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Abstract: Tourist activity in areas of
mountain tourism is threatened by the general
increase in land and property values (probably
exacerbated by the tourism phenomenon it-
self): land and property speculation is such that
it goes against sustainable tourism develop-
ment. Furthermore, such speculation is more
profitable in the short term than the business
activities of the tourism sector in general. The

land and property speculation are complex sin-
ce the latter are generally well represented on
municipal councils. In such a context, is gover-
nance (public/private partnership in its widest
sense) a tool that can enable tourist destina-
tions to make a living from tourism in a sustai-
nable manner (accommodation, services, etc.)
instead of living off land and property rents?
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links between local power and the actors in power, land-use strategies, local governance.

Tle link between land-use strategies and local power has been the subject of numerous
studies concerning not only urban areas (Faraut, 2005) and rural areas (Moquay, 1996,
1998; Gueringer, 2000; Boisson, 2005) but also coastal zones (Merckelbagh, 2005). Its
existence today has been scientifically demonstrated. However, in France there has been
little work conducted on this theme in areas of mountain tourism. And yet the question is
important. Why is this? Is it a failure to recognise the problem or simply a subject that is
taboo? The analysis of the relations existing between local power and the land-use strategies
of different owners (public as well as private), however, seems to us to be all the more signi-
ficant when the consequences of the rise in land and property values in tourist areas are so
complex that they are a concern to local authorities'.

In areas of mountain tourism, the link between local power and land-use strategies has
become particularly strong following recent rises in land and property values’. We put
forward the hypothesis that tourist activity in these areas has been jeopardised by this
factor, a situation that has certainly been exacerbated by the tourism phenomenon itself,
since the ties berween local power and land-use strategies have become such that they now
go against sustainable tourism development. Indeed, the over-evaluation of income from
land rents in relation to that generated by tourism hospitality activities is producing
a negative effect on tourism economic activity as a whole. These land interests, often

1  In this respect, tourism management issued a call for projects in september 2005 on the theme: The rise in
land and property prices: the stakes for tourism.
2 « This rise is related to the current economic situation and not specific to mountain tourism areas.
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« contradictory » to those of sustainable tourism development, are vested in a sizeable pro-
portion of local government representatives. They therefore tend to be favourably reflected
in local public policies on land-use management.

Our analysis will be focused on the « organising » authorities of tourist destinations?, the
theoretical motor of local governance (Gerbaux, George-Marcelpoil, 2004). This approach
will therefore be oriented toward the public sphere and will be aimed essentially at
reporting on a preliminary survey conducted in 2005 among different actors®. After a brief
review of the factors contributing to the rise in land and property values in these desti-
nations, and of the tools available to communes for land management and their limits, we
will examine the relationship between local power and land-use strategies and the stakes for
local tourism that result from this. We will also identify the potential consequences for real
estate and determine the influence of decentralisation on such mechanisms. Finally, we will
assess the role that local governance could play in this context.

Current situation regarding land and property
in mountain resorts: expertise of local authorities and their tools

FACTORS AFFECTING LAND AND PROPERTY ISSUES
IN MOUNTAIN RESORTS

Tourism activities have a significant impact on land and property issues in the French Alps.
In areas devoted to mountain tourism, a number of factors can result in the land and
property phenomenon taking on extreme forms:

- Available land is rare: the physical constraints related to the slope of the land and
foreseeable natural risks limit the space that can be developed for tourism infrastructures,
buildings (permanent homes, second homes and commercial tourist accommodation),
business area, etc.

- Property prices are increasing: in Savoie and Haute-Savoie, the increase is between 10 and
20 % per year’. This situation can be explained by several factors:

- The limited increase in the availability of new property compared with demand.

- Foreign investors with purchasing power that is often greater than that of the local
population or even that of the French population as a whole.

3 » The communes since the Mountain Law of 1985,

4 * Notaries, managers of the Observatoire for the chamber of notaries in Savoie, Haute-Savoie and Isére,
DDE 74 and 73, operational town planning and development services, SEM de Rénovation de I'lmmobilier
du Grand Briangonnais (property renovation association in Greater Briancon area), Conseil Général de la
Savoie (Departmental Council), DEATM, CRT Rhone-Alpes and Mayor of Les Gérs, Interministerial Mis-
sion on housing of seasonal workers, elected representatives and restaurant owners of Micort La Plagne, elected
representatives of the Vercors resorts (Méaudre, Correngon), technical managers from Tourist Offices (Vil-
lards-de-Lans, Autrans, La Plagne...). Interviews were semi-directive.

5 * Source: Observartoire pour la chambre des notaires de la Savoie et de la Haute-Savoie (chamber of notaries
of Savoie and Haute-Savoie).
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- Property becomes a « safe investment » when the Stock Exchange becomes too risky”.

- Extremely low interest rates (from 4.5 to 5 %) over very long periods (20 to 25 years)
facilitate investment.

URBAN ISSUES AND RURAL AREAS:
EXPERTISE OF LOCAL AUTHORITIES CALLED INTO QUESTION

Tourism activity in alpine areas such as Savoie and Haute-Savoie developed strongly with
the birth and then the growth of winter sports resorts. Such areas, however, have remained
largely rural, managed by small local authorities. The « rural » management of « urban »
issues has thrown up a number of questions relating to:

- Expertise: how competent are the communes in obtaining the necessary information,
conducting prospective studies and showing initiative in their understanding of the
tourism phenomenon and its spatial consequences? We have noted that both general and
quantitative information on the overall development of French mountain tourism, in
terms of visitors or property development, is very difficult to obtain for local decision-
makers. For example, the figures of the different institutional organisations, regional as
well as departmental, only provide information on the winter visitor rates in the
« périmetre A neige » (snow perimeter), but this area is not taken into account for the
summer season. Figures concerning property date from 1999%, while those concerning
ski lifts appear in a specialist journal. To obtain such basic data, local decision-makers
have to make a special effort or are obliged to call on the services of specialised con-
sultants. Without such information, the only data readily available are those provided by
the different branches of the economic sector (and therefore certainly biased). It is thus
questionable whether the decisions taken by local decision-makers have any real
meaning.

- Tools: Are the land management tools available to the communes adapred to the very
special situation of those communes with tourist resorts and to their expertise?

- Skills: Do these communes have sufficient resources (human and technical) to face up to
outside pressure? On the other side of the equation, the economic and professional sectors
often have access to good quality information.

G * Thus in a call for projects issued by the Department of Tourism in september 2005, entitled « Hausse du
foncier et de 'immobilier, quels enjeux autour du tourisme ? » (What are the stakes for tourism of rising land
and property prices?), it is suggested that the pressure on land and property prices should be placed in the
context of the general economic situation, in France and in Europe, where property investment in recent years
has increased, while Stock Market prices have stagnated.

7 * Area defined by the Observatoire Régional du Tourisme Rhone-Alpes (Regional Observation Bureau for
Rhéne-Alpes Tourism) which does not take into account, for example, the different resorts of the Vercors mas-
sif in Isere or the resort of Les Sept-Laux in the Belledonne massif, near Grenoble and Chambery.

8 * General Population Census.
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TOOLS AVAILABLE TO LOCAL AUTHORITIES TO MANAGE
THEIR LAND-USE AND A FEW EXAMPLES OF APPLICATIONS

Tools available to communes for managing their land:

- Acquisition by private agreement: this method is the preferred solution of communes
because of its flexibility;

- Expropriation: « Recourse to expropriation would be all the more exceptional in that it requires

a high level of legal skills, which is often lacking in small local authorities (translation) »°.

- Right of pre-emption: « Procedures for pre-emption and expropriation are avoided as far as
possible as they are seen as procedures that are both brutal and restrictive ». '°

Local Development Plan: its implementation may be varied as demonstrated by the fol-
lowing few examples of « reasoned » ways of using this tool:

- In Haute-Savoie, the commune of Les Géts only envisages providing 1 500 new beds,
according to its Local Development Plan currently awaiting approval. There is a freeze
on the issuing of building permits until the question of water resources, which pose a
problem for the commune, have been settled. This environmental problem provides
the local authority with an opportunity to take more time in developing a coherent
vision of land management in its area, which was hardly possible when it was issuing
an average of 70 building permits a year''. A simple calculation, though it was never
followed up, showed that the total area of land opened up to building in the previous
Land-Use Plan was potentially capable of generating a supply of GO 000 new beds
compared with a current total of 16 500 beds! How many communes have access to
this kind of data for their area?

- In Isére, in the Vercors massif, the commune of Méaudre has undertaken a revision of its
Local Development Plan and envisages a reduction of 20 to 30 % in the area of land
available for building. In our first example, there is a desire to preserve environmental and
landscape resources, while in the second it is the conservation of agriculture that is sought.

- In Chamonix, in Haute-Savoie, the Local Development Plan associated with the Plan
de Déplacement Urbain (Urban Mobility Plan) provides an opportunity to reflect on
the rationalization of its administrartive area, with the question of housing an absolute
priority. The first citizen forum of the « Pays du Mont-Blanc » in january 2005
provided the basis for a communal reflection on the area’s future. The summary of this
work underlines the importance of controlling urbanisation and managing mobilicy'2.

9 « Ministére de I'Equipement, des Transports, de ’Aménagement du Territoire, du Tourisme et de la Mer
(Ministry of Transport, Infrastructure, Tourism and the Sea); Draft Finance Bill for 2005, Town Planning
Budget, question n° U 21.

10 * Ministry of Transport, Infrastructure, Tourism and the Sea; Draft Finance Bill for 2005, Town Planning
Budget, question n°® U 21.

11 » Mayor of Les Géts, 22/07/05.

12 * Montagne expansion, la lettre économigue, « Démocratic participative au Pays du Mont-Blanc » (Participa-
tive democracy in the Mont-Blanc region), April 2005, n° 209, p. 6, <www.espace-mont-blanc.com>.
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Unfortunately, these communes are not very representative of tourist destinations as
a whole. As the mayor of Samoéns (Haute-Savoie) explains, solutions to control
building and contain the pressures of property development are difficult to apply at
the local level’. For example, the reduction in the area of land set aside for building
in an old Land-Use Plan (when preparing a Local Development Plan) is not easy. How
do you reimburse landowners who have had to pay land taxes on building land, even
if it has never been built on? The question also arises for landowners having already
paid estate duties. Economic issues are difficult to manage when 80 % of the popu-
lation makes a living from tourism and 15 % from farming, especially when part of
the site’s attraction for visitors comes from the maintenance of the natural envi-
ronment through agriculture. Finally, officials of the Public Works department regret
the fact that the land-use strategies of communes are often limited to opening up land
to urban development. However, is not the only way for the local authority to conduct
an « interventionist » land policy to build up a portfolio of communal land? This
would enable it to influence prices by putting land back on the market, and to impose
clauses defining the use of building land, namely through building leases. Thus, even
if the Local Development Plan remains a planning tool that can be used to express
desires, particularly regarding the use of private land, there is no regulatory means to
guarantee the control of the risk of speculation or the final use of a particular plot of

land.

Local power and land-use strategies:
the sustainability of tourist activity in question

How can the limited intervention of communes in questions regarding land-use be
explained? There are five arguments that seem particularly relevant to us: the respective
roles played by speculators, estate agents and professionals in the building industry. What
is their representation of tourism development? Finally, the development of a land
portfolio has a cost for local authorities!

The core of our hypothesis resides in the links that exist between local power and the
strategies of property speculators. Generally, these landowners are represented on local
councils. The consequences are important, first in the preparation of the land-use
strategy for the commune, then in its application. Can the sum of the individual land-
use strategies constitute a land-use strategy for the commune? This is even more incon-
ceivable when land values are increasing rapidly and revenues linked to land rents are
far greater than those obtained directly from tourist activity. Is it still possible for the
local authority to use regulatory tools to intervene directly in land questions concerning
local residents? This often results in individual reactions, which certain authors suggest
are sometimes « clan-like » (Gerbaux, George-Marcelpoil, 2004). Such reactions can
have a significant influence on the local decision-making process, an influence that is

13 » Mayor of Samoéns in « Station de montagne, vers quelle gouvernance ? », pp. 44-47, Actes de la Facim,
Chambéry, Edition Comp’act.
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all the more marked given that the land in question is generally enclosed and of limited
extent.

The link existing between local power and land-use strategies seems to be strengthened by
the interests of professionals in the building sector, another sector of activity that is well
represented on municipal councils. A single example serves to illustrate this point and at
the same confirms the need to conduct a more extensive study of municipal councils:
Among the fifteen municipal councillors serving the commune of Les Gets in Haute-
Savoie, there are three architects while most of the others are professionals from the
building and real estate sectors.

At the same time, real estate agencies make more from property transactions and deve-
lopment activities than from property rentals. This situation clearly illustrates the con-
fusion that exists between two professions: that of property sales, associated with land
rents, and that of tourism hospitality. From the very beginnings of winter sports
tourism, real estate agencies have made their living more from property sales than from
the hospitality industry. However, these sales have been largely achieved on the strength
of promises of profitability, with the rental side of the business acting as a sort of « after-
sales service ». Today, less money is made through property rentals, which is much too
restrictive for owners, than through the rise in property prices. Thus, certain agencies
do not have enough properties to put on the rental market, even though they would
like to.

In addition, the greater the pressure on land and property prices, the greater will be
the cost of building up a land portfolio for the commune. In the current situation, it
is also an argument that explains the limited intervention of communes in questions
relating to land-use. However, it should be pointed out that not all situations are the
same. Some communes are very well off regarding communal land, a heritage from
the resorts that developed on communal pasturelands. Others were not so lucky, while
in still other cases communal land might have been sold to finance tourism deve-
lopment. The second striking inequality concerns the difference in tax potential
between sites.

Finally, certain technicians regret that culturally the development of the resort is
closely linked to that of its urbanisation. Many municipal councillors are seen to be
« partial », too often acting as judge and judged in land and property questions.
Elected representatives are sometimes the « hostages » or « accomplices » of pressure
groups comprising large landowning families and professionals from the building
sector. More rarely are they the « mediators » or « regulators » of local tourism deve-
lopment. The consequences of this situation for local decision-making are important.
Thus, a continuation of the existing pattern based on property development may be
observed. Investment from new private owners provided the financing for the cons-
truction and development of winter resorts (SEATM, 1986). Today they own most
of the tourist accommodation in the Alps. The power and economic potential of these
infrastructures are linked to the goodwill of a certain number of owners scattered
throughout Europe.
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All the actors interviewed recognised that the resorts must get out of this management logic
based on property development and enter a more rational and more sustainable phase of
managing what exists in the resorts. Why does this « mini revolution » seem necessary?

Opening up land for building purposes remains a rapid source of income for local autho-
rities, and the greater the pressure on land and property prices, the greater the revenue.
Stnce 1997, however, a stagnation in winter visitor nights has been observed for desti-
nations in the Rhone-Alpes region’*. This observation is identical to that regarding visitors
using the ski areas'’ and yet, at the same time, the supply of property continues to increase.
[t is even exempt from taxes in certain eligible areas (this is the principle of the Zones de
Revitalisation Rurale (rural revitalisation zones)). However, this increase in available
property hardly makes up for the annual decrease in visitor rates: any link between the
supply of property and the tourist market is thus becoming less and less apparent. There is
still a huge temptation for certain actors to claim that the solution to stagnating visitor rates
is through an increase in the property supply. This tempration is all the greater given that
it is extremely difficult and much less profitable in the short term to try to improve the
tourism product and hospitality to attract a new clientele. The consequences on the con-
sumption of space and urban sprawl are visible today over a large part of the Alps and are
tending to disconnect the « product » offered by mountain areas (the supply) from
consumers’ demand for scenery, a demand closely linked to the social perception of a preserved
mountain landscape'® (Bozonnet, 1992).

The impact of decentralisation on communal land management:
an untimely disengagement of the State?

We feel it is important to underline the consequences of the disengagement of the
Direction Départementale de 'Equipement (Public Works department) from questions
relating to land-use. The laws on Solidarité et Renouvellement Urbain (urban renewal and
solidarity) and then Urbanisme et Habitat (town planning and housing) which focussed
on decentralisation have profoundly changed the role of the Public Works department in
the field of planning and development. From a recent role of providing assistance to project
owners, the department today is only responsible for checking the legal aspects of projects.
Pedagogy disappears when human and financial resources no longer exist, and the question
of the training (information) of elected representatives who are locally responsible for
managing public space now has to be addressed (Dubceuf, 2003). In addition, when the
services of the State were involved in projects for the commune, they acted as an interface,
helping to settle conflicts and providing a stabilising effect on the link existing between
local power, public decision-making and land-use strategies. These services, by limiting the
individual reaction factor, guaranteed that the interests of the commune would be res-

14 » ORT Rhoéne-Alpes, « 10 ans de fréquentation touristique en Rhéne-Alpes » (10 years of tourist visitor
rates in Rhéne-Alpes), june 2005.

15 * Source SNTF, annual publication of ski area visitor rates in the Review Montagne Leaders.

16 » This observation is especially true for the summer season.
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pected. Relations between the mayor and the local population were healthier since when
there was opposition the mayor was able to shift responsibility to the services of the Public
Works department. Was the State’s disengagement too sudden or poorly followed
through? Today officials of the Public Works department are in a state of uncertainty when
they talk about their residual and suddenly acquired role of « atraché to the prefecture »'”.
At the level of the communes, insufficient expertise prevents them from implementing
projects on their own. In many cases, the project is not even prepared and recourse to
private consultants is not always easy since the cost and the quality of the studies carried
out are often highly criticised both by the services of the Public Works department and the
technical services of the communes.

How then can these consultants lessen the impact of the State’s disengagement? How
could they guarantee that a public service is provided and that the interests of the
commune are respected? The role played by these consultants, however indispensable it
may be (given the limited expertise available in the communes), appears to be much more
of a complement to, rather than a substitute for, the action of the decentralised services.

Conclusion

« How is building to be controlled under pressure from property developers? » How can
this pressure be contained to prevent our village from becoming disfigured and to keep our
mountains pleasant and alive? How can we manage the conflicting interests of different
economic actors? These are the legitimate questions raised by the mayor of Samoéns (Actes
de la Facim, Chambery, 2004) and bear witness to the delicate position of elected repre-
sentatives on questions relating to land and property.

Tourism activity in the Alps is threatened by the current rise in land and property prices,
a rise which it is to a certain extent responsible for. This situation has resulted in an over-
evaluation of revenues linked to land rents in relation to those produced by tourist activity.
At the same time, municipal councillors are often « judge and judged » when it comes to
questions of land and property. It is not uncommon for the main landowners and profes-
sionals of the building industry to be well represented on local councils. Logically, some
tourist destinations tend to adopt a system of land management thart is often clan-like,
based on inheritance and rents. This type of short-term management leads to local autho-
rities having little or no control over land questions, which is a handicap for sustainable
tourism development. For communes to ensure that tourist activity remains sustainable,
every effort must be made to preserve the landscape and natural resources, maintain a high-
quality built environment, and improve hospitality, services and accommodation. Land

17 « DDE 74, 04/07/05 : « In the papers of the department, it says that the focus must be on “regalian” tasks.
Terms have completely disappeared. No longer is any mention made of public services. This has a two-fold
consequence: first, the high elected represencatives are taken away and the contacr is lost, and second, we do an
administrative job in which we are nothing more than an attach¢ to the prefecture. We let the prefects get their
hooks into us and like that we are excluded from an active role in local planning and development. (...) That’s
how things happen. »

49

Journal of alpine research 2006 N°i



LOCAL POWER AND LAND-USE STRATEGIES IN MOUNTAINS RESORTS

rents are not an inexhaustible resource! « Our vocation is tourism, not property development! »
« How can we live from tourism, and no longer live from building? »'®. This method of deve-
lopment is ill adapted 1o sites that today have reached a mature stage. How aware of this
reality are local actors and decision-makers responsible for tourism development? Is it a
question of not knowing or is it simply taboo?

What are the stakes for local governance with regard to these questions of land and
property? Given our present state of knowledge, it is not at all certain that this question
will elicit any answers. Other questions must therefore be asked. Can the development of
partnerships between private and public actors favour management of the existing
situation rather than a continuation of the building process? With a joint effort (from
public and private actors) will it be possible to address subjects that are taboo or to make
people more aware of them? Can governance be used as a tool to promote more healthy
relations between local power and land-use strategies by enlarging discussion groups as
much as possible. Finally, is governance a tool capable of helping tourist resorts to live in
a sustainable manner from tourist activities instead of from land rents?
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