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The question of the role of accessibility in the initiation and continuation of tourism development is a subject of debates in the field of history and geography of tourism. On the one hand some authors insist on the importance of concrete factors, such as infrastructure development, accessibility, price… On the other hand, others insist on the impact of immaterial factors, such as the image of the resorts, the specificity of places, local mobilisation for tourism development.

This debate can be led by a historical perspective, it is then related to an analysis of the very beginning of tourism : did infrastructure development (railways in 19th century) induce the development of tourism (Bertho-Lavenir, 1999) or were the attraction of places and the evolution of attitudes to travel the main factors (Boyer, 2000) ?

One can also discuss the current factors influencing the localisation of tourism activities: there has been a strong interest of French researchers, in recent years, for the “mise en tourisme des lieux” (Knafou, 2000). Indeed, some recent trends advocate for an increase role of accessibility : tourism operators development policy (Center Parcs, Disneyland), hotel construction around highways, local political struggle to obtain new highways in tourist areas. On the other hand, the history shows that French tourism developed first in some of the most remote parts of the country : the Riviera and the Pays Basque, the French Alps, and even event tourism goes on developing in remote areas, mainly depending on the quality of the product and the local mobilisation for tourism development.

What are the current accessibility conditions of French tourism accommodation, how did it evolve consequently to recent infrastructure development, and what was the impact on tourism development ? After recalling the definition of accessibility, its parameters and the academic debate around this concept, this paper uses very detailed national databases on accessibility – proximity to highways and proximity to emitting markets, for 36 000 French local communities- as well on tourism accommodation – accommodation capacity and its evolution in the past ten years for the same communities- to explore this question.

The results show that the French accommodation supply is not localised in the most accessible places (it is even the opposite), and that it continued to develop in the most tourist places, in spite of an evolution of accessibility conditions: tourists attracts more tourists. In spite of a proximity to Paris (and Great Britain, Belgium, the Nederland and Germany), and available natural spaces, many communities do not have any current tourism development. Infrastructure development does not seem capable to compensate the spatial desequilibrum of French tourism. Results are displayed for various categories of tourist areas (coastal, rural, alpine, urban) and accommodation (hotels, campsites, secondary homes), showing a contrasted impact of accessibility.

This leads to a discussion :

· on the nature of tourism accessibility, with distinction between short and long stays, the role of price, the existence of thresholds and different importance granted to accessibility depending on socio-economic profiles : workers and non workers, revenues, age. There is also a need to pay attention not only to the demand side, but also to the supply side : tourism operators are risk-averse and often reluctant to develop new destinations, in spite of favourable conditions, until the success of the destination is proven. They often prefer benefiting of the image of famous destinations than promoting new ones. The logic of the tourism demand is hard to understand, that’s why investors favour well established destinations, in spite of increased real estate and establishment costs.

· on the factors influencing tourism development, and their respective share. Tourism needs natural and cultural assets, financial investment, local mobilisation, infrastructure, reputation, land availability and a limited competition with other activities in the use of local resources…The role of the latter have been seldom analysed, although it seems sometimes central, as our research on French coastal tourism seems to show. Infrastructure development and urbanisation sometimes threaten the tourism assets and induce a stronger competition for land use. Meanwhile, tourism stands a lower accessibility than other activities (and main homes) which enable it to establish in places where this competition is less intense. 

