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Abstract

Lampedusa is today best known in relation to migration. The island has confronted one migration crisis after the other
for the past three decades, resulting in extensive media coverage. Whereas Lampedusa, a small island in the central
Mediterranean region, has an economy mainly based on tourism, its name remains associated with migration, which is
believed to negatively impact the island’s image and the performance of its tourism sector. On the other hand, migration
has to some extent, put Lampedusa on the map, helping the island gain popularity. The island’s existing tourism model is
based on sun, sand, and sea (3S) and is made attractive by its beaches, one of which has ranked as the best beach in the
world, as well as by marketing efforts presenting Lampedusa as 'the Caribbean island of the Mediterranean'. However,
migration and 3S are camou�aging other resources that are key to the island’s image. Lampedusa has a terrestrial nature
reserve as well as a marine protected area that is home to several charismatic marine species, making it an ideal
ecotourism destination. These resources can be used not only to depict a more representative image of the island but
also to develop a sustainable tourism model that is suitable to a small island.
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Introduction

When one speaks of islands in Europe, the image of holidays and sunshine comes to mind (Rigas, 2012). Image has
been shown to be an important in�uence in the selection of vacation destinations (Baloglu and McCleary, 1999;
Chaulagain et al., 2019). However, crisis can impact island tourism and destination image (Almeida and Machado, 2019).
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Islands in the Mediterranean Sea that represent the external border of the European Union (EU), such as Lampedusa and
Lesvos, have faced various crises because of irregular migration (Bernardie-Tahir and Schmoll, 2014) — the movement of
persons that takes place outside the laws, regulations, or international agreements governing the entry into or exit from
the state of origin, transit or destination (IOM, 2021). Like other European islands, they have become points of transit for
irregular migrants and asylum seekers (Bernardie-Tahir and Schmoll, 2014), the latter being individuals seeking
international protection (IOM, 2021). Lampedusa in particular has experienced one migration crisis after another (Orsini,
2015). Such crises refer to complex and generally large-scale migration �ows that often lead to considerable
vulnerabilities for affected communities, and pose serious migration management challenges in the longer term
(Tantaruna, 2016). Migrants from Africa have been crossing the sea in the central Mediterranean region to seek
international protection or to seek a better future in Europe (Melotti et al., 2018). Such islands have come to represent
the doorway to Europe. This has been given symbolic form by the Italian artist Mimmo Paladino’s monument 'Porta di
Lampedusa — Porta d'Europa' ('Doorway to Lampedusa — Doorway to Europe'), erected on Lampedusa in 2008 in
memory of migrants who lost their lives at sea (Cuttitta, 2014; Salvatori, 2015) (see Figure 1).

Fig 1. Mimmo Paladino’s monument 'Porta di Lampedusa — Porta d'Europa' ('Doorway to Lampedusa — Doorway to Europe').

Several islands in the Mediterranean region have over the years transformed their economies and become dependent on
tourism, which in return produces a domino effect on other smaller economic sectors. However, high levels of migration
are feared to degrade an island’s reputation, impacting tourism and thus economy (van't Klooster, 2012; Orsini, 2015;
O’Healy, 2016; García-Almeida and Hormiga, 2017; Ivanov and Stavrinoudis, 2018; Melotti, 2018; Tsartas et al., 2020).
Because irregular migration to southern European islands draws extraordinary media attention (Bernardie-Tahir and
Schmoll, 2014), islands that have been associated with extensive migration have frequently attempted to rebrand
themselves (Donovic, 2020).

The relationship between migration and tourism has increasingly come under the spotlight (eg Feng and Page, 2000).
However, its in�uence on tourism destination development and competitiveness through its effect on reputation has
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received scant attention even if it can provide relevant data-based ideas for various regions (García-Almeida and
Hormiga, 2017). While Lampedusa has received much attention in the press and literature with respect to migration
crisis and policy, few studies have addressed migration’s impact on island tourism in the Mediterranean region (eg
Melotti et al., 2018; Di Matteo, 2019; Tsartas et al., 2020). This article considers the image that operators use to market
Lampedusa and local stakeholders’ assessments of how news related to migration impacts the island’s image. This
article also studies how tourists perceive the island before and after their visit and the impact of migration on their
experience throughout their stay on the island. The article furthermore explores how migration can produce both positive
and negative side effects, creating a new niche tourism while simultaneously impacting tourism and governance. In light
of attempts by islands to shift to sustainable forms of tourism, this work suggests a new image that better represents
the island and its tourism product, an image that must be supported by local and regional authorities as well as by the
private sector that plays an important role in the island’s tourism economy.

Area of study

Lampedusa is part of the Pelagian archipelago, which consists of the islands of Lampedusa and Linosa and the
uninhabited islet of Lampione (see Figure 2). Positioned in the Strait of Sicily, the Pelagian Islands are closer to Africa
than to Sicily itself (O’Healy, 2016). Lampedusa is located at about 130 km from the Tunisian coast and 250 km from the
Sicilian coast (La Manna et al., 2014). Lampedusa is roughly triangular in shape, with a surface area of 20.2 km  (Ferlito

et al., 2013), a length of 10 km, and a maximum width of about 4 km. It is characterised by steep cliffs to the north (with
heights ranging from 50 m to 133 m) and gentle slopes to the south and southeast (Ferrari, 2006), which are interrupted
by a number of valleys (La Mantia et al., 2011). The coastal perimeter of 42.81 km (ISTAT, 2017) is also characterised by
inlets, beaches and numerous caves, contributing to the island’s touristic value (SISPlan/IGEAM, 2012).

Lampedusa’s climate is characterised by long, hot, dry summers and very mild winters (Surico, 2020). Precipitation is
irregular and low (less than 350 mm/yr and average monthly values rarely exceeding 60 mm) and is mostly concentrated
between October and March. The average yearly temperature is about 19 ºC. Temperature range tends to be quite wide:
the coldest month is February (9–14 ºC), while the hottest month is August (24–30 ºC) (La Mantia et al., 2011; La Mantia
et al., 2013). Furthermore, the island is characterised by constant wind, which is present for around 80% of the entire year
(Chamard et al., 1998; Surico, 2020).

Lampedusa is administered by the municipality that is responsible for both Lampedusa and Linosa and forms part of the
province of Agrigento in Sicily (Ferlito et al., 2013; O’Healy, 2016). The Pelagian Islands’ total population is 6355, with
most living in the main village on the island of Lampedusa, also known as Lampedusa (Comune di Lampedusa e Linosa,
2015). Between 2001 and 2011, the population increased by 7% but those falling within the age range of 0–29 decreased
by 8% (Ferrari, 2006; Comune di Lampedusa e Linosa, 2015). Most tourists (85%) visit the archipelago in the summer,
with 50,000 reaching the island in August. Tourist arrivals amount to around 130,000 annually. Tourists are primarily
attracted to the archipelago by the natural environment as well as by available excursions and services, including
accommodation structures and restaurants (Comune di Lampedusa e Linosa, 2015; Surico, 2020).
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Fig 2. The Pelagian Islands.

The Island of Lampedusa has an airport that connects the island to Sicily through daily �ights to Palermo and Catania.
During the summer period, local consortia organise charter �ights to a number of destinations, including Milan, Venice,
Turin, Verona, Bologna and Rome (Ravazza and Anselmo, 2010; Lampedusa Pelagie — Informazioni Turistiche, 2020).
Two companies offer a circular ferry service stopping at Porto Empedocle (Agrigento, Sicily), Linosa and Lampedusa.
The part of the voyage between Porto Empedocle and Linosa takes seven hours whereas the part of the voyage between
Linosa and Lampedusa takes a further two hours. The company Liberty Lines links Linosa and Lampedusa through a
hydrofoil service which takes one hour. The service runs year round, weather permitting (Agius et al., 2021). In the
summer period, the hydrofoil service also operates between Linosa and Porto Empedocle and it takes up to three hours
to complete the journey (Domina et al., 2012; Longhi et al., 2006; Nicolini et al., 2008).

Up until around 1990, the �shing sector and blue�sh canning industry dominated Lampedusa’s economy and
employment for nearly all workers on the island. Over time, several locals abandoned the �shing industry and
transitioned to tourism livelihoods; today, most locals obtain their main income from tourism-related activities (Orsini,
2015). Some regard tourism work as the only way to make a living on the island (O’Healy, 2016). The agriculture area in
the archipelago accounts for 4.44 ha (Ferlito et al., 2013). Agricultural activity mostly occurs on Linosa and represents a
very small share of the local economy. The �shing sector still plays important social and cultural roles on the islands, yet
the sector’s economic importance has decreased despite the presence of small companies focusing on canning and
packaging of �sh products (Comune di Lampedusa e Linosa, 2015).

The Pelagian Archipelago’s natural environment is of outstanding importance. It is closely associated with turtle nesting
sites, including the Spiagga dei Conigli on Lampedusa, with an area of 6000 m  (the largest beach on Lampedusa), and

the Spiagga Pozzolana di Ponente on Linosa, with an area of 1100 m . These sites represent the most-monitored

beaches in Italy where the loggerhead sea turtle (Caretta carretta) lays its eggs (Piovano et al., 2006). Local �ora is of
exceptional interest and include 250 �owering plants (Surico, 2020) as well as several endemic plants both on
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Lampedusa and Linosa (Pasta et al., 2012; Pasta and La Mantia, 2013). The island of Linosa hosts the largest European
colony of the seabird Scopoli’s Shearwater (Roatti et al., 2019).

Due to its environmental importance, the archipelago has been subject to a number of designations both at the national
level and the EU level through four Natura 2000 sites. The nature reserve on Lampedusa was instituted in 1995, and its
management was entrusted to Legambiente Sicilia (Prazzi etal., 2013). The area consists of 3.7 km , equivalent to 18%

of the territory of Lampedusa, and is situated towards the south of the island, between Vallone dell Acqua to the west
and Cala Greca to the east. The site is divided into two zones in which different activities and land uses can take place in
line with the environmental characteristics and management objectives (Barbagallo, 2003). The entire area lies within the
Site of Community Importance (SCI) ITA040002 “Isola di Lampedusa e Lampione”, which covers two-thirds (67.81%) of
the land surface of the island of Lampedusa (Sposimo, 2014).

Nearly half of the island of Linosa (49.5%) and the entire territory of Lampione fall within another nature reserve (Fattorini
and Dapporto, 2014). This reserve, with an area of 2.65 km , was established in 1997 and is managed by the Department

of Rural and Territorial Development (former Forestry Authority — Azienda Foreste Demaniali) of the Sicilian Region
(Sposimo, 2014). Much of the surface of the island of Linosa also falls within the Natura 2000 site SCI ITA04001 “Isola di
Linosa”, which extends over an area of 4.35 km , accounting for 80% of the island (EUR-Lex, 2015).

In 2002, a portion of the waters surrounding the Pelagian Islands was declared a Marine Protected Area (MPA) by the
Italian Ministry for the Environment (La Manna et al., 2014). Its management was assigned to the municipality of
Lampedusa and Linosa a year later, with the objective of protecting the area’s marine vegetation and fauna, biological
resources, and geomorphology. The area covers 41.36 km  and 46.28 km of coastline (Giardina, 2012). As with all MPAs

in Italy, the MPA is managed through a system of zones. The sea area adjacent to the Spiaggia dei Conigli (Rabbit Beach)
is one of the three areas that have been designated as Zone A (absolute protection) (Prazzi et al., 2013). The area is also
designated as a SCI ITA040014 “Fondali delle Isole Pelagie” (EUR-Lex, 2015).

Table 1. Geographical and demographic characteristics of the Pelagian Archipelago.

Characteristic Lampedusa Linosa Lampione

Density habitants/km² 293.2 79.7 0

Permanent population 5,922 433 0

Area (km²) 20.2 5.43 1.2

Coastline (km) 42.81 11.7 0.75

Highest point (m) 133 (Albero Sole) 195 (Monte Vulcano) 36

Tourist arrivals 124,222 10,000 /

Cosenza, 2011; Cascio and Pasta, 2012; Comune di Lampedusa e Linosa, 2015; ISTAT, 2017; ENAC, 2018.

Methods

Research was conducted between 2013 and 2020, and two study visits were organised to the island in 2013 and 2016.
Throughout this period, 35 interviews were held with stakeholders in order to obtain their views on various aspects
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related to tourism, the image of the island, and migration. Stakeholders interviewed included locals, tourism industry
representatives, tourists, government o�cials and agencies, representatives of non-governmental organisations (NGOs),
and academics. Two subtypes of strategic informant sampling technique were used to recruit interviewees. The �rst is
expert sampling, which involves the selection of ‘typical’ and ‘representative’ individuals. The second technique used is
known as snowball sampling and involves asking an initial set of informants to propose other potential sample members
(Finn et al., 2000). In the case of tourists, these were engaged through the organisation of an ecotour. An ecotour de�ned
as “purposeful travel to a natural environment to interact, learn and experience other cultures, and to help local
communities economically that work towards conservation and preservation of the ecosystem” (Khan and Su, 2003, p.
118). This ecotour was organised for 11 ecotourists. The trip lasted four nights, and the programme involved various
ecotourism activities both in the nature reserves and in the MPA as well as excursions during which tourists could
experience local traditions. Table 2 shows the distribution of stakeholders with whom interviews were conducted, while
Table 3 shows the distribution of males and females.

Interviews were held face to face during the study visits, but necessary follow-ups or clari�cations were done over the
phone or via videoconference. This allowed the researcher to obtain information on changes in local government,
policies adopted and developments in the �eld of migration throughout the pandemic. The concurrent use of face to face
and online interviews has been used in tourism research (Power et al., 2017) since the use of virtual platforms also
permits valid and high-quality interviews (Suryani, 2013). Given that small island societies are often quite divided, with
individuals taking an intense interest in others (Baldacchino and Ferreira, 2013), given that local communities can feel
uncomfortable or even suspicious in the presence of audio recorders (Parker-Jenkins, 2018), and given that the
researcher was unknown to the local community, notes were taken during and immediately after each interview to ensure
that an adequate pool of stakeholders agreed to participate in the interviews as well as provided relevant information.

Table 2. Distribution of stakeholders with whom interviews were conducted.

Count / Percentage
Stakeholders interviewed

Affected locals Tourists Operators Academics Government, agencies, politicians NGOs Total interviews

Count 2 11 12 3 2 5 35

Percentage 5.7% 31.4% 34.3% 8.6% 5.7% 14.3% 100%

Table 3. Proportion of males and females and number of interviews held in the area of study.

Count / Percentage
Gender

Total interviewees Total interviews
Male Female

Count 29 8 37 35

Percentage 78.4% 21.6% 100%

Interviews were held in Italian not to limit the pool of participants (most locals only speak Italian). Notes were written
directly in English but key quotes were written in Italian. No interpretation or translation were required by the researcher.
Interviews lasted around 45 minutes and were kept semi-structured and informal. This exploratory approach allowed the
researcher to obtain as much information as possible on a topic that has received little attention in literature. No formal
questions were prepared, but a checklist of topics derived from the literature review and the research plan was kept at
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hand to guide the researcher throughout the interview. There is a gap in the literature not only regarding the impact of
migration on the island’s image but also on ecotourism development. Therefore, a series of topics were identi�ed as
providing information relevant to the research questions. Issues tackled during the interviews included: (1) the image
used by tourism stakeholders, especially operators, to promote the destination; (2) the impact of migration on the
island’s image; (2) the impact of migration on tourism and governance; (3) how migration has bene�ted the island's
image; (5) the image of the island from the eyes of tourists before and after their visit; (6) whether the presence of
migrants, (if any) impacted tourists’ experiences; and (7) the island’s ecotourism potential as an alternative to mass
tourism and as a means to portray a more representative image of the island.

The use of a checklist ensured that a consistent range of topics was covered in each interview (Wearing et al., 2002) and
allowed the researcher to ask supplementary questions or to ask the interviewee to explain the answers provided (Veal,
2006). Whilst effort was made to discuss all aspects with the various stakeholders, this technique provided �exibility in
asking stakeholders questions that were relevant to them and focusing on their expertise. As per Dooley (2002), data
collection through interviews was regarded as completed when experiencing exhaustion of sources, saturation of
categories and emergence of patterns.

Once �eldwork was completed, all transcripts were prepared and the key quotes written in Italian were translated. Data
collected were analysed manually following the approach adopted by Stoffelen (2019) to analyse tourism data collected
from various stakeholders. Pre-coding involved the use of literature to derive starting points for data coding. The �rst
coding step involved reading all transcripts and assigning initial category labels to each transcript separately, resulting in
a list of topic labels representing the topics discussed. These were eventually compared, leading to merger, renaming,
and deletion of repeated content and reorganisation under overarching themes. The literature review was eventually re-
read and expanded, allowing further organisation of the themes and subcategories. This involved the iterated merger,
deletion, splitting and creation of codes. The post-coding process involved including notes, observations and informal
conversations carried out in the area of study and adding supporting remarks from available policy documents under
relevant themes as well as the selection of key quotes on the basis of their representative and illustrative value.

Research ethics considerations were ful�lled through the University Research Ethics Committee (UREC) of the University
of Malta.

Results and discussion

Migration has impacted the image of the island

Lampedusa has been marketed by tourism operators as "the tropical island of the Mediterranean" and "the Caribbean
island in the Mediterranean" due to its beaches and crystal clear waters. However, this contrasts with the labelling of
Lampedusa as the island of migrants. Between 1993 and 2018, just under 220,000 migrants arrived on Lampedusa
(Surico, 2020). The surge in migrants in 2011 and the presence of migrants all over the island is believed to have caused
a serious dip in tourist arrivals between 2011 and 2012. Tourism has since recovered (Surico, 2020), but the constant
migration of third-country nationals has had a tremendous impact on Lampedusa’s image. Local stakeholders regard
constant media references to migration, as con�rmed by Melotti et al. (2018), and the disproportionate and constant
presence of military and police forces on the islands (Kirby, 2016) are threats to attracting tourists. This resonates with
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�ndings by O’Healy (2016), who argues that both factors strengthen the link between migration and the islands. Several
stakeholders interviewed supported this argument. An operator said, “A major issue on Lampedusa is the image
associated with migration. This penalises the island.” Another operator added “Migration is an issue for the island’s image.
If one goes on the internet and writes Lampedusa in a search engine, the �rst images to appear are boats full of migrants
and presence of police/military forces. Only after scrolling down do you get to see the beaches.” A politician said, “The
image of the island is a problem.” Proof of the problem with migration and its link to Lampedusa lies in the fact that a
travel agency promoting holidays on Lampedusa emphasised that migration was a “problem of the past” (Martin, 2016).
As outlined by Jauhiainen (2017), the migration situation and the role of the migration centre on the island has changed
over the years. Moreover, migrant arrivals have �uctuated, and crises have continued to develop from time to time, as
with the onset of the recent pandemic. Operators have nevertheless attempted to dissociate the migration image from
the island.

Operators interviewed remarked that, whereas the migration issue did not halt tourism on the island, it had a negative
impact. This was con�rmed through the organisation of an ecotour to the island and tourists interviewed. When
promoting a visit to Lampedusa with individuals who had an interest in islands and who had visited other central
Mediterranean islands, some of those approached expressed a lack of interest in visiting the island due to its
connotation with migration. Furthermore, on their return from the island, those who joined the ecotour had to rebut
arguments linking Lampedusa to migration when encouraging friends and family members to visit the island due to its
natural beauty. Similarly, an operator from Lampedusa said, “There have been recent attempts to target the foreign market,
but apparently the migration image made operators overseas change their minds.”

While the island’s tourism season coincides with the migration season, the presence of the military on the island was not
raised by tourists interviewed. Furthermore, contrary to the claims made, a search in main online search engines failed to
include migration-related photos in the top-20 photos, with most photos in fact depicting beaches. Regarding the
perceived image of the island as full of migrants, one operator said, “Some visit the island with a bad image of the island
in mind. When they come over and see what Lampedusa truly is, they revisit the island.” In fact, tourists interviewed
remarked that they saw no migrants on the island and that the news and images associated with the island did not
re�ect their personal experience. Visitors said they would recommend friends to visit the island. One NGO representative
argued that the lack of presence of migrants was because, once migrants arrive on Lampedusa, they are transferred to
Sicily.

While there is general agreement that the island has an image problem owing to constant media reports, this does not
re�ect the everyday scenario on the island, as con�rmed by both locals and tourists. Furthermore, migration does not
impact tourist experiences throughout their stay on the island. This implies that marketing efforts must be held in
conjunction with travel bloggers, journalists, and media houses, the latter of which are considered to be the main culprit
behind the false image portrayed for the island. Positive word of mouth through visitors helps �ght this false perception
as well.

Migration’s impact on ecotourism and governance

In terms of image, ecotourism operators believe that migration not only resulted in an inaccurate image of the island but
also concealed its natural resources. One Lampedusa local said, “Journalists do not refer to the positive aspects of the
island, such as its nature and history, but refer solely to migration.” A policymaker said, “We cannot continue to report
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about Lampedusa only in cases of emergency related to migration. We need to value the resources we have. We need to
show that Lampedusa is not just about migration.”

Migration has also impacted enforcement of the MPA. Inadequate protection and enforcement were major concerns for
NGO representatives from Lampedusa. They argued that local authorities involved in MPA enforcement, such as the
coast guard, focused almost all their resources on migration and were thus unable to act against illegal activities within
the MPA. The lack of enforcement and the resultant impact on marine life in�uences marine ecotourism activities.
Previous studies have called for better enforcement within the MPA (Papale et al., 2012), but recent surges in migration
by small boats, which are abandoned on the beaches and along the coast, have necessitated the coast guard dragging
these boats to the harbour, once again shifting attention from enforcement. Local �shers said that several boats
belonging to migrants had been abandoned at the sea, not only creating a hazard for �shing equipment such as nets but
also damaging the MPA and marine life as fuel and oil end up in the sea.

Locals and operators expressed concern at the fact that the municipality and the mayor were focused on the migration
crisis and had little time to spare for the challenges faced by locals, especially those related to tourism. One local said,
"Migration is granted overwhelming attention, and the tourism sector is almost abandoned.” These remarks echo those
found in the literature (eg O’Healy, 2016). The presumed emphasis on migration has also left an impact on Linosa, with
one local saying that the municipality had paid little attention to Linosa since it was so preoccupied with Lampedusa and
the migration issue.

On the other hand, one academic said, "The previous mayor has done a good job of managing the migration issue and
giving the right image of Lampedusa as an island with a kind heart.” A local politician likewise contradicted the claims,
saying, "The Municipality is not interested only in migration policy but also dedicates due resources to tourism. We do
tackle the problem of migration, but it is unfair to say that we just take care of migration.” An operator also agreed that one
could not just blame the mayor for this issue. Nevertheless, in 2017, the archipelago elected a new mayor, with migration
playing a central role in the run-up to the local elections (Cavallaro, 2017). Migration seems to have left an impact on the
islands’ politics as well as its image.

To address these challenges, promotional efforts need to focus on a more representative image of the islands and move
beyond the emphasis on 3S, granting due attention to the nature reserve and the MPA. Furthermore, the MPA’s
management body needs to invest more in enforcement to compensate for the stretched resources of the coast guard.
The municipality must send clear messages of support to the tourism sector, including through support for the
development of new tourism niches in order to reduce antagonism between migration and tourism. While the lack of
attention given to Linosa can be linked to a core-periphery relationship (eg Baldacchino, 2015), migration has left such a
heavy impact on the island’s image that many existing island challenges ended up being attributed to it.

Migration: ambivalent results

While islands frequently have altered representations (Baldacchino, 2015), Lampedusa is represented by a small dot that
is barely visible on maps depicting the Mediterranean region. Because of the municipality’s limited power and its
dependence on higher levels of government, Lampedusa receives limited promotion. Marketing of the island has been
associated with particular occurrences, which are not necessarily positive but which attract media attention and thus
end up promoting the destination.
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Although the island has hosted tourism since the late 1960s, the start of Lampedusa’s tourism boom is frequently dated
back to 1986, when two missiles were launched towards the island from Libya. While the missiles fell into the sea and
caused no damage, this episode made Lampedusa famous in Italy and around the world, prompting mass tourism
(Surico, 2020). Referring to the prior lack of awareness of the destination, one operator said, “Until the 1990s, Lampedusa
was not featured on Italian maps. At the time, there were few hotels or apartments, and tourists used to live with locals.
Gadda� put the island on the map. Coverage on television and in newspapers made a big impact on promotion, and those
who wanted to be isolated or adventurous started to visit the island.”

Stakeholders believe that migration has placed the island on the map in a similar manner as to with the two infamous
missiles. In this regard, some stakeholders believe that the extensive media coverage (both domestically and
internationally) devoted to migration indirectly promotes the island and leads to visits by various public �gures and
journalists. As a result of this increased awareness, tourism to Lampedusa has increased. One local said, “Due to
migration, the Prime Minister, the Pope and the President of the Republic visited the island, and this also served to promote
the island.” Lampedusa has furthermore received extensive attention because of its humanitarian role. In 2004,
Lampedusa was awarded the Gold Medal of Civil Merit by the President of the Republic of Italy (Surico, 2020).
Lampedusa is the only local community to have been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize, and in 2017, its mayor was
awarded the UNESCO Peace Prize for her humanitarian work (Melotti et al., 2018). In addition, several �lms and
documentaries concerning migration have featured Lampedusa and been partly �lmed on the island (Jauhiainen, 2017)
including the highest-grossing Italian �lm in Italy to date Quo Vado? (La Repubblica, 2016). While this has further helped
to portray an island of migration, it has also helped to promote the island as a tourism destination.

One NGO representative said, “Migration is a coin with two sides. As far as the destination image is concerned, it may be
considered a negative thing, but on the other hand there are people who visit the island to pay tribute to the solidarity that
locals have been showing towards migrants.” One politician said, “Migration is not just something negative for the island.
There are those who visit the island because of the situation. Sensible people visit the island to see the centre and other
artefacts related to migration with their own eyes.” The literature echoes stakeholders’ claims that migration has also
produced bene�ts. Various personnel who visit islands in the Mediterranean due to migration crises get to see other
elements of the respective islands and plan to return as tourists (Tsartas et al., 2020). Furthermore, it has been claimed
that Lampedusa’s image as an “island of peace” has begun in�uencing its tourism, which is developing beyond 3S
tourism to a more responsible niche tourism attentive to nature and cultural landscapes (Melotti et al., 2018).

While migration and the presence of a migrant detention facility along with the military on Lampedusa certainly had an
impact, this impact was ambiguous. Hotel owners remarked that the presence of the military on the island was bene�cial
as o�cials made use of their services all year round, including in the off season, thus representing a positive economic
impact on an island accustomed to the seasonal vagaries of 3S tourism. Surico (2020) recalls how, in some years, the
arrival of military staff, journalists, and curious visitors prompted hoteliers and restaurateurs to cut short their winter
breaks and operate between January and April when there are normally no tourists at all. Migration has ironically created
a new tourism “niche” that includes human rights lawyers, police and army personnel, coast guard workers, journalists
and government o�cials who visit the islands for reasons other than 3S. Melotti (2018, p. 40) writes, “Local community
and tourism industry have metabolized migration, which seems to have become a new tourist brand. This gives
international visibility, does not frighten tourists any longer and even attracts a new kind of niche tourism.” According to an
NGO representative, migration can itself become an attraction. Some stakeholders even suggested that the yard full of
boats con�scated from migrants on their arrival to the island could become a new attraction for visitors.
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Migration and image problems during the pandemic

Lampedusa has become accustomed to the constant arrival of migrants. However, the arrival of migrants to the island
post-March 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic, has raised tensions anew due to fear among the local population that
migrants might introduce the virus to the island, leading to transmission of infection within a community that has limited
health services. Furthermore, locals interviewed feared that because some of the migrants arriving on the island tested
positive for COVID-19, this would ruin the "COVID-19 free" image that the island had claimed for itself and would thereby
endanger the vital summer tourism season. In fact, cases of COVID-19 among migrants were not taken into account
when reporting the number of cases on the island, thereby allowing Lampedusa to retain its "COVID-19 free" image until
the end of summer (Agius et al., 2021).

In the context of rising tensions, the mayor assured locals that necessary measures were being taken, including that
migrants were being tested and that no one was being allowed to leave the migration centre. The situation got out of
control when a centre, which had originally been built to house under 100 people, became overcrowded, holding ten
times that number and making social distancing impossible (BBC, 2020). Hundreds of migrants were transferred to
Sicily, though not before being transferred to a cruise ship serving as an offshore island to quarantine migrants
(Baldacchino, 2020). The maintenance of low infection rates on the islands has seemed to back up the decision to move
the migrants and has been latched upon by some in the far-right political movement. While the problem was shifted to a
larger island (Sicily), this was a political win for the island of Lampedusa, which had lobbied extensively in favour of
quarantining migrants on boats left offshore.

While those working in the tourism sector expressed fear of a local contagion due to the arrival of migrants from the
South, they were ready to compromise or �nd a balance between their health and their livelihoods. In fact, operators
longed for the resumption of the transport links that had been suspended because of the pandemic and without which
tourism could not be restarted. They welcomed tourists from Europe, including from northern Italy, which is the place of
origin of most tourists visiting the island, notwithstanding that northern Italy was at the time considered a coronavirus
red zone by Italian health authorities. This was also out of necessity as tourism is a major economic sector on which
several other sectors depend. Notwithstanding the migration crisis, operators interviewed claimed that they managed to
attract a high number of tourists between July and September 2020, without a single case of the virus being imported in
this period, thereby bolstering local migration and tourism policies.

From 3S tourism to ecotourism

3S tourism is a leading attribute of island destinations in the Mediterranean (Alipour et al., 2020). This is also the case
for Lampedusa (Di Matteo, 2019) due to dependence on domestic tourism that takes place in the summer season.
Furthermore, although Lampedusa has few beaches, some of those it does have are outstanding, such as Spiaggia del
Conigli, ranked by TripAdvisor as the best beach in Europe and also as the best beach in the world on several occasions
(TripAdvisor, 2020). In addition, local operators who are responsible for most promotional efforts (Di Matteo, 2016) have
branded Lampedusa as "the tropical island of the Mediterranean" and "the Caribbean island of the Mediterranean". This
image is also communicated to travel journalists and bloggers, who subsequently spread this image to prospective
visitors. The island thus receives an image associated with migration while operators simultaneously portray the island
as a 3S destination. Neither of these representations are authentic or complete portrayals of the destination.
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Furthermore, the island has no long-term tourism development plan (Di Matteo, 2019). This is one reason why tourism
mostly focuses on the summer season, which itself has signi�cant economic and social impacts on the local
community. The masses of tourists that exceed 10,000 visitors per week in August (Surico, 2020) place signi�cant
pressure on the island’s fragile ecosystem even if the island has managed to avoid the detrimental impacts of mass
tourism (Di Matteo, 2019).

Lampedusa island boasts a nature reserve and an MPA that can serve as an ecotourism venue. Several small operators
and NGOs interviewed have already started operating in this �eld, organising excursions such as guided walks and
volunteering in the reserve, as well as snorkelling, diving and wildlife watching in the MPA. This form of tourism is
suitable for Lampedusa since ecotourism activities, such as bird watching, can be practised not only in the summer
season but also outside the summer months. Furthermore, this type of tourism will reduce the impact that large
numbers of tourists leave on islands, including social tensions between locals who have to make a living mostly by
competing for tourists within a single, brief season.

Apart from failing to portray its natural appeal, Lampedusa has also failed to capitalise on the image that the Pelagian
archipelago can offer in terms of the differentiation between islands in the archipelago (Baldacchino, 2015). Whereas the
island of Lampedusa is sedimentary, the island of Linosa is volcanic and thus offers different landscapes. This is
con�rmed by tourists who expressed high satisfaction with excursions conducted on Linosa, including observing
volcanic phenomena, cycling, buying local products and snorkelling. Furthermore, the archipelago includes the
uninhabited islet of Lampione, which is home to a colony of grey sharks and which is already frequented by ecotourism
operators who organise speci�c excursions targeting this species. Despite its very small size, this islet harbours a rich
array of plant and animal species (Cascio and Pasta, 2012). More recently, the endangered Mediterranean monk seal
was spotted just off the coast of Lampedusa (ANSA, 2020). By promoting the natural dimension within the archipelago,
Lampedusa can increase its competitiveness and counteract the image that commonly associates it with migration and
3S tourism.

It is also important to bear in mind that Lampedusa experienced another form of migration as well: that of the local
population. While the island’s population has remained relatively stable over the past two decades, some young people
who struggle to see a future for themselves in tourism have chosen to leave the island to study or work in mainland Italy.
Work on the island is a major concern for young people (Vietti, 2019). Some have moved semi-permanently or
permanently and return to visit relatives and friends from time to time. Emigration of residents from small islands has
been linked to lack of job opportunities all year round due to the seasonal nature of tourism and the restructuring, decline
or disappearance of traditional economic activities that historically sustained these communities (Peronaci and Luciani,
2015; Cooke and Petersen, 2019).

Ecotourism can help to tackle this challenge faced by locals. This is because ecotourism preserves traditional lifestyles
and community livelihoods found in remote areas, including islands with limited income opportunities and poor
infrastructural conditions, by providing them with new income opportunities through sources other than mainstream
tourism (d’Hauteserre, 2006; Buerkert et al., 2010). This limits youth migration (Neleman and de Castro, 2016). In fact,
ecotourism has gained tremendous importance in recent years as an effective instrument for enhancing the well-being
of people living near protected areas (Mirsanjari, Molla, Zarekare and Ghorbani, 2013).
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Conclusion

Mass tourism operators have been portraying Lampedusa as "the tropical island in the Mediterranean" or "the Caribbean
island of the Mediterranean," emphasising 3S tourism. This contrasts with the widespread image of Lampedusa as an
island of migration. Local stakeholders believe that migration crises and the constant associated media reports have
damaged the island of Lampedusa and contributed to a false picture of the island and of what it can offer visitors. Many
travellers are hesitant to visit the island simply because of this image.

Notwithstanding the perceived association with Lampedusa and migration and its impact on tourism, tourist arrivals
have continued to grow (ENAC, 2018), and the Pelagian Islands remain sought-after tourist destinations for discerning
travellers enticed by the appeal of the islands’ ‘remote’ location, crystal clear waters and unspoiled beaches (O’Healy,
2016). 2011 and 2012 were the only years in which the arrival of migrants in�uenced tourist arrivals (Di Matteo, 2016;
Surico, 2020). Together with responses from tourists and interviewees, this suggests that migration per se had little
impact on tourism �ows to the island. In fact, while the media presents the island to tourists as a migration hotspot,
once on the island tourists experience something different. Tourists who returned from Lampedusa even claimed to have
encouraged friends to pay a visit to the island.

While migration has split the local community in terms of the impact on its image, some stakeholders, such as NGOs
and policymakers, believe it has also portrayed Lampedusa as an exemplar of solidarity. This has raised the island’s
pro�le through media mentions, visits by public �gures and production of �lms/documentaries featuring the island, and
it has indirectly encouraged people to visit the island. Furthermore, combined with those people who visit the island for
work related to migration, this has created a new tourism niche that, unlike 3S tourism, provides operators with income
during the off season. The succession of migration crises has nevertheless shifted attention and resources to its cause,
at times giving locals the impression that authorities have been more interested in migration than in local issues.
Resources have also been stretched, impacting local enforcement issues. Migration has become an easy target to blame
for various island issues.

The main problem for the destination’s image seems to be the constant reference to Lampedusa in association with the
migration crisis in the press and the lack of adequate promotional efforts by the private sector, which focuses on 3S
tourism. While tourists who visited the island for an organised ecotour got immersed in the natural environment,
con�rming that the island can offer much more than 3S and is ideal for practising ecotourism, this aspect is mostly
unknown to and undervalued by local stakeholders. The fact that the island is synonymous with 3S tourism among
domestic tourists and is labelled as a migration hotspot in the media might explain why its natural resources, including
the terrestrial and marine protected areas, which are home to great biodiversity, have remained hidden. Notwithstanding
all this, authorities have done little to counter the island’s associations with migration and 3S tourism. Promotional
efforts are limited and mostly target domestic markets for 3S. Furthermore, connectivity is limited, and low-cost airlines
are available only in the summer period. Lampedusa has also failed to capitalise on the sister island of the archipelago,
which can enrich its image and make the product more competitive.

Bearing in mind Lampedusa's size, number of inhabitants, the negative environmental impact of mass tourism and the
rich terrestrial and marine natural resources, several stakeholders interviewed believe that the way forward is to move
away from existing tourism models based on 3S. Sustainable tourism, including ecotourism, is being proposed as it can
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be practiced year round and is not concentrated in the summer season. Through ecotourism, Lampedusa can transform
its protected areas into a truly sustainable tourism resource that bene�ts local communities, further supporting their
management and protection. The island’s historical and archaeological heritage can further support this type of tourism
due to its overlap with ecotourism and the interest of ecotourists in such aspects. Ecotourism can also help offer local
communities alternative income opportunities, reducing youth emigration. However, this calls not only for a change in
direction in terms of marketing efforts but also for an upskilling and reskilling of operators, including in the �eld of
interpretation and ecotourism; supporting operators, such as those working in the transport sector, to embrace
sustainability; and ensuring better connectivity by air all year round from international destinations. This can help the
island not only to steer away from being known as the island of migration but also to refrain from projecting itself as a 3S
destination. By using its natural resources and the brand of the archipelago, Lampedusa can portray an image which is
more representative of the island and attract a form of sustainable tourism towards its shores.
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