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The present document was produced in the framework of Co-Evolve4BG 
project “Coevolution of coastal human activities & Med natural systems for 
sustainable tourism & Blue Growth in the Mediterranean” in relation to 
Threats and Enabling Factors for maritime and coastal tourism 
development on a national scale. Co-funded by ENI CBC Med Program 
(Grant Agreement A_B.4.4_0075).
This document constitutes the Deliverable 3.1.2.22 (Touristic fluxes 
and Carrying capacity – Murcia Scale, Spaine) of the Activity 3.1.2 
(Threats and Enabling Factors at local scale: Pilot Areas analysis) under 
the Output 3.1 (Integrated analysis of Threats and Enabling Factors for 
sustainable tourism at MED scale) of the project.
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Abstract
This report aims to identify the Touristic fluxes and Carrying capacity of Murcia coastal 
zones. It is developed through the review of existing data at regional scale. The 
document is structured as follows: 

	- Section 1 provides an overview of the touristic fluxes in Region of Murcia.
	- Section 2 focuses on touristic carrying capacity in Region of Murcia.



1Touristic fluxes and Carrying capacity
Murcia Scale, Spain

I. Introduction

This document is the deliverable relating to “Touristic fluxes and Carrying capacity” 
which is part of the project of the Analysis of Natural Ecosystems evolution in relation 

to Threats and Enabling Factors for maritime development and coastal tourism on a 
national scale.
In accordance with the TDRs, the objective of this deliverable is to:

	- Describe the touristic fluxes in Region of Murcia.
	- Provide an overview of touristic carrying capacity in Region of Murcia.

In the sixties, tourism consolidated in the Murcia territory, becoming a determining 
activity for the economy, so much so that the positive impacts of tourism are reflected 
in economic factors as decisive as the Gross Domestic Product and the balance of 
payments. Similarly, tourism manages to positively influence the creation of employment 
and the defense of cultural heritage. Despite these remarkable phenomena, the 
repercussions of tourism have not been only positive, since part of our cities and coasts 
have suffered major urban problems, infrastructure, pollution, and degradation.
Coastal tourism in Spain began in the 1960s, although in the Murcia it did not do so in 
such a significant way, currently the influx of travelers to Murcia exceeds 50% of 
maximum occupancy in the months of July and August. This occupation is linked to 
tourism par excellence in Murcia, that of sun and beach which is it has basically been 
based on the demand for a physical space, whose location has a marked coastal 
predominance.
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II. Touristic fluxes in the region of Murcia 
II.1. The coastline of the Region of Murcia - Costa Cálida

The Murcian coastline consists of 252km divided between two seas, the Mediterranean 
Sea, and the Mar Menor. The coast of the Region is known as Costa Cálida for its 

mild temperatures (19.4 ºC on average) and its 315 days a year of sunshine (Fig. 1). 
Costa Cálida is home to many centers specializing in the practice of nautical activities. 
The nautical equipment and the good climate of the Region have encouraged local 
businessmen to make the area more attractive during the year to overcome seasonality 
(Costa Cálida, s.f.).

Figure 1. Calblanque Regional Park, Costa Cálida (https://www.abc.es/viajar/
playas/20130710)

The Mar Menor, the largest salt lagoon in Europe with more than 170 km2, is located to 
the southeast of the Region. It is characterized by its gentle breeze, warm and shallow 
waters and a complex and extensive network of hotel infrastructures and sports 
facilities. There are five volcanic islands within the lagoon: Barón Island, Sujeto, 
Redonda, Perdiguera and Ciervo (Canal Mar Menor, s.f.).
The Mar Menor and the Mediterranean Sea are separated by a strip of land, La Manga 
(Fig. 2). Due to its peculiar geophysical characteristics, it constitutes one of the main 
tourist centers of the Region. Together with the rest of the municipalities of the Mar 
Menor (Los Alcázares, San Javier, Cartagena, and San Pedro del Pinatar), there are 
more than 30 schools dedicated to aquatic activities. This management of the destination 
was promoted by the creation of the Mar Menor-Cabo de Palos Nautical Station in 
1995, becoming the first resort at a national level that follows the concept of ski resorts 
(Martínez Aguilar, 2021). 
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Figure 2. La Manga del Mar Menor, Costa Cálida (https://www.aplaceinthesun.com)

To the North of the Mar Menor, the Regional Park of Las Salinas y Arenales de San 
Pedro del Pinatar stands out, a wetland with sandbanks declared a Special Protection 
Area for Birds. The vicinity of said park is home to a marina and salt mine (Costa Cálida, 
s.f.). On the Murcian coast and away from the crowds, there are extensive beaches of 
golden sand that coexist in harmony with mountains and cliffs, making up a virgin and 
almost entirely unaltered landscape, the Calblanque Natural Park (Costa Cálida, s.f.).
Mazarrón, located in the center of Costa Cálida, is the ideal place to enjoy all kinds of nautical 
activities, as well as all the infrastructures for leisure and free time (Fig. 3). The enchanted 
landscape of Bolnuevo, a landscape shaped capriciously by wind and water erosion, is one 
of the most important attractions of said municipality (Martínez Aguilar, 2021).

Figure 3. Puerto de Mazarrón, Costa Cálida (https://www.caravansinthesun.com/
park/puerto-de-mazarron)
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The southernmost municipality in the Region, Águilas, extends along 28 km of coastline. 
Its coastline is characterized by a mixture of coves and rocky points with sandy beaches, 
making the landscape the protagonist of the area. It is worth mentioning its two 
protected natural spaces, the Cabo Cope Regional Park, and the Cuatro Calas Protected 
Landscape, which make it an ideal environment for scuba diving (Costa Cálida, s.f.)
Cartagena, a Mediterranean port city, is located on five hills: Monte de la Concepción, 
Cerro del Molinete, Monte de San José, Monte Sacro and Cerro de Despeñaperros. 
Currently, the port of Cartagena has two docks, one of an industrial nature and another 
of the city itself, among which is a cove equipped with all the necessary equipment, Cala 
Cortina (Fig. 4). The city’s natural port, guarded by a group of castles and batteries built 
in the 18th and 19th centuries, is bounded by Escombreras to the east and La Torrosa hill 
to the west. In addition, in this city is the official legislative body of Murcia, the Regional 
Assembly. On the other hand, from this city you can visit two protected areas, to the west 
the 42 beaches of Cabo Tiñoso such as El Portús and to the east the beaches belonging 
to the regional park of Calblanque and Cala Reona (Martínez Aguilar, 2021).

Figure 4. Faro Rojo, Cartagena, Costa Cálida (https://www.sitiosdeespana.es/
articulo/4-playas-de-la-costa-calida-que-necesitas-conocer)

Lorca, also Known as the City of the Sun, it occupies a narrow 8km strip of the Costa 
Cálida coastline. Its coves look virgin and unexplored and are characterized by their 
sublime degree of conservation. The Lomo de Bas Regional Natural Park stands out for 
its paradisiacal and intact coves (Martínez Aguilar, 2021).
Within the importance of coastal tourism in Murcia, La Manga del Mar Menor area must 
be highlighted, a tourist destination par excellence. The four municipalities with a 
coastline in the lagoon represent 50.3% of the hotel bed supply in the regional total, 
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83.1% and 64.5% of beds in apartments and campsites, respectively. Most of the 
coastal tourism takes place in La Manga del Mar Menor and Cartagena area (Fig. 5).

Figure 5. Number of tourists in the different tourist entities of the Costa Cálida

Two seas on a single coast (Mediterranean and Mar Menor) further expand the range of 
nautical possibilities: the Mar Menor salt lagoon, with more than 170 km2 of calm waters, 
is the ideal setting for enjoying activities such as sailing, kite surfing, canoeing or motor 
boating. Sports that can also be practiced along the Mediterranean coast: Águilas, 
Mazarrón, Cabo de Palos or La Manga or places on the coast of Cartagena such as 
Portús, Azohía or Isla Plana. In addition, the Mar Menor - Cabo de Palos Nautical 
Station offers visitors a wide range of nautical activities related to La Manga and the 
Mar Menor.
No less interesting are the emotions that await you on the seabed of the Costa Cálida, 
ideal for scuba diving and underwater caving. Diving among old sunken ships and in 
marine reserves such as the Hormigas Islands in Cabo de Palos; or walk through 
meadows of Posidonia, in Águilas and Mazarrón, it is possible thanks to the numerous 
schools that exist in the area. Another interesting activity offered by our coast is whale 
watching.
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II.2. Touristic fluxes in Murcia
The results of the tourism sector recorded in 2019 reach historical highs. Costa Cálida 
enjoyed a year-on-year growth rate of 4.1% compared to the 3% registered in Spain. 
The main responsible for this increase is national tourism, which increased by 5.1% in 
this region, surpassing the percentage of growth experienced by Spain 3.2%. Similarly, 
foreign tourism shows a slight growth with a rate in this case of 1.1%, lagging the 2.9% 
of Spain (Fig. 6) (Costa Cálida, 2019).

In terms of overnight stays (Fig. 6), it should be noted that they decreased by 1.1% 
compared to the previous year, while Spain did enjoy a slight upturn of 0.6%, as well as 
the number of visiting days of the tourist foreigners both in the nation and in Costa 
Cálida. It should be noted that Murcia was the third community in which hotel demand 
grew the most in 2019, housing 1,368,743 travelers in its hotels’ accommodation (Costa 
Cálida, 2019).

Hotels in the Region represent the third most notable increase by communities behind 
Madrid and Catalonia. This is due, according to data from bills in hotel establishments 
to the increase in prices in 2019. This same year, in the Region an average daily income 
per available room in hotel establishments of €36.60 was recorded 2.2% more than in 
the previous year (Fig. 7).

Despite the recent Brexit and other adverse external factors, foreign spending indicators 
are growing strongly. However, due to a lower influx of foreigners to their second 
Spanish residences, international demand suffered a drop of 6.9% in the group of hotel 
and non-hotel establishments. In 2019, all 44 of the foreign tourists who visited Costa 
Cálida added a total expenditure of 1,144 million Euros with an average stay of 11.9 
days, exceeding the national average of 7.2% (Table 1). In this way, Murcia becomes 
the Autonomous Community with the longest tourist stay (Costa Cálida, 2019).

In 2019, the first year of the International Airport operation in Murcia, it has been used 
by 1,090,954 passengers, a figure that increases if the first fortnight of January is 
counted while the San Javier Airport was still in operation functioning. External 
circumstances such as strikes in the middle of the high season or readjustments in the 
airlines have caused a decrease of more than 12% in relation to the previous year 
(Costa Cálida, 2019). To reinforce the connectivity of the Region with the United Kingdom 
and Ireland, the Ministry of Tourism will allocate more than 4 million Euros to a strategic 
plan with this objective. However, the rebound in domestic flights stands out, adding a 
total of 31,522 passengers, a figure that has not been recorded since 2013 (Itrem, 
2019).
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Figure 6. Number of travelers (a) and Number of overnight stays (b) in Murcia 2018-
2019
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Figure 7. Hotel occupancy according to (a) number of travelers, and (b) number of 
overnight stays in Murcia 2018-2019

Table 1. Tourist spending in the Region of Murcia in 2019

Region Of Murcia Spain

Average stay (days) 11.9 7.21

Average daily expenditure (euros) 91.16 154.03

Average expenditure per person (euros) 1,083.74 1,102.47

Total expenditure (millions of euros) 1,144.00 92,278.26

The Port of Cartagena has welcomed a total of 167 cruise ships during 2019, exceeding 
the figures of the previous year. In this way, 250,058 cruise passengers disembarked in 
Cartagena, 9.1% more than in 2018. With these figures, Cartagena was placed in eighth 
place in the ranking of Spanish ports with the largest number of cruise ships, behind 
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Barcelona, the Balearic Islands, Malaga, Las Palmas, Valencia, Cadiz, and Tenerife. 
With which, Cartagena covered 78.1% of the movement of cruise passengers in the 
ports located in the southeast of the peninsula: Cartagena, Alicante and Almería. In 
short, Cartagena in 2019 broke a new record for both passengers and stopovers (Costa 
Cálida, 2019).

In parallel, the regional administration also seeks to strengthen connectivity between 
the many municipalities in Murcia. To this end, in 2019 different sections of the Vías 
Verdes were conditioned and the Region was incorporated into the Eurovelo 8 Network, 
which improves the routes for cyclists (Itrem, 2019).

It should be noted that the number of tourism companies registered with Social Security 
during 2019 suffered a slight increase (0.2%) compared to 2018. Thanks to the 
investment in the sector and the increase in the volume of tourist homes, there has 
been a 6.3% increase in the number of tourist accommodation beds, thus obtaining a 
total of 65 096 beds. This totality of accommodation is divided into tourist apartments 
and holiday accommodation (39%), hotel establishments (32%), campsites (22.6%), 
and rural houses (6.4%; Fig. 8).

Figure 8. Tourist spending in Murcia in 2019
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III. Touristic carrying capacity in the region of Murcia 

Although there is no doubt that tourism is one of the world’s great economic engines, 
it also generates - notably - negative impacts that affect the industry itself.

Researchers have defined these aspects as “the five load capacities applied to tourism”, 
with which it is intended to quantify the impact of tourism in different dimensions:

	- Ecological carrying capacity: deterioration that tourism generates in 
environmental resources.

	- Social carrying capacity: reduction in the life quality of the inhabitants due to 
the increase in the number of tourists.

	- Economic carrying capacity: economic repercussions such as investing in 
rehabilitating tourist areas.

	- Perceptual carrying capacity of the tourist: distortion of the perception of the 
visitors themselves due to the crowds.

	- Physical carrying capacity: capacity of the infrastructures or tourist areas to 
accommodate visitors (museums, hotels, beaches, etc.)

Its incidence is increasing, so it is necessary that public entities regulate the tourism 
industry to guarantee sustainability parameters that favor the development of 
destinations in the long term. In Spain, in recent times, year after year the records in the 
main tourist indicators are pulverized; in 2019 the 80 million international tourists 
received were exceeded. On the other hand, residents of Spain once again revived their 
tourist demand, with figures that annually exceeded 150 million tourist trips within the 
national territory, making more than 325 million excursions a year.

And because of all this, it is wonder if these figures, despite being positive, are 
sustainable or not. Here arises the debate on the carrying capacity of tourist destinations, 
understood as the limit beyond which tourist activity in that destination is unsustainable 
and harmful.

Tourist carrying capacity (CCT) is a way of measuring or quantifying tourism sustainability, 
and like this, it has a differentiating feature, which is multidimensionality. The CCT is 
related to the territory, the environment, the use of resources, infrastructures, 
connectivity, equipment, local development, the preservation of cultural traditions, etc. 
Therefore, it is not an absolute limit, since for each dimension there is a threshold or 
restriction not to exceed.

The overall load capacity or reception of a tourist destination is determined by the 
interrelation of all its dimensions depending on the endowment of resources, the 
territory, and the time factor. Therefore, seasonality is another of the determining factors. 
For example, a destination like Spain can host 70 million tourists in a year, but not in a 
month. Hence, the great concern about seasonally adjusting tourist demand, since 



11Touristic fluxes and Carrying capacity
Murcia Scale, Spain

tourist flows are increasingly concentrated, in 2018 of the 80 million international 
arrivals, 47% was between June and September, while in 2010 it was 36%. In addition, 
international tourist arrivals to Spain are concentrated in the destinations of the 
“Mediterranean Arc”, the island regions and Madrid capital.

The CCT is related to the evolution of the tourist market, therefore it is linked to the 
behavior of the life cycle of a tourist destination. That is, the thresholds or limits are 
exceeded when tourist flows are reduced by considering part of the tourist that the 
destination is already excessively congested and unattractive.

A reflection of all the above is to think that reaching record after record for years is not 
sustainable in the medium term nor is it beneficial. It has not been quantified if the limit 
is at 75 or 100 million international arrivals a year, concentrated in sun and beach 
destinations and in the summer period. But what is clear is that there is a threshold that 
generates negative effects at the social, economic, cultural, and environmental.

In addition, there is concern about whether the boom in demand has negative effects 
on tourism supply by discouraging investment, competitiveness, and quality.

What would be the solution to the dilemma “Tourism and sustainability”? One solution 
would be to seasonally adjust demand, on the one hand, with measures already in 
place such as promoting senior tourism and, on the other, the distribution of tourist 
flows in non-congested territories. For this it is necessary to influence the promotion of 
tourism from interior, shopping, cultural, gastronomic, nature tourism, etc. all alternatives 
to the “Sun and Beach”.
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IV. Touristic fluxes and carrying capacity parameters
IV.1. The GIS database

Geographic Information System (GIS) is applied to computer systems aimed at 
managing spatial data that visually allow us to analyze, manage and interpret 

geographic data. The methodology of this study has consisted of searching and 
processing shapefile layers and their subsequent analysis GIS. Shapefile layers have 
been downloaded from official national statistical platforms (Ministry for the Ecological 
Transition and the Demographic Challenge, MITECO) and from European platform as 
the European Marine Observation and Data Network (EMODnet). The Spatial Reference 
System has been the ETRS89 datum with UTM projection in the 30 North zone, with 
EPSG code: 25830. In addition, they are based on official statistical platforms or rigorous 
studies, which guarantee the soundness of the information expressed. The GIS results 
were expressed by NUTS administrative boundaries from EU (EUROSTAT https://ec.
europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-manuals-and-guidelines/-/ks-gq-20-092). The 
NUTS classification subdivides the economic territory of the EU Member States into 
territorial units (regions) (Fig. 9). The classification is made up of three hierarchical levels: 
each Member State and the UK are divided into NUTS 1 regions, which in turn are 
subdivided into NUTS 2 regions and then divided further into NUTS 3 regions. Each of 
these regions is allocated a specific code and name. Since several different regions 
within Europe have the same name, a distinction has been made by adding to each of 
these the abbreviation for the country concerned.
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Figure 9. Spain and Region of Murcia (EUROSTAT https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/
products-manuals-and-guidelines/-/ks-gq-20-092)

IV.2. Data Records
The developed Region of Murcia coastal database described in this report is available 
through the “figshare” repository of results. A csv file has been included with all the 
information at Nuts 3 level into the repository. The database will be updated and 
expanded as new and improved data become available. The database presented here 
has been created using several public available datasets, which are thoroughly 
documented and described in reports or scientific articles (Table 2). Thus, these datasets 
have undergone rigorous quality controls and/or validation. In addition, for those 
parameters where consistent information for the studied area did not exist, new datasets 
were generated.

IV.3. Touristic fluxes and Carrying capacity parameters
A panel of external experts and the working group at the Mediterranean level of 

the Co-Evolve4BG project has selected the following parameters of Touristic fluxes and 
Carrying capacity, which will be analyzed at the Pilot Area Scale (Table 2). In the 
supplementary material is located the excel table with the values of the parameters 
selected at the level of Murcia.
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Table 2. Touristic fluxes and Carrying capacity parameters

Parameters Variable Description Source
Touristic Zone Name 
and Touristic Zone Area Name

Number of 
establishments 2014 
and 2019

Number
Identify the number of tourism 
establishments in the coastal 
district/region

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Tourism establishment 
growth for 5 last year %

Track the increase/decrease of the 
Tourism establishment over time.
Formula: [(NEstablishment_nf – 
NEstablishment_ni) / 
NEstablishment_ni] * 100

Own data

Number of tourists per 
year 2014 and 2019 Number Track the increase or decrease of 

the length of visitor stay
Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Growth of tourist 
arrivals for 5 last year %

Identify the growth of tourists’ 
arrivals in touristic establishment 
[(TArrival(n+1) – TArrival(n)) / 
TArrival(n)] * 100

Own data

Number of Hotels
(2019)

Number Identify the number of hotels in 
the coastal district/region

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Number of beds Number
Identify the number of beds 
available in the tourism 
establishment in the destination

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Number of overnights 
per year (2019) Number

Track the increase or decrease of 
number of overnights registered in 
the touristic destination

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Average length of stay 
(2019) Number

Track the increase or decrease of 
percentage of overnights 
registered in the touristic 
destination

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Visitor expenditure
Dollar/

stay

It is the total consumption 
expenditure made by a visitor 
during his/her stay at destination

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Quantity of energy 
used by tourism 
establishment

kwatt
Track energy uses by tourism 
establishments

https://www.academia.
edu/37030187/Eficiencia_
energ%C3%A9tica_aplicada_a_
la_industria_hotelera

Volume of water used 
by tourism 
establishment

m3
Identify the volume of water used 
by tourism establishments

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Tourism is 
characterized by 
seasonality

Yes/No Track the increase or decrease of 
the length of visitor stay

Instituto Nacional de Estadística 
https://www.ine.es/dyngs/
INEbase/es/categoria.

Length of season Number
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IV. Conclusions

The attraction of Spain for foreign tourists seems inexhaustible. In 2019, the country 
received 83.7 million travelers, 1.08% more than a year before, which means 

achieving its seventh consecutive record, according to the INE. In the Region of Murcia, 
the results of the tourism sector recorded in 2019 reach historical highs. Costa Cálida 
enjoyed a year-on-year growth rate of 4.1% compared to the 3% registered in Spain. 
The main responsible for this increase is national tourism, which increased by 5.1% in 
this region.

The Region of Murcia was the third community, in which hotel demand grew the most 
in 2019, housing 1,368,743 travelers in its hotel accommodation, a record figure. Murcia 
becomes the Autonomous Community with the longest tourist stay.

In 2019, the first year of operation of the International Airport of Murcia, it has been 
used by 1,090,954 passengers.

The Port of Cartagena has welcomed a total of 167 cruise ships during 2019, exceeding 
the figures of the previous year. In this way, 250,058 cruise passengers disembarked in 
Cartagena, 9.1% more than in 2018. With these figures, Cartagena was placed in eighth 
place in the ranking of Spanish ports with the largest number of cruise ships.
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