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1. Introduction 

Sustainable tourism has become a central pillar of rural development across Europe, 

particularly within the LEADER approach. Local Action Groups (LAGs) are uniquely 

positioned to foster tourism models that balance economic growth, environmental 

stewardship, and social well-being.  

Tartu County represents a dynamic rural territory characterized by a balance 

between natural landscapes, agricultural heritage, and emerging innovative 

ecosystems. This blueprint provides detailed, practical guidance for the LAG Tartu 

County Development Association to supplement and implement sustainable tourism 

strategies through young people. 

2. Territorial Challenges 

Tartu County faces several structural and emerging challenges: 

Demographic Decline and Aging Population 

Rural depopulation and aging reduce workforce availability and strain local services. 

Limited Accessibility and Connectivity 

Peripheral areas often experience insufficient transport links and uneven digital 

infrastructure. 

Economic Fragmentation 

Small-scale enterprises dominate, with limited cooperation and access to wider 

markets. 

Seasonality in Tourism 

Tourism activities are often concentrated in specific seasons, leading to unstable 

income streams. 

Capacity Gaps in Local Governance 

Local actors may lack experience in strategic planning, facilitation, and cross-sector 

collaboration. 

3. Territorial Opportunities 

Despite these challenges, Tartu County has significant development potential: 

Rich Natural and Cultural Assets 

Forests, lakes, and traditional villages provide a strong basis for eco- and cultural 

tourism. 
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Proximity to Tartu City 

The region benefits from knowledge spillovers, research institutions, and innovation 

networks. 

Growing Interest in Sustainable Tourism 

Demand for authentic, nature-based experiences is increasing both domestically and 

internationally. 

Active Local Communities 

Strong community identity and existing LAG structures enable participatory 

approaches. 

Digital Transformation Potential 

Expansion of smart rural solutions can improve service delivery and business 

opportunities. 

4. Youth challenges in Tartu County and their role in 
advancing sustainable tourism 

Tartu County, as one of Estonia’s most dynamic regions, benefits from a strong 

educational base, cultural vibrancy, and growing tourism potential. However, despite 

these advantages, young people in the region face a range of structural, social, and 

economic challenges that influence their engagement with local development. 

Understanding these challenges is essential to meaningfully involve youth in shaping 

a sustainable tourism future. 

4.1 Key challenges facing youth in Tartu County 

One of the primary issues affecting young people in Tartu County is outmigration 

and regional imbalance. While the city of Tartu attracts students and young 

professionals, rural areas in the county experience youth outflow due to limited 

employment opportunities, lack of services, and reduced social life. This creates 

disparities between urban and rural youth experiences and weakens the long-term 

vitality of smaller communities. 

Another significant challenge is limited access to stable and meaningful 

employment, particularly outside the education and technology sectors. Many young 

people struggle to find jobs that align with their skills and values, especially in rural 

tourism, where work is often seasonal, low-paid, or lacking career progression. This 

discourages young people from considering tourism as a viable long-term profession. 

Housing affordability and independence also pose barriers. While Tartu city offers 

opportunities, rising living costs make it difficult for young people to settle 
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permanently. In rural areas, although housing may be more affordable, the lack of 

infrastructure and services (transport, digital connectivity, leisure options) limits 

attractiveness. 

Additionally, there is a challenge related to youth participation in decision making. 

Although Estonia promotes civic engagement, many young people feel their voices 

are not sufficiently heard in local governance or development planning. This leads to 

disengagement and a lack of ownership over regional initiatives, including tourism 

strategies. 

Here we will present a table that also shows very clearly that young people do not 

feel that they are involved in decision-making. 

 
Table 1. Survey result in the Erasmus+Rural Horizons project.  

Finally, awareness and skills gaps can hinder youth involvement in sustainable 

development. While sustainability is widely discussed, not all young people have 

practical knowledge or opportunities to apply sustainable practices in 

entrepreneurship, tourism services, or community initiatives. 

5. Data collection methodology in the Erasmus+ Rural 
Horizon project 

Within the framework of the Erasmus+ Rural Horizon project, a comprehensive and 

participatory data collection process was carried out to better understand the 

perspectives, needs, and potential contributions of young people in rural areas, with 

a particular focus on sustainable tourism. The methodology combined both qualitative 

and quantitative approaches, ensuring a holistic understanding of youth experiences 

and ideas. 
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Firstly, a structured survey was conducted among project participants. The survey 

aimed to gather quantitative data on young people’s perceptions of living conditions 

in rural areas, their awareness of sustainable tourism, and their willingness to engage 

in local development. It included both closed and open-ended questions, allowing 

participants to provide measurable responses while also expressing personal 

opinions and insights.  

In addition to the survey, direct communication and informal discussions with 

young participants played a crucial role in the data collection process. These 

interactions took place in group settings, workshops, and facilitated discussions, 

enabling participants to share their experiences more openly. This qualitative 

approach provided deeper context to the survey results, highlighting nuanced 

challenges such as lack of opportunities in rural areas, motivation factors, and 

expectations toward local stakeholders. It also created a safe space for dialogue, 

encouraging active participation and peer learning. 

A thematic test was carried out. The test included 10 respondents with different 

travel and leisure preferences. Two participants identified themselves as city and 

leisure enthusiasts who prefer cultural activities such as visiting museums, spending 

time in cafes, and shopping. One respondent showed a strong preference for outdoor 

sports activities and spending time in nature. Most respondents indicated that they 

enjoy both urban and outdoor experiences. This suggests that most participants have 

flexible interests and appreciate a combination of cultural and nature-based activities. 

The results show that purely city focused preferences are less common among the 

group. Similarly, a strictly nature-focused lifestyle was represented by only one 

respondent. The dominance of mixed preferences indicates that people value variety 

in their free-time activities. Therefore, activities or services that combine cultural and 

outdoor elements could appeal to the largest portion of the group. Overall, the results 

suggest that balanced experiences between city life and nature are the most 

attractive option for most respondents. This finding reflects global tourism trends 

where travelers increasingly seek mixed experiences that combine culture, 

relaxation, and nature.  

A key innovative element of the methodology was the implementation of a “Shark 

Tank”-style task. In this activity, participants were invited to develop and present 

their own travel ideas. Working in teams, they designed concepts that addressed 

local challenges while incorporating sustainability principles. These ideas were then 

presented in a real-life pitching environment. This exercise served multiple purposes: 

it generated practical and creative solutions, revealed participants’ entrepreneurial 

potential, and allowed facilitators to observe skills such as problem solving, 

teamwork, and communication. 

The combination of these methods ensured triangulation of data, increasing the 

reliability and depth of the findings. Quantitative data from surveys was 
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complemented by qualitative insights from discussions, while the test and “Shark 

Tank” task provided practical evidence of knowledge and skills. Importantly, the 

participatory nature of the process empowered young people, making them active 

contributors rather than passive respondents. 

Overall, the data collection approach used in the Erasmus+ Rural Horizon project 

was inclusive, interactive, and action oriented. It not only provided valuable 

information for analysis but also fostered engagement, learning, and innovation 

among participants. 

6. 10 Ideas from young people from the project 
6.1. Co-Creation with youth communities 

Actively involves young people in designing tourism experiences through 

hackathons, idea labs, and co-creation workshops, ensuring that tourism offerings 

reflect new trends and expectations. 

6.2. Digital first storytelling 

Use social media, short form video, and immersive content (e.g. reels, vlogs, 

microdocumentaries) to promote authentic local stories and attract younger 

audiences. 

6.3. Pop-Up and temporary experiences 

Encourage seasonal or mobile tourism concepts such as pop-up cafes, forest 

cinemas, or temporary cultural events that create unique and shareable experiences. 

6.4. Gamification of tourism 

Develop interactive trails, challenges, and digital quests (e.g. app-based scavenger 

hunts) to engage visitors in a playful and educational way. 

6.5. Youth led green startups 

Support young entrepreneurs in launching sustainable tourism businesses, such as 

eco guiding services, zero waste cafes, or bike-tour initiatives. 

6.6. Sustainable event culture 

Promote eco-friendly festivals and events designed by young organizers, focusing on 

zero waste, local sourcing, and low environmental impact. 
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6.7. Remote work and “Workation” tourism 

Develop infrastructure and packages for young professionals combining remote work 

with rural experiences (co-working spaces, nature-based wellbeing activities). 

6.8. Local lifestyle experiences 

Shift focus from traditional sightseeing to immersive experiences such as farm stays, 

craft workshops, or “day in the life” activities hosted by locals. 

6.9. Green mobility experiences 

Turning sustainable transport into part of the experience (cycling routes, canoe trips, 

train-based itineraries), making the journey itself attractive and having a low impact. 

6.10. Peer to Peer promotion and micro influencers 

Engage local and visiting youth as ambassadors who promote the region through 

authentic content, helping build trust and visibility among younger audiences. 

7. Recommendations for Tartu County Development 
Association to better engage youth through sustainable 
tourism 

To strengthen youth engagement and improve opportunities for young people in rural 

areas, the Tartu County Development Association can further adapt its strategy by 

integrating innovative, youth centered approaches to sustainable tourism. Based on 

the ideas outlined above, the following ten recommendations provide practical 

directions for enhancing the role of youth in regional development while making rural 

life more attractive and viable. 

7.1. Integrate co-creation mechanisms into strategy implementation 

The strategy should formally include co-creation with youth communities as a core 

principle. This can be operationalized through regular hackathons, idea labs, and 

participatory workshops where young people actively contribute to designing tourism 

products and services. By embedding these formats into funding calls and project 

development processes, LAG ensures that tourism offerings reflect the expectations, 

creativity, and values of younger generations. This also strengthens youth ownership 

and long-term commitment to the region. 
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7.2. Prioritize digital first communication and branding 

To better reach and involve young people, the strategy should shift toward a digital 

first storytelling approach. This includes supporting projects that focus on social 

media campaigns, short-form video production, and authentic storytelling formats 

such as vlogs or micro-documentaries. Providing micro-grants or training for youth 

content creators can significantly increase the visibility of Tartu County as an 

attractive and modern rural destination. This approach also helps young people 

develop valuable digital skills. 

7.3. Support flexible and experimental tourism formats 

The LAG should create funding schemes and simplified procedures for pop-up and 

temporary tourism experiences. These could include mobile cafés, seasonal 

cultural events, forest cinemas, or temporary installations in nature. Such initiatives 

lower the entry barrier for young entrepreneurs, as they require less initial investment 

and allow experimentation. At the same time, they create dynamic and shareable 

experiences that attract visitors and activate rural spaces. 

7.4. Encourage gamification and interactive tourism solutions 

To make tourism more engaging for younger audiences, the strategy should promote 

gamification of tourism experiences. This can include app-based trails, digital 

challenges, and interactive storytelling routes. Supporting collaborations between 

youth, tech developers, and local stakeholders can lead to innovative solutions that 

combine education, entertainment, and sustainability. These tools can also help 

distribute visitor flows across different areas of the county. 

7.5. Strengthen support for youth-led green entrepreneurship 

The strategy should place stronger emphasis on youth-leading green startups in 

tourism. This includes providing targeted support such as mentorship programs, 

start-up grants, and business incubation services for young entrepreneurs. Priority 

could be given to initiatives focusing on eco-tourism, zero waste services, and 

sustainable mobility. By doing so, the LAG not only fosters economic development 

but also aligns with environmental goals and creates meaningful employment 

opportunities. 

7.6. Develop a framework for sustainable youth-led events 

Tartu County Development Association should encourage and support youth-led 

sustainable event culture. This involves setting clear sustainability criteria (e.g., 

waste reduction, local sourcing, low emissions) and offering guidance and funding for 
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young organizers. Festivals, cultural events, and community gatherings designed by 

youth can become key drivers of regional attractiveness while promoting 

environmental awareness and social cohesion. 

7.7. Invest in infrastructure for remote work and “Workation” tourism 

To attract and retain young professionals, the strategy should include the 

development of remote work and “workation” opportunities. This requires 

investment in co-working spaces, reliable digital infrastructure, and integrated service 

packages that combine work with leisure and nature-based experiences. By 

positioning rural areas as attractive places for flexible lifestyles, Tartu County can 

reduce youth outmigration and attract new residents. 

7.8. Promote authentic local lifestyle experiences 

The strategy should shift further toward experience-based tourism, emphasizing 

authentic local lifestyles rather than traditional sightseeing. Supporting initiatives such 

as farm stays, craft workshops, and “day in the life” experiences allow young people 

to engage as hosts, guides, and facilitators. This approach strengthens local identity, 

creates income opportunities, and fosters meaningful connections between visitors 

and communities. 

7.9. Embed green mobility into tourism development 

Sustainable transport should be integrated as a central element of tourism 

experiences. The strategy can support green mobility initiatives such as cycling 

routes, canoe trips, and bus-, train-based itineraries. Young people can play an 

active role in designing and managing these services. This not only reduces 

environmental impact but also creates unique and attractive tourism products that 

align with current trends. 

7.10. Activate Peer to Peer promotion and youth ambassadors 

Finally, LAG should develop a structured approach to peer-to-peer promotion 

through youth ambassadors and micro-influencers. By engaging local and 

visiting young people to create and share authentic content, the region can 

significantly increase its visibility among younger audiences. This could include 

ambassador programs, content competitions, or partnerships with influencers who 

align with sustainability values. Such initiatives build trust and make rural tourism 

more relatable and appealing. 
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8. How to strengthen youth participation in local 
decision making.  
Another very important thing that needs to be brought out also in this document is 

how to strengthen youth participation in local decision making. A key challenge 

identified among young people in Tartu County is the feeling that they do not have a 

meaningful voice in local decision-making processes. Many young residents perceive 

local governance and development planning as distant, formal, and not sufficiently 

accessible. This perception reduces motivation to participate and weakens the sense 

of ownership over regional development, including initiatives related to sustainable 

tourism, rural innovation, and community life. 

Recommendations for the Tartu County Development Association. Youth 

engagement should not be limited to formal events. The Association could develop a 

continuous digital feedback platform where young people can regularly share 

ideas, rate initiatives, and propose improvements. This platform should be simple, 

mobile friendly, and actively moderate to ensure responses from decision makers. 

Regular communication is equally important. Short video updates, social media 

summaries, and youth targeted newsletters can help make local development 

processes more transparent and understandable. 

9. Conclusion 

By integrating these recommendations into its strategy, the Tartu County 
Development Association can create a more enabling environment for young people 
in rural areas. The focus should shift toward flexibility, innovation, and active 
participation, ensuring that youth are not only beneficiaries but also key drivers of 
sustainable tourism development. 

These changes would contribute to making rural life more attractive, economically 
viable, and socially dynamic, ultimately strengthening the long-term resilience and 
sustainability of Tartu County. Supporting youth involvement is not only beneficial for 
tourism development but also essential for the long-term sustainability and vitality of 
the whole region. 

Sustainable tourism under the LEADER approach offers significant opportunities for 
rural regions. By following a structured, participatory, and sustainability-oriented 
strategy, LAGs can create resilient tourism ecosystems that benefit both current and 
future generations. 

This blueprint provides a practical foundation for action, inspired by the experience of 
Erasmus+ Rural Horizon project. 
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