the financial
results that tourism has brought to the region?; (c) Do you believe that the changes suffered by the AAR landscape
have an impact on tourism?; (d) Do you believe that spatial planning and territorial strategies have a direct impact
on tourism? ** (e) Based on the assumption that there are impacts related to tourism and its relationship with the
AAR landscape, how do you classify these impacts?
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From this set of closed-ended questions, the more divided results were found in question e—Based
on the assumption that there are impacts related to tourism and its relationship with the Azores landscape,
how do you classify these impacts?—where the participants were asked to answers if those impacts are
“Positive”, “Negative”, or even if they “Do not know/Do not answer”. Therefore, for positive impacts
the result was 45.3%, for negative impacts—36.8%, and 17.9% of them selected the option “Do not
know/Do not answer”. Therefore, it is possible to verify the divided opinion between positive impacts
and negative.

The questionnaire also presents a section concerning the participants’ agreement levels (Table 5).
Thus, through a five-point Likert-scale assessment method, the respondents were asked to state their
agreement with five sentences, where 1 represents total disagreement and 5 total agreement. Regarding
the sentence (i): The type of tourism the Azores Autonomous Region receives is the desired for the
regional socio-economic base; the median value was 4, and the most verified agreement level was
3 (41.9%), followed closely by the agreement level 4 (39.0%), and the third most selected agreement
level was 5 (12.4%). Therefore, a clear tendency is shown of agreement with this sentence (sentence
i). Similar results were found for sentences ii, iii, and iv (median values, respectively, 3.5, 3, and 3).
However, for sentence (ii)—The growth and development of the Azores Autonomous Region are
sustainable—an even more positive tendency is possible to evidence as the most selected agreement
level was 4 (40.6%), and the median value was 3.5.

Table 5. Likert scale questions.

Sentences *
Level of Agreement ** %

1 2 3 4 5

i 0.0% 6.7% 41.9% 39.0% 12.4%
ii 0.0% 12.3% 37.7% 40.6% 9.4%
iii 0.0% 11.3% 45.3% 38.7% 4.7%
iv 2.8% 9.4% 42.5% 39.6% 5.7%
v 1.9% 17.0% 37.7% 31.1% 12.3%

The highest values found are in bold. * (i) The type of tourism the Azores receives is the desired for the regional
socio-economic base.; (ii) The growth and development of the Azores are sustainable.; (iii) The territorial planning
strategies aimed at the AAR, and the projects that resulted from them, in the last decades, were adequate.; (iv) The
spatial planning and territorial strategies carried out in the AAR in the last decades represent positive impacts on
the residents’ quality of life.; (v) In the last decades, the natural landscape of the AAR has undergone profound
changes through policies and strategies of spatial planning. ** 1—Totally disagree;5—Totally agree.

Another sentence showing a positive tendency is sentence (v): In the last decades, the natural
landscape of the AAR has undergone profound changes through policies and strategies of Spatial
Planning (median value = 3); however, there was a noticeable 17.0% in agreement level 2 (indicator in
the opposite way of the positive tendency).

Furthermore, the values of Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient was calculated between pairs
of items (sentences) i, ii, iii, iv, and v (Table 6).

Table 6. Correlation matrix—Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient values *.

i ii iii iv v

i 0.512 ** 0.412 ** 0.444 ** −0.110

ii 1.000 0.521 ** 0.545 ** −0.025

iii 1.000 0.555 ** 0.049

iv 1.000 0.137

v 1.000

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)—in bold.
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Table 6 shows that item v (sentence v) is the only one that does not show statistically significant
correlations with the other items in the table.

Moreover, ascendant hierarchical cluster analysis (AHCA) for items i, ii, iii, iv, and v was carried
out based on the affinity coefficient (e.g., [62]), combined with five aggregation criteria: two classical,
namely, single-linkage (SL) and complete-linkage (CL), and three probabilistic, within the scope of the
VL Methodology (V for validity, L for linkage), namely, AVL, AV1, and AVB (e.g., [62–66]). The choice
of the most significant partition was based on the global statistics of levels, STAT (e.g., [62,63]). Table 7
contains the values of the affinity coefficient between the pairs of the analyzed items.

Table 7. Matrix with the values of the affinity coefficient between pairs of items.

i ii iii iv v

i 1.000000 0.993178 0.992565 0.991502 0.980975

ii 1.000000 0.993654 0.993040 0.981013

iii 1.000000 0.993396 0.983799

iv 1.000000 0.982136

v 1.000000

According to the value (2.558) of STAT, the best partition is a partition into two clusters: Cluster 1:
{i, ii, iii, iv}; Cluster 2: {v}.

Figure 2 shows the dendrogram obtained with the SL, CL, AVL, AV1, and AVB methods, where the
great proximity between items ii and iii is of note.
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The participants were also asked about the activities most affected by the potential impacts of
territorial planning strategies on tourism (Table 8). The most affected activities by these public policies
from the respondents’ perspective were accommodation (54.7% of the participants), followed by nature
(51.9%). In contrast, the least affected according to the collected perceptions were culture (15.1%) and
rental/hire services (17.9%).

Table 8. Selection question *.

Activities Answers (%)

Accommodation 54.7%

Culture 15.1%

Nature 51.9%

Rental/hire services 17.9%

Restoration 38.7%

The highest values found are in bold. * Question: If there are impacts related to territorial planning strategies on
tourism, which activities are most affected?
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Besides, an open question regarding “what measures should be taken to achieve sustained regional growth
if there are negative impacts of spatial planning strategies on tourism” was also part of the questionnaire.
This question explores the perception of the participants regarding potential measures towards
sustainable regional growth. Therefore, and considering it was an open question, the respondents’
answers were grouped into six main measures: (i) accessibility and connectivity; (ii) better management
of regional tourism; (iii) better public policies; (iv) nature protection and conservation; (v) protecting
the local population instead of foreign visitors/tourists; and (vi) regional strategic planning.

6. Discussions and Conclusions

The close-ended questions show respondents’ knowledge regarding the last decades in Azores
tourism dynamics, with special insight that spatial planning and territorial strategies have had a
positive direct impact on tourism.

Recall that the Azores are in an early stage regarding tourism development with most
touristic infrastructures, including natural spots and accommodation, lacking conditions to meet
tourist demands.

From the very beginning, spatial planning and territorial strategies have considered natural
sustainability, forcing the bubbling economic players in the tourism sector to discipline their investments
and simultaneously creating conditions to support increased tourism. Not all were appropriate,
although the bottom line is that positive impacts on Azores tourism came from changes in the landscape.
In fact, long-term success depends on future spatial planning and territorial strategies [67–69].

Regarding this issue, it is not surprising that the responses to questions regard accommodation
and nature as the most affected by public policies. On the one hand, much public investment was
undertaken in communications infrastructures (roads, parking lots, seaports, airports, hospitals, etc.)
using EU structural funds [68]. On the other hand, several subsidies programs with EU funds push
hard private investments in accommodation units and touristic activities [66,68]. Unfortunately,
investments in culture, rental, and restoration activities have not received the same attention from
subsidies programs in the last decades.

Regarding the Likert scale questions, we may conclude that, from the respondents’ perspective,
the growth and development of the Azores are sustainable and focusing on foreign high market
segments. Moreover, over 50% disagree or do not take a clear position on adequate territorial planning
strategies and projects and increase residents’ living standards. Early-stage Azores tourism could
justify why most of the benefits from tourism did not reach population income, as they would
expect. Unemployment has decreased, but low wages remain mainly for employees with no specialist
skills [68]. In this ramp-up phase, investors are debating ways to recover their investments or reinvest
to expand capacity.

Less than 45% agree that the natural landscape suffers profound changes. This relevant issue
shows that public policies to preserve natural landscape untouched as possible are far from unanimous,
as most respondents did not state clearly or still see minimal changes in the natural landscape.
Certain main natural spots suffered requalification to discipline tourists passing through, improving
security, comfort, and logistics. However, how invasive the requalification becomes and to what extent
retaining natural places should be a matter for analysis from the tourists’ point of view [50] is the
critical question.

Since 2015, the tourism sector has become the second most significant in the Azores’ fragile
economy. Responsible for low unemployment and moderate-income growth [68], tourism in the
Azores relies on a tight connection with nature. Public policies to promote accommodation without
collateral harm to the natural environment are a real challenge in the Azores. It is not surprising that in
the Azores context, both come as the most affected by public and territorial policies.

Through cluster analysis it is made clear that two factors rule public policies on growth and
development of the Azores: (i) impact on the natural landscape and (ii) suitable production factors.
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For example, this concerns the case of service positioning, type of investment projects, and their
sustainability and labor conditions.

This article focuses on spatial planning, regional public policies, and their relationship with
tourism activities for sustainable territorial development and growth on the Azores. Case study
research methods, territorial impact analysis, and questionnaires to explore the public perception
were used. Accommodation (54.7%) and nature (51.9%) were the most affected and cultural (15.1%),
and rental/hire services (17.9%) were less affected by public territorial policies in the Azores. The impact
on the natural landscape and suitable production factor are two factors that rule public policies.

In comparison with a study carried by Castanho et al. [30] in the insular region of Madeira,
using the same methodology and a similar questionnaire, it is possible to realize that considering the
public perceptions towards territorial management and regional public policies, the latter are much
better conducted in Azores regions in the context of sustainability. It is curious to find differences
between those two studies, as both insular territories are geographically nearby and also belong to
the same sovereign country (Portugal); however, they have autonomous regional governments and,
consequently, different policies and territorial management and governance.

Based on the questionnaire results, it seems the Azores’ strategic planning has been conducted
with great responsibility, and sustainability issues have been essential in this endeavor. We also believe
that the need to protect the region’s competitive advantages, such as natural assets and high levels of
sustainability, has been pivotal to following a consistent planning model [17].

Besides, nature tourism, ecotourism, and adventure tourism, inspired by sustainability principles,
can be critical elements in this model. Regional technical plans have chosen nature tourism as the
priority product for the destination, in addition to reemphasizing the significance of sustainability for
continuous improvement and valuation thereof [17]. Tourism is an important strategic sector for the
Azores and can make a decisive enrichment to the region’s development and growth [17].

Consequently, the following guidelines and principles should be considered in the pursuit of
long-term regional sustainability regarding regional public policies and tourism in the Azores Islands:

• design policies that focus on sustainable development, endeavoring to create meaningful
investments in infrastructure and services (mainly on accessibility by air);

• promote the conservation and preservation of ecological systems;
• encourage the interaction between societies and the environment;
• support entrepreneurship associated with small and medium-sized businesses (promoting the

variety of offering);
• prioritize rural tourism over mass tourism.

Thereby, the authors believe that the Azores territorial management towards the so-desired
sustainability should be used as a case study for similar territories.

This research contributes to moving further scientific knowledge on this topic which comes mainly
from the insights for academics and practitioners. It should be a relevant guidance for the theoretical
growth and development of economic models by decision makers.

7. Study Limitations and Further Research

Even if this study expands our knowledge and understanding regarding the relationship between
territorial management and governance, regional public policies, and tourism, significant prospects of
future research are still needed.

The territory is not a static entity; on the contrary, it presents much dynamism. In fact, these issues
sometimes seem to evolve in insular territories even quicker, leading to uncertainty of the patterns and
directions of their growth and their ensuing challenges. Therefore, the close monitoring process of the
impact of such regional policies and territorial strategies of management over the tourism sector and
sustainability a whole, along with the development of similar studies in other insular regions, is seen
as essential to enriching this subject and expanding our knowledge on the topic.
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The research focuses only on the political-strategic field; however, for a full understanding of a
process as complex as territorial governance and tourism, other themes and perspectives should be
analyzed. For example, future research should focus on tourist opinion regarding the natural landscape
to better appraise the direct impact of the introduced public policies.
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