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5. Fifthly, the City of Venice has started very
timidly to promote alternative routes that
involve more peripheral attractions under
the label "Detourism". This might help to
foster a better distribution of tourist pres-
sure on the historic center. Although the
project has important limitations, not in the
least place the lack of financial support, it
could still help mitigate the negative impacts
that this pressure entails;

6. Finally, it is important to note that fiscal
policy schemes can be used to make tour-
ism development more sustainable. After
the establishment of an Area Restricted for
Traffic (ZTL) for tourist busses in 2001, the
[talian Government made it possible for
tourist cities to reintroduce a ‘classical’
tourist tax that substantially affects those
who spend the night in Venice. Together,
the ZTL and the tourist tax generate reve-
nues of over 50 million euros per year. In
2024 the City of Venice has started an
experiment with an “access fee” , original-
ly designed to make the daily tourist
contribute to the maintenance of the city
and to act as a disincentive for those who
visit Venice in an unaware and hasty fash-
ion. Seen from this perspective, the first
results are absolutely unsatisfactory. In
fact, not only has the overall expenditure
for communication and for the collection of
this contribution be higher than the amount
of taxes collected, but on the red (critical)
days in which the complex system of collec-
tion of the “access contribution” was
activated, the pressure of tourism even
increased slightly with respect to 2023. In
any case, the experiment was a partial
success since it has achieved the main
objective of Venice. Indeed, with this bluff
and the decisive help of the Japanese dele-
gation in Doha, it has convinced UNESCO
to postpone by at least one year (next
municipal elections) the inscription of
Venice in the list of World Heritage in
danger. The scheme will be repeated in
2025 in a slightly different form. More

‘red days’ and a higher tax, but the same
counterproductive exemptions. Although
the idea of asking day visitors a contribu-
tion to the collective costs they are produc-
ing is a good one, the implementation will
prove to be a fiasco also in 2025.

Bt
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It is obviously that Venice might become a best
practice for many other destinations that face
the consequences of an excess of success. Not
only has Venice be studied intensively and have
many of these studies led to a major under-
standing of the factors that cause overtourism,
some of the proposals that have been construct-
ed for Venice the last 50 years deserve atten-
tion and even some careful following. Coping
with their success, destinations should first of
all change the dominating mass tourism busi-
ness model in that based on footprints and
quality. Moreover, they should realize them-
selves that tourism development policies that
makes their citizens and the local entrepre-
neurs unhappy should be abandoned immedi-
ately and replaced with ones that are communi-
ty based (Van der Borg (ed), 2022).
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between tourist supply and demand in Venice,
together with the excessive pressure perceived
by the hosts (expressed by the earlier men-
tioned ratio between overnight stays and inhab-
itants) are the reason why the collective costs
that tourist flows generate are far higher than
their collective benefits, which are mainly
concentrated in the industry. In other words,
those who pay this bill in many cases do not
benefit from tourism at all or do so only in a
very indirect way.

Old and New Ideas for Venetian Tourism:
From an Analysis to Suggestions for Concrete
Tourism Strategies and Policies

In places that possess economies dominated by
tourism like Venice, tourism should be a funda-
mental ingredient in a strategic urban develop-
ment strategy for economic and social develop-
ment of the city. Before outlining how such a
strategy could look like, it is necessary to
consider that tourism in such a strategy does
not survives in some sort of bubble. It is very
important that the tourism interacts with many
dimensions of life, and therefore the tourist
strategy must also be strongly integrated into
the strategy as a whole. Creating a credible,
integrated, and shared vision for the lagoon city
is a necessary precondition for any tourism
policy. A vision into which the tourism policies
might be anchored is completely lacking in
Venice today.

A sound and innovative tourism development
strategy for Venice embraces two fundamental
starting points. In the first place, it should be
based on a new business model of this business
and to replace the obsolete mass tourism busi-
ness model. To do so, it should be focusing on
the quality of tourism, by looking into the "over-
all footprint" of the visitors to Venice, maximiz-
ing, if possible, the added value tourism
creates, not of tourism just generating income
and jobs, but also considering its positive
impacts on the society and the environment.
Secondly, tourism development should not be a
means on itself, but it should be a vehicle to
generate welfare and wellbeing to the locals and
the local firms that ‘own’ the tourism assets
in the first place.

On a more tactical level, there have been some
specific ideas circulating in Venice for some
time that, embedded within this new strategy,
finally deserve to be implemented:

Being Venice an island in a lagoon, a buffer
zone can be created between the mainland
and the center of the city to intercept the
day visitors of Venice before entering the
historical center. Separating the flow of
visitors in dedicated hubs or terminals from
the traffic of the commuters forms the basis
of an innovative visitor management policy.
Obviously, together with the terminals,
intelligent transport infrastructures to and
from the historic center will also have to be
implemented.

In the second place, s reservation system
would not only make all visitors, including
day-trippers, aware of the limited availabili-
ty and the sensitivity of Venice as a com-
modity, and may therefore nudge people to
plan their visit to Venice rather than impro-
vise it. It would definitely be unconstitution-
al according to European law to close all
the accesses to Venice, or discriminate
visitors on the basis of their socioeconomic
profile. A reservation, however, should not
be made mandatory, but it would make it
more difficult and much more expensive to
visit Venice without a reservation, thus
making visitors more mindful. The idea of a
reservation was tested between 2002 and
2005 with some success;

What should be avoided at all costs is to
place further explicit limits on the develop-
ment of tourist accommodation, including
B&Bs, as they are currently doing in many
overtouristic places in Europe. This was
already attempted in Venice in the 80s and
90s and, instead of stopping the gentrifica-
tion process, it simply incentivized day
tourism and had no effect whatsoever on
the yearly influx of visitors.

New ICT technologies can be used in
various ways to reorganize the chaotic flows
of all visitors to the center of the city. Secu-
rity cameras present throughout Venice,
together with the results of an analysis of
the data collected through the cells that
facilitate the use of mobile phones, credit
card data, ticketing in public transport and
attraction, and so forth, might be aggregat-
ed in a sort of control room. This control
room can suggest alternative modes of
transport, terminals and routing in real
time, and thus contribute to the anticipation
of the problem of congestion and thus solve
the problem before any crowding occurs;
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one. The “external boundary” corresponds to
the maximum tourist flow that a tourist destina-
tion can support before the impacts become
unsustainable. The “internal boundary” of
the donut represents the threshold below which
the destination is not yet benefiting socially and
economically from tourism. Sustainability
according to Raworth means decisively over-
coming the internal boundary, but at the same
time respecting the external one. Pursuing
sustainable tourism development for a destina-
tion therefore means, in Raworth words, both
using tourism to “be able to satisfy the primary
needs of people” , but without being so inten-
sive "as to go beyond planetary boundaries".
The crossing of the ecological boundary pres-
ents similarities with what is known as the tour-
ist carrying capacity or TCC (see for example
Costa and Van der Borg, 1988). The exceeding
of the TCC involves the emergence of a negative
(environmental) damage incompatible with the
sustainability of the destination. Ergo, over-
tourism is, therefore, to need not to overcome
the external boundary of the (tourism) donut.
Representing a tourist system using the meta-
phor of the donut helps to better understand
the political dilemma destinations will more
frequently need to face, that is how do you
create wealth and wellbeing for the destination
without harming it, and what the real causes of
unsustainable tourism are. Any other simplify-
ing analysis that proposes to indistinctly
criticize AIRBnB and B&Bs, low-cost airlines,
greedy tourism entrepreneurs, ‘uneducated’
visitors, and powerless local politicians, often
leads to a smokescreen that obscures the true,
fundamental causes of an unsustainable tour-
ism development process, and, hence, to the
wrong set of tourism policies.

Understanding Venice May Help Us To Under-
stand Unsustainable Tourism Development

Venice is one of the world's iconic tourism
destinations. It is still a UNESCO World Heri-
tage Site. Photographs of the city can be found
in the promotional materials of virtually all
major tour operators (Van der Borg, 1994). In
addition, the city provides the backdrop for
numerous films while Venice serves as a sound-
ing board for any event or demonstration. Some
of its most prominent buildings have been
rebuilt in full scale to add flavor to the casinos,
exhibition areas and parks all over the world.
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The uniqueness of Venice, the incredibly strong
brand it has, and its constant media exposure
have turned it into an attraction that is success-
ful like no other.

Not surprisingly, Venice is vested yearly by
approximately 30 million people. Of these
visitors, approximately 4.5 million have arrived
in 2023 in official accommodation establish-
ments, spending slightly more that 2 nights on
average, generating thus almost 10 million
overnight stays. Although the official data have
not yet been published, the year 2024 promises
to surpass the 2019 record year.

A first indication of the impact of tourism on
local society is obtained by calculating the
number of overnight stays per inhabitant of the
historic center, an intensity indicator often
used to evaluate the tourist pressure on desti-
nations, and comparing this indicator for
various destinations of city travel. Hodes
(2015) argued that Amsterdam is one of the
most intensively visited cities in Europe, with
13.0 overnight stays per inhabitant. Lisbon
follows closely behind with 12.6 overnight stays
per inhabitant, while Prague (10.3), Zurich
(9.7), Stockholm (7.5) and Athens (6.4) follow
at a distance. The same indicator for the histor-
ic center of Venice and updated to 2023
amounts to 173.2 overnight stays per inhabi-
tant, confirming the fact that Venice is the
example that other urban destinations should
never follow.

Secondly, an updated version the linear
programming model of the TCC of Venice (see
Costa and Van der Borg, 1988 and Bertocchi et
al, 2020) clearly showed that the yearly number
of visitors abundantly exceeded that indicator.
Indeed, in 2018 the TCC of Venice had risen
from 11 million visitors in 1988 to 17 million
visitors per year, equally distributed in tourists
and day visitors. This calculation was obtained
by taking into account investments made in
local public transport, improvements in the
solid waste management system, and, in partic-
ular, the expansion of beds in accommodation
facilities, including B&Bs. With respect to the
TCC of 17 million visitors, in fact not only are
the 30 million people per year that come to the
Italian city of art (almost twice the TCC), but
also the composition of the flow of visitors (in
reality 20% tourists with 80% day trippers) and
very far from a desirable one (optimally 50 %
tourists with 50% day trippers).

The quantitative and qualitative imbalance
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Destinations Coping With Success

—A Venetian Lesson

Jan van der Borg
KU Leuven / Venice Ca’ Foscari University

The Persistent and Intrinsic Unsustainability
of Tourism

It was only after the Second World War that
tourism as an economic and social activity
rapidly transformed. In many places, especially
in industrialized countries, average per capita
income, the number of days of paid vacation,
not to mention the ownership of a private car,
among other things, increased dramatically and
tourism has finally transformed from an activity
reserved for a limited number of wealthy people
into a mass phenomenon. With this frightening
growth of mass tourism, a corresponding busi-
ness model has emerged, based on the mere
replication of successful formulas, articulated
through the search for economies of scale and
a competitiveness almost based purely on
prices.

The first criticisms of this model appeared
decades ago (see for example Krippendorf,
1986), especially with respect to the effects of
tourism on delicate places such as seaside and
mountain areas. In the 90s several authors
have argued that other types of destinations,
including heritage cities, started to suffer
significantly from excessive tourist pressure, as
they had embraced the same mass tourism busi-
ness model. Today, successful destinations
such as Venice, Barcelona or Kyoto are afflicted
by excessive and unsustainable tourist pres-
ence, which has been fashionably labeled
“overtourism” (UNWTO, 2019).
Unsustainability is, unfortunately, a direct
consequence of the very nature of the tourism
product. Since many tourist assets of a destina-
tion (such as attractions, public spaces, infra-
structures and public services) are uniquely
linked to a specific geographical context, and
thus are not reproducible, turn out to be
extremely scarce public commodities. Trying to
determine their optimal allocation exclusively by
market forces can never lead to optimal alloca-
tion of such capital and the unsustainable use
of it becomes almost a certainty.

Indeed, this mix of being extremely scarce and

being based on commons, raises the risk that
destinations become victims of what Garrett
Hardin famously called the tragedy of the com-
mons. In his groundbreaking article in Science,
Hardin (1968) describes how the use of a com-
mons works in a marginalist economy. Hardin
asks us to imagine animals grazing on publicly
owned land for which rules of use are absent.
Individuals aiming to increase their wealth are
driven to expand their herd. However, each
animal added to the total contributes inevitably
to degrade the commons in a gradual but signif-
icant way. ‘Therein is the tragedy. Each man
is locked into a system that compels him to
increase his herd without limit — in a world that
is limited. Ruin is the destination toward which
all men rush, each pursuing his own best inter-
est in a society that believes in the freedom of
the commons’ . I believe overtourism is but one
of the many manifestations of the Hardin’ s
tragedy of the commons.

Overtourism is, of course, not the only form of
suboptimal allocation of tourism. Tourism
underutilization, or in other words undertour-
ism, which reflects the opposite direction in
which tourism market inefficiency could move, is
also socially and economically undesirable,
especially in places where tourism represents a
key asset for economic revitalization and where
other alternative development trajectories have
not been explored or are difficult to implement.
Indeed, the misallocation of tourism resources
because markets are imperfect and policies are
absent, both in the form of overtourism and
undertourism, finds a possible interpretation
also following the innovative vision of a sustain-
able pace of economic development that was
designed by Raworth (2017). She conceptualiz-
es the state of the global economy comparing it
to a donut. Her theory can easily be declined
into a vision of the development of a destination
that combines both forms of unsustainable tour-
ism development together with that of optimality
in sustainability terms. The donut destination
has, very much like the global economy, two
boundaries: an external one and an internal
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