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Along the new cycle paths in Italy: cycle tourism for local regeneration

Simone Gamba1

1. Introduction

The growing interest in cycle tourism is widely considered as a positive and desirable indicator in the context 
of  sustainability (Dickinson, Lumsdon, 2010; Rotilio et al., 2016; Duran, 2018). As a practice it contributes 
to guiding urban policies towards cycle paths planning and innovative mobility solutions (Cresswell, 2020), as 
a useful trend in the smart cities effort to counteract environmentally negative impact related to motorized 
transport. Cycle tourism also presents features that focus on the relation between biking and the discovery of 
places (Gazzola et al., 2018) and is gaining attention as a form of  sustainable tourism offering the opportunity 
to travel long-distances with minimum carbon impact on the environment. In order to diversify and relieve 
pressure on major destinations hotspots and seize an unprecedented opportunity for a post-pandemic tour-
ism recovery through sustainable mobility, the promotion of  cycling also plays a key role. 
The reason why cycling is experiencing a significant growth in interest as a slow tourism practice is because 
it is considered as a relevant tool for local development and tourism management and cycling routes as an 
opportunity to enhance local identities and cultural itineraries (Di Marcello, 2015; Pileri, 2019). However, as 
several studies have reported in recent years (Blondiau, Van Zeebroeck, 2014; MiBAC, 2017; EPICAH, 2019; 
Isfort, 2019; Legambiente-Isnart, 2019), there are a set of  critical issues to be addressed, also in view of  a 
post-pandemic recovery of  tourist flows. 
The study presented here is intended as a preliminary analysis based on available literature and reports with 
the aim to identify criticalities related to sustainable mobility that can hinder the role of  cycle tourism in local 
and regional regeneration. To this end, it will focus on the potential of  the Eurovelo routes under develop-
ment in Italy, a network that could help to promote either alternative or mainstream tourist flows.

2. Conceptual Background

Cycling has long been a topic addressed in the field of  sociology (Cox, 2015; Psarikidou et al., 2020), lin-
guistics (Caimotto, 2020), anthropology (Vivanco, 2013), geography (Nordcliffe, 2015; Stehlin, 2019) and in 
an interdisciplinary approach aimed to provide a comprehensive overview of  the phenomenon (Bopp et al., 
2018). Cycle tourism2 also is receiving attention essentially for two reasons. 

1 IULM.
2 Cycle tourists can be divided into several categories: the «cycle traveler» engages in routes of  varying length in terms of  distance 
and time, while the «tourist cyclist» reaches a destination by other means and uses the bike locally and the day trippers use the bicycle 
for a few hours without overnight stay. In general, cycle tourism can be categorized as follow: «Cycling holidays – cycling duration 
involves one night or more away from home and cycling is the principal purpose of  the holiday. It can be center based or as a tour 
involving staying at different places. A cycling holiday can also be sub-categorized into an organized package or independent tour; 
Holiday cycling – this involves day cycle rides from holiday accommodation or another place (such as a cycle hire at a railway station). 
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Firstly, cycling is strictly related to environmental sustainability. Precisely because of  the potential offered by 
a means of  transport that is considered ecological, carbon-free and perfectly suitable for a travel style based 
on the idea of  slowness (Lumsdon, 2010; Di Marcello, 2015; Pileri, 2019) and for the enjoinment of  the 
landscape (Cisani, 2021). In the available literature, cycle tourism is identified as a way for regional dispersal 
and off-the-beaten-track experiences (Gazzola et al., 2018), for the revitalization of  areas considered as minor 
destinations (Rotilio et al., 2016), the promotion of  sustainable mobility in Greece (Bakogiannis et al., 2016) 
and bicycle tourism as a form of  urban sustainable tourism (Nilsson, 2019); the discourse on cycle tourism is 
still limited in comparison to sustainable mobility in a broad sense (Privitera, 2011; Hall et al., 2017), where the 
bicycle is addressed simply as a mean of  urban mobility (Jensen, 2013; Behrendt, 2017; Popan, 2019).
Secondly, cycle tourism is currently in vogue as a social practice with a positive outcome on local economies: 
more and more people experience cycling as a way to discover places and appreciate sceneries with a much 
lower environmental footprint than other means of  transport. Cycling routes, therefore, has been seen not 
only as a tool for improving urban mobility but also for regional development and transnational cooperation, 
with strong potential for generating transnational relations among different stakeholders (Kaloyanov, 2016) 
or as an alternative way of  tourism development (Duran, 2018; Han et al., 2017); some also claim that the 
implementation of  cycling in tourist systems requires cooperation and networking between various public 
and private actors, and raises the question of  whether this type of  tourism is replicable in medium-developed 
countries. 
Geographers often focus on the role of  infrastructures and facilities: Lantham and Wood argue that it is im-
portant to attend to the ways that urban infrastructures are reinterpreted through use when it comes to cycling 
(Lantham, Wood, 2015), while others stretch out the idea that we should better understand the infrastructure, 
information, and support service needs of  bicycle tourists (Lamont, 2007). Lamont also examines existing 
definitions and proposes a technical definition of  bicycle tourism aimed at facilitating more rigorous and 
consistent statistical measurements regarding this form of  tourism (Lamont, 2009).
With regard to Italy, in line with other European countries, cycling represents an important enabler in support 
of  urban mobility, sustainable development and it is considered a way to enjoy the beauty of  the national 
cultural and natural resources. Although still a niche tourism, cycle tourism also is a growing phenomenon, as 
noted by FIAB (2021), promoter of  Bicitalia, a national cycling network designed to enhance the practice and 
laid the foundations for the development of  inclusive projects involving tourists, inhabitants and territories. 
This can be seen as a valid opportunity for development and regeneration in areas crossed by cycle paths and 
greenways, although, as we shall see, several issues must be addressed.

3. The bumpy road to sustainable mobility in Italy

To analyze the potential of  cycle tourism development in Italy, it is appropriate to understand how cycling 
is practiced, perceived and included in the transport system. In terms of  urban mobility and transportation, 
despite recent progress and behavioral changes towards sustainability during the health emergency, some gaps 
can be pointed out: according to a study, in the last 20 years, long-distance vehicle users have increased, and 
proximity users have decreased; 6 out of  10 trips are made by car, 5 of  which as a driver. While motorized 
mobility has decreased, car use remained stable from 2001 to 2018 and, in small and medium-sized cities, 
the share of  collective mobility remains marginal – 4-5% – and cars are still prevailing, about 2/3 of  the 
demand served (Isfort, 2020). The rate of  sustainable mobility in 2018 was 37%, the same figure as in 2002 
and increased in Central and Northern regions of  the peninsula, while at the same time it decreased in the 
South. Furthermore, it appears that the majority of  citizens are not inclined to modify their choices in terms 
of  transport: the propensity for modal change seems to have weakened. The rate of  motorization is high 
(second in the EU after Luxembourg) and, on top of  the propensity to use motorized vehicles, the car fleet 
age in circulation is also high, above the European average.

This forms part of  the holiday experience but is not necessarily the only one.; Cycle day excursions – cycle trips of  more than 3 hour 
duration made from home principally for leisure and recreation» (Peeters et al., 2012).
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Although these data do not sound promising in a context of  ecological transition, this propensity for mo-
torized vehicles may be explained by another study, according to which the number of  Italians who claimed 
to make long-distance trips was 73% compared to a European average of  46% (Special Eurobarometer 406, 
2013). However, a fact that further accounts for the mobility choices among Italians is the inclination to use 
motorcycles, for which Italy is in second place among the EU member states. Plus, as noted in a more recent 
study in comparison with central-northern Europe in terms of  urban transport and road safety it is penalizing 
(ASVIS, 2020). 
More recently, the European Cyclist Federations’ COVID-19 Cycling Measures Tracker, based on data from 
736 official bike counters in 106 European cities, allows to identify new trends:

1. A growing number of  users switched to cycling because of  the coronavirus to avoid crowds on pub-
lic transport; 

2. Indicators highlight the surge of  new cycling habits among city dwellers;
3. Bike lanes work as a measure to increase number of  bicycle users (Kraus, Kock, 2021). 

Nonetheless, focusing on Italian cities, it appears that in many case the gap between kilometers of  bike lanes 
announced and those implemented varies significantly – fig.1 –. 
In short, if  we take into consideration the data of  the aforementioned reports, we could argue that in the last 
decade mobility policies have encountered significant obstacles to the realization of  a transition to sustainable 
mobility. These data help to understand that the context in which innovative choices of  urban policies are 
made is not easy to manage. The attitude to the use of  bicycles in Italy must be taken into account in develop-
ing plans involving cycle tourism, such as the completion and promotion of  Eurovelo routes, in perspective 
of  both international and domestic tourism development.

4. Eurovelo routes and cycle tourism in Italy

There are three Eurovelo routes in Italy: the Ciclovia del Mediterraneo – Mediterranean Route –, the Ciclovia 
dei Pellegrini cycle route along the Via Romea Francigena, following a mainly inland route towards heading 
through Rome to Brindisi, and the Ciclovia del Sole, which stretches from South Tyrol throughout the entire 
country including Sicily. The same sections are part of  large projects underway in Italy, the National System 
of  Tourist Cycle Routes, envisaged by the Ministry for Infrastructures and Sustainable Mobility3. Cycling, as a 
matter of  fact, is one of  the new themes proposed by the national strategy of  tourism development (MiBAC, 
2017), in a perspective of  slow travel and to be developed in a medium-long term perspective.
In Italy, to date, neither a national cycling plan nor a specific strategy has been launched. Nevertheless, the 
government presented a Recovery and Resilience Plan to the European Union envisaging investments that 
embrace the creation, promotion and maintenance of  «cycle networks in urban, metropolitan, regional and 
national contexts, both for tourist or recreational purposes, and to encourage daily travel and intermodality 
[…]» (Governo Italiano, 2021) with 50% of  the resources allocated to the Southern Regions, precisely where 
intervention is needed to complete the Eurovelo 7. Indeed, the construction of  approximately 570 km of 
urban and metropolitan cycle paths and approximately 1,250 km of  tourist cycle paths is planned. 
According to a recent report about the Mediterranean Route (Eurovelo 8), Italy is the country that most ben-
efits from European-funded investments with 80 million euros for 162 actions planned. The vast majority of 
these planned investments – 90% – are set to go into the field of  infrastructure, followed by organizational 
measures – 8% – and then services as well as promotion – 1% each4 –. As for the other recommendations in 
the report, no other intervention seems to be implemented by national policies, such as the need to establish 
proper driving and cycling culture. Yet the report contains a varied plethora of  recommendations, from pol-
icies on traffic management – separation between flows of  motorized and non-motorized vehicles –, spatial 
planning, social, health, and cultural. It is important to stress out this set of  recommendations cannot be 

3 www.mit.gov.it/en.
4 Interreg Mediterranean, Increase the effectiveness and impact of  cycle tourism. Policy recommendations, 2020.
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ignored at the planning stage: it is essential to create a proactive «cycling culture», by developing community 
participation and the awareness of  benefits on different levels, from the local economy to environmentally 
sustainability, by encouraging active mobility as a healthy lifestyle. 
Another report helps to understand features and trends related to cycle tourism in Italy, providing extensive 
data about cycling (Legambiente-Isnart, 2019). This outlines a growing demand for tourism as an active holi-
day and, whether or not practicing a sport activity being the main objective of  the trip, riding a bicycle is seen 
as an ideal form of  experiencing the «traveling landscape». Still according to this document, tourists who use 
bicycle is essentially a homogeneous group in terms of  age and gender, with a living component of  males 
compared to females but balanced with respect to age. In terms of  origin and distribution on the territory, the 
situation tends to a polarization: most of  these tourists comes from only seven countries – Germany, USA; 
France, United Kingdom, Holland, Austria and Spain – and 2/3 of  the total travel in only 4 regions – Trenti-
no-Alto Adige, Veneto, Emilia Romagna and Tuscany –. With regard to consumer choices, they show a keen 
interest in excursions and trips, experiences with a strong natural component, while a lower propensity than 
other tourists towards buying local products, participating in events or shopping. All these components are 
all to be considered in the planning oriented towards an increase in flows along the Eurovelo network on the 
Italian territory.

5. Conclusion

In a scenario where sustainability as a contemporary paradigm affects behaviors and choices on a large scale, 
the bicycle is expected to be central both for urban mobility and tourism. Most of  the sources agree on the 
primary importance of  cooperation between public and private, the involvement of  local communities in 
governance processes. They also stress out the importance of  greenways and modal share, the opportunities 
for creating jobs work and the reduction of  harmful emissions. 
In summary, by analyzing the available literature and studies conducted by European and Italian institutions, 
with a focus on the Eurovelo network, it is possible to argue that sustainable mobility issues must be addressed 
for cycle tourism to enhance local and regional regeneration in Italy and to exploit the potential of  cycling. In 
order to develop cycle tourism, infrastructures such as cycle paths have emerged as being essential, although 
they can be ineffective if  no other measures are taken: recovery and conversion of  existing infrastructures 
(disused railway seats, river banks, secondary roads etc.) helps to create a network of  greenways. The need for 

Figure 1. ECF, COVID-19 measures tracker. Source: datastudio.google.com/u/0/reporting/1ae589b4-e01c-4c27-8336
-f683ea516256/page/arKXB.
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a «cycling culture», possibly enhanced by cycling embassies and relevant policy makers, is crucial to succeeding 
in the exploitation of  new infrastructures and contribute effectively to local regeneration. 
Moreover, rather than a small number of  reports, in Italy no comprehensive overview is produced on a reg-
ular basis about cycling, one that monitors, aggregates and enhances the work of  the various stakeholders in-
volved in mobility management and local governance, as for the Farad-Monitor published yearly in Germany. 
In 2021, the German Federal Ministry of  Transport and Digital Infrastructure also outlined an ambitious plan 
to become a cycling nation by 2030 achievable by reforming traffic laws, increasing investments and funding 
for the cause. A similar national strategy plan has been presented in Spain, not only to promote a more active 
mobility as a mission for society as a whole, but explicitly planned to support the social transformations re-
quired to achieve more cycling among citizens, either for commuting to work or for leisure (MITMA, 2021).
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