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Task 3.1. 

EXPLORATION OF ´TEST CASES´: 

contexts and trends of social exclusion, 

forms of coping and innovative solutions 

Preface 

Work package 3 (WP3) of the SmartDest Project aims at analysing mobility-related processes 

of exclusion in the eight case studies and local strategies to tackle them. Moreover, the 

ecosystems of the destinations are investigated using a multi-method research approach. 

T3.1., a sub-task of WP3, is an exploration of the first four test cases (Amsterdam, Barcelona, 

Jerulasalem and Venice). The analysis extended over a six-month period, started in project 

month 4 (April 2020) and ended month 10 (October 2020). The centre of attention are the 

local contexts and trends of social exclusion, the different forms of coping and the innovative 

solutions that are developed in those cities. The initial and broad place-diagnostic revolving 

around those elements takes the form of a research report, which provides a good 

understanding of the cases and informs the next tasks of WP3. Deliverable 3.1 (D3.1.) here 

presented is a collection of those four case study reports. Generally, the research in T3.1. aims 

to cover the developments in a 20-year timespan (2000-2020). 

T3.1. builds on a guideline produced by the task leader (UNIVIE) and scrutinised by all involved 

partners. It set the structure and direction of the investigation and tried to balance 

standardization and free case exploration. In addition, the guideline provided a structure for the 

case reports and introduced “timelines” as methods to visualise events over time. The partners 

were asked to develop timelines that depict the most relevant and tourism-related events in 

their cities. Identifying those key events helps to spot and understand critical junctures in the 

history. For example, public opinion on tourism in Barcelona tipped over in 2015 following the 

election of a radical left candidate who openly tackled the problem of overtourism. 

The resulting reports of T3.1 consist of a general, contextual section covering the political, 

economic and social situation in the case cities; and an issue-focused section that analyses 

tourism-related problems, involved stakeholders and mechanisms of coping. Moreover, the 

partners indicated future methodological strategies that they want to pursue in the empirical 

research of WP3. At the end of the report, there is a short recap of the current tourism status 

under the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Over the duration of T3.1., three online meetings with all involved partners were held and many 

more in smaller groups. Furthermore, there was an intense monitoring and feedback exchange 

activity ensuring a high-quality output. While broadly following the predetermined structures, 

the case reports are heterogeneous in order to accommodate the significant differences across 

the test-cases.  
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 The contextual dimensions and the main trends 

Amsterdam is the capital of The Netherlands, a relatively small country with 17.2 million 

inhabitants and part of the European Union (CBS, 2018). It has 872,380 inhabitants (Jan 1, 2020, 

source OIS) and is part of the Metropolitan Area Amsterdam (MRA) with 31 other 

municipalities, where 2,400,000 people live. It is a city of trade & tolerance, known worldwide 

for its historical beauty, liberal lifestyle and tolerant, open atmosphere. When it concerns trade, 

the 17th century deserves special attention, since it established the foundation of some of 

Amsterdam’s main tourist attractions. This so-called Golden Century stands for the glorious era 

of the Dutch Republic and in particular for Amsterdam (Gemeente Amsterdam 2018a; Holland 

2018). It was prosperous due to its dominant position in trade of spices, but also as a result of 

aggressive colonization. The historic inner-city area with canals and churches from that era are 

under UNESCO’s protection and is one of the main tourist attractions. In the 18th century, 

prosperity declined and since then the city has known several periods of economical highs and 

lows. This century, the Global Financial Crisis in 2008 was followed by souring economic growth 

in 2014/2015. When it concerns the open character of the city, it absorbed many foreigners and 

refugees throughout the centuries, resulting in a melting pot of cultures, religions and opinions. 

Last decades the tolerant atmosphere manifested also in Amsterdam’s reputation as the 

backpacker/hippie place to be; ‘gay capital of the world’; and for the Red Light District; or the 

many coffeeshops (in the Netherlands a coffeeshop is a place where you can legally buy and use 

cannabis). Yet since 2014 the reputation as a ‘city for all’ started to fade. The once open city is 

changing on several fronts on which we will elaborate more in this case study.  

First, the growing numbers of visitors started to become a nuisance to locals, above all in the 

centre of Amsterdam, albeit it depends on where the locals live (Gerritsma & Vork 2017). 

Whereas tourist annoyances were hardly named in a survey in 2002 (OIS 2002); ‘overcrowding’ 

and ‘tourist related annoyances’ topped the list of unattractive aspects of Amsterdam in 2012 

(Westenberg 2015), even before the media started naming it the ‘tourist tsunami’ (Volkskrant 

2017). However, overcrowding in Amsterdam is not only caused by tourists and locals are aware 

of it (Westenberg 2015) as the city receives more (temporary) inhabitants, commuters and 

Dutch day visitors. Urban lifestyles of city users have changed in the last decades and have 

exacerbated the pressure on public spaces and parks, leading to overcrowding of (semi) public 

spaces, increased littering and noise. We employ the term overcrowding rather than overtourism, 

better reflecting the root cause of the Amsterdam context. We define overcrowding here as a 

process and result of an intensified use of (semi) public spaces, which is perceived as a disruptive 

force by multiple stakeholders (Gerritsma 2019).  

Second, the tolerance among locals towards drugs and sex-industry is fading, as crime became 

harder and policies to mitigate the problems led to a waterbed effect. An alarming report (Tops 

& Tromp 2019) laid bare what the impact is of decades of laissez-faire policies, as Amsterdam 

became the drug capital of Europe and extensive social problems exist, pleading among others 

to stop selling drugs to tourists. The wish for ‘quality tourists’ is being increasingly sought-after. 
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When COVID-19 hit the world, Amsterdam turned quiet. Amsterdam made it to the headlines 

of international news sites as locals and local government pleaded to deal with overcrowding. 

We will argue that COVID should be seen as a catalyst of change, as all these plans and initiatives 

already existed. Below we present a pre-COVID timeline of Amsterdam case study.  

Figure 1: The timeline of Amsterdam before COVID. 

On top are the overnight stays and the relative growth. P2P hospitality is put in when we have reliable data. The colours used 

in the local government are: Red: PvdA (left wing) / Dark-red SP (far left wing) / Blue: VVD (liberal right wing) / Green: Groen 

links (green, left wing) / Light Green D66 (socio-liberal) / Yellow CDA (Christian party). In the regime change ‘City in Balance’ 

is highlighted (red) as it marks a decisive change of policies. 
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1.1 Political situation 

In the Netherlands, the political landscape is diverse with over 20 political parties due to the 

proportional representation of the electorate, requiring to form coalitions and shaping a 

tradition of consensus decision-making. In Amsterdam the political landscape was dominated for 

decades by the main left-wing party (PvdA) regardless of the national trends whereby left-wing 

and central parties lost their dominance in favour for right wing and, more recently, populist 

parties, delivering mayors and shaping municipal council coalitions. In 2014, for the first time 

since WW2, the PvdA was not part of the coalition after a huge defeat and a (neo-)liberal council 

was installed. In 2018 Groenlinks (green/left-wing party) received most of the votes in 

Amsterdam and formed a coalition with several progressive parties. They developed a shared 

program, named A new spring and a new voice aiming at a fair, connected, sustainable, free and 

democratic city. Interestingly, tourism is not mentioned until page 51, emphasizing that ‘a new 

balance is sought for, where interests of residents are central and tourists are welcome’. Also 

the well-known green politician, Ms. Halsema, was installed in 2018, when the popular previous 

mayor died. Although also in the Netherlands populism grows rapidly, in the latest elections 

(2019, provincial elections), populist parties received much less votes in Amsterdam than in 

most other areas of the Netherlands, in favour for Groenlinks (Trouw 2019). Although this 

could be observed in few more cities as Groningen and Utrecht (previous left-wing strong 

holds), in most other cities, including large cities as Rotterdam and The Hague, a sharp turn to 

populism was observed.  

Since the beginning of this century, the councils strived for a balance of living, working and 

recreation, also for the city centre (Gemeente Amsterdam 2002). Tourism was welcomed and 

developed, not only for its economic benefits, but also because it fuels the cultural sector. 

Additionally, it was considered to be an antidote to organized crime in the city centre, actively 

helping touristic functions. However, already in 2008 the first counter-voices could be heard, as 

a district council requested regulations for party-tourism (Spits 2008). Nevertheless, the 

economic benefits outweighed the negative aspects of tourism that gradually became more 

visible.  

Yet counter-voices and studies on the perception of bustle and crowds (e.g., OIS 2013; 

Rekenkamer Amsterdam 2016; Westenberg 2015) paved the way for an important regime 

change in relation to tourism. The Stad in Balans / City in Balance task force and program strives 

for a better balance, as will be discussed more in depth in issue 2. Despite the program, the 

public debate turned sour in 2016 and 2017 as a result of the explosive growth of visitor 

numbers and nuisances, and politicians found themselves discussing symbolic issues as ‘bans on 

noisy trolley bags’. Since 2018 a new council was installed, the character of regulations changed 

in an attempt to mitigate and delimit the excesses of overcrowding and tourist mobilities. 

Tourist tax was raised to 7%, a legal fight with Airbnb started and also the complex debate on 

coffeeshops changed (see 2.1.3). In the COVID period, mayor Halsema drew international 

attention as she has highlighted the ‘urgency to think about the city centre of the future’, in a 

letter to the council (Parool 2020a, CNN 2020). Among others, she considers that the economy 

may have become too reliant on tourism, bars and restaurants.  
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67% leisure – 33% business travel 

17% domestic visitors - 83% foreign visitors 

1.2 Economic situation 

Amsterdam has a long tradition of international trade and is one of Europe’s financial centres. 

However, today Amsterdam better can be described as an economical jack-of-trades, as trade 

is complemented with banking, business and ICT services, creative industry, tourism, a large port 

and a main international airport. Many international companies have their (European) HQ in 

Amsterdam, including Philips, Tesla, Uber and Booking.com. Compared to other public 

destinations, Amsterdam’s economy is not built on tourism, even though the economic benefits 

are large. It is estimated that around 70,000 jobs are involved (OIS dashboard, accessed August 

2020), and tourism revenues are estimated at 6,3 billion Euros (SEO 2017). The impact of 

COVID on economy is huge, possibly even larger than for the rest of the Netherlands, as 

Amsterdam has many self-employed professionals, also in the tourist industry.  

1.3 Tourism situation 

Key numbers 

Before the turn of the century the number of tourists was just below 4 million visitors a year 

having around 7,5 million overnight stays. When in 2002/2003 the stream of tourists dipped, a 

city branding campaign was launched (I Amsterdam). Despite halting marketing activities, the 

increase continued and in 2019 Amsterdam received 9,2 million guests/18,4 million 

overnight stays. There were almost 29,000 Airbnb listings in 2018, with an estimated 0,8 million 

additional visitors/2,7 million stays In Amsterdam (Gemeente Amsterdam 2019a). Based on 

these numbers, we estimate that Amsterdam had well over 10 million visitors in 2019, staying 

over 21 million nights, over 2,5 times the numbers of 2000. The year 2013 is often referred to 

as the jubilant year. This year was marked by important events like the celebration of 400 years 

canals and the reopening of the famous Rijksmuseum. At the same time, 2013 marks the end of 

a period geared on attracting visitors. In 2014, the total number of hotel stays amounted to 12,5 

million (OIS dashboard).  

Around 83% of the visitors is foreign (77% in MRA) and most of them come from the UK, US 

and Germany. One third of the visitors travel to Amsterdam for business purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 2: Visitors: country of origin and travel motivation 

https://data.amsterdam.nl/specials/dashboard/trends-in-toerisme-in-amsterdam/bc3fa989-7e87-43e4-9382-d9057adb97e3/
https://data.amsterdam.nl/specials/dashboard/trends-in-toerisme-in-amsterdam/bc3fa989-7e87-43e4-9382-d9057adb97e3/
https://data.amsterdam.nl/specials/dashboard/trends-in-toerisme-in-amsterdam/bc3fa989-7e87-43e4-9382-d9057adb97e3/
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Motivations of tourists 

The average age of the Amsterdam visitor is around 38 years (Amsterdam Marketing 2015), 

although a large group is between 21 and 30 year old: 32%. The motivation to visit Amsterdam 

revolves around museums, attractions, festivals (37%) and going out (31%) (Amsterdam & 

partners 2015). In a recent study among international visitors in the Red Light District it became 

clear that for 22% (UK visitors even 32%) the main reason to visit Amsterdam are the 

coffeeshops (Gemeente Amsterdam 2019a). These numbers underscore a conclusion drawn in 

a qualitative research on tourists (Westenberg 2015), whereby a distinction was made between 

two groups of tourists: the ‘cultural tourist’ who enjoys museums, the canals and dining; and 

‘theme park tourists’ who see Amsterdam as a place to have fun, go out, drink and use drugs, 

and unfortunately also cause many kinds of annoyances. “Crowds are part of the city, but things 

change when it comes to aggression, indecency and disrespect…the behaviour of a certain kind of 

tourist. Amsterdam is sometimes used as an amusement park, with the associated behaviour.” 

(Resident, ct. in Westenberg 2015 p.21) 

Festivals 

Another reason to visit Amsterdam is festivals. To give an indication, in 2015 there were around 

2.000 events, of which 170 with over 2,000 visitors and 58 with over 5,000 visitors (Rekenkamer 

Amsterdam 2016, p.21). Annual events that attract huge crowds include Amsterdam Dance 

Event (> 400,000 visitors in 2019), Amsterdam pride (> 685,000 visitors in 2017), or Amsterdam 

Light Festival (> 900,000 visitors in 2019). The biggest event is the quinquennial SAIL Amsterdam, 

attracting up to 500,000 visitors a day, adding spikes to the already impressive year round 

number of visitors. The number of complaints is on the rise, above all for music festivals, despite 

a reduction in the number of festivals and additional measurements taken. It seems that due to 

overcrowding the tolerance for the -inevitable- noise is waning (Parool 2019a). 

Hotels & Airbnb 

Tourists are staying most of all in the city centre. Most hotels are in the city centre (fig. 3), yet 

in the outer areas of the MRA hotels proliferate, following the Amsterdam hotel policy 2007-

2010 (Gemeente Amsterdam 2007) to spread hotels from the city to the MRA region. The later 

‘hotel stop/no, unless’ rules to ban new hotels in the city as of January 2017 could not prevent 

the opening of dozens of new hotels that were already planned with a total of 7,700 beds 

(Volkskrant 2020a), while the growth in the MRA region was even bigger with over 40% more 

beds in just 4 years’ time, suggesting a waterbed effect as result of the legislation. 

  



15 

SMARTDEST – D3.1 Collection of 4 case study reports 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Left: hotel locations in the MRA. Right: the growth of  beds in different areas. The last demonstrates a waterbed 

effect as the number of beds is growing fast 

Airbnb listings can be found all over Amsterdam, around 20,000 in Amsterdam and 29,000 for 

MRA. According to Insideairbnb (accessed Aug 5 2020) the average length of stay is 3,9 nights. 

Airbnb will be described more in depth in §3.13. 

Cruises 

In 2000 the Passenger Terminal Amsterdam was put to use, enabling both sea- and rivercruise 

passengers to disembark in the centre. In 2019, 800,000 cruise passengers visited Amsterdam, 

some of them staying several nights. Most them are elderly (Westenberg 2015; Volkskrant 

2020b). Local entrepreneurs complained that cruise passengers ‘are dropped in large numbers, 

but hardly spent money’ (Westenberg 2015, p.22).  

Tourism pressure in relation to liveability 

In 2019, research was conducted into the touristic carrying capacity of the city’s 99 

neighbourhoods with the goal to have a biennial monitor. This touristic carrying capacity is 

defined as ‘the pressure as a result of tourism that a neighbourhood can bear without (significantly) 

compromising the liveability for its residents’ (Gemeente Amsterdam 2020). After questioning 

experts and reviewing over 100 possible quantitative indicators, they settled on two key 

parameters compiled on the base of 13 indicators: tourist pressure and visitor-related liveability. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: The touristic carrying 

capacity as presented in 

Gemeente Amsterdam report 

(2020a). By means of two key 

parameters that were based on 

13 indicators, namely Quality of 

life (vertical) and Touristic 

pressure (horizontal) they rated 

the 99 neighborhoods of 

Amsterdam. It resulted in the 

map as presented in fig. 5 

below.  
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They mapped all neighbourhoods in a matrix, whereby horizontally the touristic pressure is 

mapped (low-high) and vertically the quality of life (unfavourable, favourable). This results in four 

categories, of which two are of particular interest for this research:  

• the neighbourhoods that combine high pressure and low liveability, basically collapsing 

under the touristic load. These are neighbourhoods in inner city Burgwallen Nieuwe Zijde, 

Burgwallen Oude Zijde and Grachtengordel Zuid. 

• the neighbourhoods that despite the high pressure maintain a sufficient or even good 

liveability, such as the area around the Vondelpark. 

The research underscores what previous studies also suggested: the touristic pressure is highest 

in the historic heart of the inner city where the canals are and residents no longer feel 

comfortable, above all in areas like the Red Light District. Discussions in the media on the 

negative impact of tourism revolve around those areas.  

Tourism management 

Tourism flourished in Amsterdam in the last two decades and introduced the problem of 

overcrowding. After successfully campaigning to attract visitors and foreign investors up to 2013, 

record numbers were achieved. Yet, growth did not stop when the policy changed as a result 

of the abundance of cheap flights and the unprecedented dynamics created by peer-to-peer 

platforms like AirBnB and Booking.com. It created and led to new complex dilemmas on the 

relationship between Amsterdam as an open city and issues like the quality of life for and use of 

place by all city users. The tone of voice of the public debate turned sour and since 2016 

Amsterdam is urgently searching for ways to better manage its immense popularity, embodied 

by the City in Balance Program, whose starting document was written in 2015. Since 2018, a 

green/left wing council and the mayor come up with and enact a range of regulations with the 

aim to create a more liveable city. The Covid-19 crisis, as discussed later, seems to serve as a 

catalyst for change. These regime changes are discussed in depth in chapter 3. 

 

 

Figure 5: The map of the 

Touristic carrying capacity of 

neighbourhoods in Amsterdam. 

The blue areas are the areas 

where high tourism pressure is 

perceived by the residents. Dark 

blue areas indicate that resident 

perceive an unfavourable quality 

of life, whereas the lightest blue 

areas indicate a good quality of 

life, regardless of the high 

touristic pressure. Green areas 

have low touristic pressure and 

a good quality of life. Grey areas 

have poor quality if live, but this 

is not related to touristic 

pressure. 
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1.4 Social situation 

Until Covid-19, Amsterdam, currently less than 900,000 residents, grew during the last decade 

with more or less 1,000 newcomers every month and heading towards 1 million residents within 

the next couple of decades. Next to a high birth rate, newcomers belong to an increasing group 

of foreigners, not only from countries such as Suriname, Morocco and Turkey, but also refugees 

and expats from other European countries, the US and India for instance. As shown in Figure 6 

below, in 2019 Amsterdam had even more migration (light blue) from outside the country than 

inside. 

 

Figure 6: Migration numbers (OIS, 2020) 

Amsterdam has an increasing super-diverse population. 

 

Figure 7: Diversity in Amsterdam versus The Netherlands (OIS, 2020a) 

Although more than 50% of the residents of Amsterdam have a migration background (darker 

blue), this is not equally spread out across the city:  

 

Figure 8: Background of residents of Amsterdam (OIS, 2020a) 
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Beside these socio-spatial segregation tendencies with concentrations in the Far-West, South-

East and North, there is also a tendency of an increasing gap between incomes, whereas the 

middle incomes decrease and the highest and lowest (40%) are increasing. The booming 

economy resulted in a dramatic increase of housing prices, which led to the current housing 

affordability crisis (Gemeente Amsterdam 2018c). Above all young, Dutch families moved out 

and foreign immigrants moved in, mostly expats. Possibly, this strengthens the trend that the 

income inequality is growing more than in other parts of the Netherlands, as middle incomes 

are diminishing (OIS Amsterdam 2020b). See figure 9. 

 

 
Figure 9: Places where residents of Amsterdam move to and the increase of income (darker blue) per area of Amsterdam 

(OIS, 2020a) 

1.5 The main issues: Place transformation, Regime changes and Reinventing 

tourism 

Clearly, all issues that are related to topics such as mobility, gentrification, tourism, policy and 

community responses, are strongly interlinked. We therefore took three dimensions to get a 

deeper insight of the impact and challenges tourism (in a broad sense) has on Amsterdam. They 

are: place transformation, regime changes and reinventing tourism by community initiatives that 

want to attribute towards a future proof city to all. We have added community initiatives that 

deal with the issues on place transformation and regime changes too, realizing that they are not 

that strictly separated from each other in reality. 

The first key issue we instil from the Amsterdam case study is place transformation and 

spatial segregation. These processes can be observed and put stress on the sense of 

belonging of locals. Due to quick changes such as the rapid growth of tourists and mobile 

dwellers, it crushed the precious balance of living, working and recreation, strengthened by tech-

giants, festival organizations and entrepreneurs who turned it – according to many residents – 

into ‘Themepark Amsterdam’ (Parool 2016, Westerberg 2015), imposing a monoculture and 

sometimes excluding locals. On the other hand, locals themselves are more intensively using 

public space for their own leisure time and causing nuisance and overcrowding too. Social 

segregation and gentrification as a result of housing exclusion have been manifesting themselves 

already for a long time, changing the composition of the city’s population.  
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The second key issue concerns the significant policy regime changes that took (and take) 

place. They impact tourist mobilities and result in social in- and exclusion mechanisms, 

sometimes rather dramatically. Interestingly, those changes can hardly be explained by varying 

political compositions of the city council. The changes, impacting both the formal studies that 

are done and the policies that are enacted, seem to be informed and guided most of all by 

dominant discourses. Through additional research, we want to understand (1) what the 

dominant discourses are, what shapes them, whose voices are heard (and who’s not) and how 

these discourses impact policies and legislation. Would it be possible to shape those discourses 

and thus, the regime? And (2) what the impact is of those regime changes, also on the discourse 

itself.  

The third key issue are the community initiatives that strive for a sustainable and inclusive 

city by reinventing tourism practices. These initiatives can also be considered as examples 

that make use of the platform economy and as a political representation of groups, in 

a specific way. Rather than just looking what the problems are, these initiatives are actively and 

constructively co-shaping or even co-designing alternative pathways to deal with the changing 

face of Amsterdam. New ways of city making have emerged. And they have proven to be 

effective in managing the new urban dynamics. This approach is referred to as the ‘Amsterdam 

Approach’. It was coined this way in 2016 and helped Amsterdam to win European Capital of 

Innovation (Wemakethe.city 2018). It is a holistic and multi-stakeholder (including policy 

makers) approach in which the Dutch tradition of consensus decision-making manifests 

(Hendriks 2017). These community initiatives seem to become even more apparent since Covid-

19.  

For all key issues we plan to dedicate attention to the tourism work force. In the Netherlands, 

many of these workers are self-employed, which makes them vulnerable in times of a crises like 

Covid. As they are not organized, their voice is weak in the discourse. Also, it is unclear who 

represents them. In the quantitative studies done on tourism in Amsterdam, definitions are 

ambiguous and picture unclear, obscuring possible mechanisms of exploitation or exclusion.  

We will substantiate the key issues with a base line study in which mobility data and insights of 

the tourism sector will be provided. Whilst deepening these issues, we will address research 

questions as: who is (not) included, who profits the most/least, what socio-spatial segregation 

patterns do we see, what practices seem to increase the agency of different types of 

stakeholders, etc. To put it in other words, we will apply inclusive urban design principles as a 

lens in order to unravel structural inequalities. 
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 Place transformation and spatial segregation 

The Dutch capital is considered one of the most super-diverse cities in the world, with a free 

and tolerant culture that welcomes visitors. Yet its absorptive culture also coincides with a 

laissez faire government and population, in which opportunistic entrepreneurs, both legal (ice 

cream shops, hotels, tours&tickets) and illegal (coffeeshops, illegal Airbnb rental) hardly were 

obstructed to develop activities that gradually, but inevitably, transformed the fabric of 

neighbourhoods, fuelling social spatial segregation and exclusion mechanisms. 

2.1 A chronology 

Becoming known as open and tolerant city and the struggle of maintaining this  

Since the beginning of its existence, Amsterdam has been receiving visitors from many different 

countries, not only for trading reasons, but also for its renowned (relative) tolerance towards 

others and their beliefs (Gemeente Amsterdam 2019b). This so-called fine art of Dutch 

pragmatic tolerance (Brants 1998) is deeply rooted in the way of dealing with complicated 

situations. For example, on how medieval Amsterdam would deal with prostitution and other 

vices: they were considered to be social necessities and part of city life. The Dutch are also 

known for acting as a merchant (economic benefits) and a clergyman (morality and welfare) at 

the same time. It is a metaphor that finds its origins back to the 16th century and refers to the 

same pragmatic attitude (Dam, van & Dis, van 2014).  

Many centuries later, during the 1960s and 1970s, Amsterdam was a place where many different 

groups were fighting for their rights and freedom to engage in liberal lifestyles and embraced 

this widespread counter cultures. This was not only true for women and youngsters, but also 

marked the beginning of the gay rights movement, which led to the beginning of gay tourism, 

turning Amsterdam into one of the gay capitals of Europe in the nineties. As other ‘gay cities’ 

emerged, Amsterdam could no longer rest on its laurels as the prime gay destination (Hodes et 

al. 2005). Indeed, Amsterdam still attracts several lgbt tourists and among them there is a loyal 

group of (mainly older, male) gay tourists. The annual Canal Parade, formerly known as Gay 

Pride and rebranded into Amsterdam Pride since it is held at the peak of the summer season and 

can count on hundreds of thousands of spectators, mainly from The Netherlands (Decisio 2017; 

Gerritsma 2019).  

Amsterdam is still world-famous for its liberal thoughts and practices concerning drugs and 

prostitution. The first ‘coffeeshop’ was opened in 1975 and at its top there were more than 400 

in Amsterdam. The Red Light District is a case in point and has been extensively described in 

several studies (Dahles 1998; Hubard and Whowell 2008; Chapuis 2016). Tourist 

representations of the city of Amsterdam were capitalizing on the city's glorious past, the 

reputation of tolerance and liberalism, the red-light district and the lgbt-scene (Dahles 1998). 

Brants (1998) shows how the vaunted Dutch pragmatic tolerance is connected to a culture of 

compromise, that inevitably leads to contradictions in policy and therefore to new problems for 

which new compromises and practices must be sought. 
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2000 – 2020 Amsterdam is expanding: getting overcrowded and expensive 

The immense rise of the popularity of Amsterdam as a city to dwell, as a local resident or an 

expat, as a tourist or a lifestyle traveller comes to a climax during the last two decades. 

Amsterdam became an object for (foreign) investors in real estate and other entrepreneurial 

activities. The following data reflect these fast place transformations. Transformations of 

(overcrowded) places that can be detected in aspects of (smart) use of space, increased ground 

prizes, image of the city, prosperity/poverty and overall: an expanding tourism sector. As shown 

in 1.3.4. the number of hotels and peer-to-peer accommodations have increased and can mainly 

be found in or near the city centre. 

The steep rise of visitors offered many opportunities for entrepreneurs to develop tours, shops 

and quick-bite restaurants. Project 1012, a programme from the municipality, that strived to 

upgrade the city centre economically and break its criminal infrastructure, enhanced this trend 

unwittingly. To develop alternative functions for the inner city, the municipality co-financed 

tourist entrepreneurs to settle in prior drugs-related buildings, at top locations (Investico 2017). 

Coffeeshops were replaced by ticket selling offices and tour operators. 

In 2009, Amsterdam introduced licenses for selling ice-cream, but when the liberal party made 

it a prime example of ‘unwanted governmental meddling’, the policy was revoked. Without the 

need for licenses, in few years the number of ice-cream shops (Volkskrant 2019) and Nutella 

cafés exploded replacing grocery shops and international clothing brands at prime locations. 

Shop-hiring prices skyrocketed and more than once the business models of these shops are 

questioned. It is suggested, but never proved (Tops & Tromp 2019), that these shops serve 

organized crime. The government can only run a check on laundering criminal money when a 

shop is licensed. 

 

Figure 10: The number of shops that cater tourism in 2008 (left) and 2015 (right). Source: Gemeente Amsterdam 2017a 

The changing place composition made inhabitants want to leave the area and remaining grocery 

shops more and more started to cater for tourists (Westenberg 2015, Gemeente Amsterdam 

2017a). In 2017 a new law, developed ‘in deep secrecy’, prohibited new Nutella-, ice cream-, 

souvenir- ticket and tours -, smart and bike rental shops in the centre, aiming to ‘stop 

https://www.platform-investico.nl/artikel/de-echte-kosten-van-pretpark-amsterdam-2/
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monoculture’ - as the responsible Alderman commented (Parool 2017). The secrecy was needed 

to prevent entrepreneurs to get a position before the law was passed.  

Nutella cafés, souvenir shops and ice cream parlours have little to do with authentic Amsterdam, 

obviously making it a theme park. However, the coffeeshops and the Red Light District are 

considered by many to be an ingredient of Amsterdam. Regardless, locals and entrepreneurs 

complain about what they name ‘exploitation of public space’ as visitors are ‘dumped for 20 

minutes to gaze at the windows’ (Westenberg 2015), reducing sex-workers and locals to 

‘monkeys in the zoo’. 

The other key mechanism transforming parts of Amsterdam is Airbnb. The first Airbnb listing 

in Amsterdam was in 2008, and today there are almost 20,000 listing in Amsterdam itself, and 

29,000 in the MRA. The rapid growth of Airbnb made locals and the government aware of its 

Janus-faced qualities: the ‘sharing’ enables locals to earn something from the visitors and visitors 

to get acquainted with locals. However, it also enabled professionals to make huge profits on 

short stay rental of houses and apartments, taking these out of an already overheated housing 

market (in 2019 there is 5,4% shortage of housing in MRA). It has been stated that 1 out of 9 

houses in the centre of Amsterdam is listed on Airbnb (Volkskrant 2020c). Apart from the stress 

the rental imposes on the housing market, also locals complain of littering and noise and a lacking 

sense of belonging (Gerritsma & Vork 2017, Westerberg 2015). 

2.2 Gentrification in Amsterdam 

 Amsterdam has a large social housing stock, extensive tenant protection and rent regulation; 

yet direct displacement is limited. Residents of social houses tend to stay in their homes over a 

long period of time - even when their personal situation has changed over the years, such as an 

increased income or not having to share the house with partner and kids anymore. While 

insiders enjoy security of tenure and are able to retain relatively low housing costs, outsiders 

face decreasing options and rising rent burdens (Kadi & Musterd 2015).  

The housing offer in Amsterdam consists out of 29.2% rental houses that are privately owned, 

40.9% rental houses via housing associations and 30% are owner-occupied homes (Gebied in 

beeld 2020). During the last few decades, homeownership has been promoted by the 

government and enabled therefore many people to buy a house, including those on a lower 

income. Strong state support, financial subsidies and growing mortgage credits, contributed 

sharply to house prices. As shown in figure 11, the highest housing prices are in the centre (see 

areas in dark red (> 7901 euro/m2). 
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Figure 5: Housing selling price per square meter, dark red is almost 8000 euro (OIS, 2020). 

 

Hochstenbach & Musterd (2017): “state-led gentrification that commonly includes a range of 

policies that focus on, among other things, policing, public space and commercial property 

(Atkinson 2003; Uitermark et al 2007; Zukin et al. 2009), housing policies are a core component 

because they influence the population composition in the most direct way”. Similar findings on 

Amsterdam are shown by Boterman & van Gent (2014) in their study and modelling on local 

housing policies and its social effects. They conclude that new owners are generally of a higher 

status than former tenants, which underlines the effect of exclusionary displacement through 

the housing market.  

 

Like many other post-industrial cities across Europe, Amsterdam is marked by growing social- 

spatial inequalities, housing liberalization and gentrification, which limit the housing options for 

low-income households. As shown in a study on Amsterdam 2004-2013 (Hochstenbach & 

Musterd 2017), there is a trend of suburbanization of poverty towards the urban peripheries 

and surrounding regions: “nevertheless, a growing number of working poor households remain 

highly urbanized, employing several coping strategies to acquire housing.” In an attempt to 

diminish the number of investors who buy houses to let, the city government of Amsterdam 

wants to set up an inhabitation obligation for the buyer. This will first be applied to newly 

constructed buildings and eventually be extended to existing houses (NOS 2020). 

2.3 Coping strategies and initiatives  

During the last two decades, residents of Amsterdam attempted in several ways to cope with 

the changing face of their neighbourhoods, first of all through dialogue. The residents and 

entrepreneurs in the most tourism-infested areas of Amsterdam, in and around the Red Light 

District, have been talking with representatives of the municipality already for a long time on 

issues as closing times of bars, or alternative functions by means of the so called ‘Integraal 

Burgwallen overleg’ (Integral discussion of Burgwallen district), which we could trace back to 

2004 (Marcel Katee, Trots op de Wallen 2014). The ‘Vrienden van de Amsterdamse Binnenstad’ 

(Friends of the Amsterdam Inner city) started already in 1975 with the aim to protect the 

historic character of the canal area and proved to be quite influential, even co-signing the 

declaration of intent for UNESCO heritage in 2008 (VVAB 2008).  

Second, some residents, sceptical of the ever-growing stream of tourists in relation to the 

perceived slow responses of the government, raised their voices through social media. For 

Housing: selling price per m2.  

Dark red > €7901 /m2 
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example, Pretpark Amsterdam/@pretpark020 (Themepark Amsterdam) is an active community 

that started in 2014, demanding attention for what they name ‘the commercial exploitation of 

Amsterdam and the Disneyland mono-culture of tourism’. Other, yet less influential, initiatives 

are e.g., the rolkoffer groep (trolley case group), illustrating political symbolism. 

A third way of expressing discontent and concern is by ways of art performances, concrete 

actions, writing a manifesto or organizing (big) events. One of the most striking initiatives that 

explicitly arose against gentrification, is Verdedig Noord (Defend North, see also 

www.verdedignoord.nl) and is initiated by artist, rapper, columnist Massih Hutak. Hutak is born 

in Afghanistan and raised in the northern part of the city. He was able to gather a very mixed 

group of residents, activists, artists of different socio-economic backgrounds. Verdedig Noord ran 

a play on a known theatre festival in Amsterdam, made cards, put graffiti on the walls (see 

pictures) and their message was broadcasted on national media. Once the I Amsterdam statue 

was brought into the main shopping street of North, they put a huge banner on it. 

 

Figure 6. Banner of Verdedig Noord on the I Amsterdam statue, july 2019, photo P. van Schijndel. And: Graffity of Verdedig 

Noord put on different walls saying: ”Dear new Northerners, if you come and live among us, will you also come to our shops 

and cafes?" & ”You want to live in a multicultural neighbourhood, but your child is not allowed to go to a black school. How?!” 

july 2019- photo R. Gerritsma 

Also, timely as ever and unique in its product, is the organization of the Black Heritage Tours 

(BHT), founded in 2013 by Jennifer Tosch, who wanted to give place to positive narratives about 

the presence and contribution of the African Diaspora. Her initiative did not go unnoticed and 

she was able to present her message on several international platforms. BHT now consists of 

an expanding international network of scholars, businesses, non-profit organizations. BHT is also 

showing and interpreting concrete visual remains (buildings, statues, etc) of the Dutch 

colonization practices and explains how systemic racism still endures in The Netherlands.  

Lastly the Amsterdam Pride Week should be mentioned. A well-established organization with 

many (inter)national and local (non)profit partners. The municipality seems to be keen on 

constantly underlining a tolerant message and practice towards the lgbt community and above 

all to show this to all who are not part of this community. Lgbt related crime is still a common 

thing in Amsterdam, further research must shine a light on how this is interlinked with 

Amsterdam as an open city that is under pressure. 

http://www.verdedignoord.nl/
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2.4 Key stakeholders  

Key stakeholders: Impact on place, space and neighbourhood level  
(gentrification|social housing / social cohesion / inequality/in-exclusion mechanism) 

Diversiteit Gemeente Adam - Nico van Rossen  

UvA Fenne Pinkster (neighb+residents) / Cody Hochenbach (gentrif.) / Fenneke Wekker (inclusion) 

Strategist for creative and inclusive cities / Adam - Najah Aouaki 

Massih Hutak – Verdedig Noord 

Buurtvertegenwoordigers / buurthuizen 

Gemeente Adam - Diversiteit/inclusie/Omgevingswet Adam MRA 2050/Planoloog - Max Smit Adam 

2050 planoloog 

COC- lgbt / Black Archives / Black Heritage Tours 

Inholland university Lector Dynamiek van de stad -G.Walraven / P. Collin - inclusion in cities and 

tourism  

2.5 Summary and outlook  

Tourism changed the face of Amsterdam and above all the inner city. The aim of the municipality 

is and was to have a balance between living, working and recreation. The tolerant and open 

culture, the active policies to develop tourism and the unexpected market dynamics as a result 

of, for instance, cheap flights and P2P platforms, turned Amsterdam according to many locals 

into a Themepark that is ‘commercially exploited’ with numerous Nutella cafés, ticket shops and 

ice cream parlours, next to coffeeshops and an overcrowded Red Light District. Policies, as we 

will see in the next chapter changed considerably, to fight back the monoculture and to deal 

with overcrowding. 
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 Changing policy regimes 

In the last two decades, considerable regime changes can be discerned that impacted tourism 

and crowding in Amsterdam. Interestingly, the timing of the regime changes hardly matches the 

political colour of the councils in charge at those moments. Rather, it seems that the regime 

changes are informed by the public debate and discourses, following incidents.  

3.1 A chronology 

Deliberate marketing to attract visitors and capital 

The Tourism Office of Amsterdam and the Dutch Tourism Office started collaborating on 

promoting the city internationally already in 1993 (Digibron 1995). Amsterdam’s city marketing 

policies aimed at boosting the local economy by attracting tourists and foreign investment in 

luxury hotel chains and other tourism-related services (Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2017). At the 

end of the nineties, the annual report of the Amsterdam Tourism and Traffic Office (VVV 1998) 

showed a positive evaluation of Amsterdam’s tourism industry, as it attracted more and more 

tourists and day-trippers resulting into an increase in tourism revenues and employment 

opportunities. Their Business Plan (1998-2000) had ambitious objectives as a 4% annual growth; 

attracting more affluent tourists and a 20% increase in jobs. Only one sentence mentioned the 

role of local residents, ‘to keep a keen eye on the interests of the residents, as without their 

cooperation, it would be difficult’ (VVV 1998).  

Meanwhile, the city’s centre/left-wing council strived for a balance of living, working and 

recreation, also for the inner city, evolving into a strategy to have a mix of functions which has 

not been changed since (Gemeente Amsterdam 2002). Project 1012, the project aiming at 

breaking criminal activities in the inner city, mainly the Red Light District, also openly supported 

the development of tourism activities in the inner city (Investico 2017). 

The number of tourists in 2002 and 2003 dipped as a result of the 9/11 attacks and a strong 

dollar (Gemeente Amsterdam 2003). The notion among city (tourism) policy makers arose that 

Amsterdam needed to be promoted actively (inter-)nationally. Lombarts (2011) describes how 

Amsterdam was confronted with an increased competition and the need to address this. The I 

Amsterdam sculpture, an iconic 24-meter-long sculpture placed before the Rijksmuseum and 

celebrating the diversity of Amsterdam inhabitants, symbolizes this change towards active city 

promotion. Over the years, Amsterdam city marketing increasingly focused on the city’s cultural 

heritage to appeal to more affluent visitors and ‘replace the low budget tourists visiting the city 

for its liberal reputation with respect to drugs and prostitution’ (Pinkster & Boterman 2017, p. 

458). An absolute peak in marketing activities was registered in the jubilant year 2013 to attract 

as many visitors as possible (Parool 2013). The municipality decided to increase the tourism tax 

to cover for city marketing costs.  

Balancing interests  

After the jubilant year of 2013, the number of visitors to Amsterdam kept increasing and several 

critical moments were referred to the mayor and council as turning points in thinking about 

growth. On Dec. 28 in 2013, the Kalverstraat, a main shopping street, needed to be closed down 

due to dangerous overcrowding (Bureau RMC 2014). Few months later, on May 3, 2014, there 

was alarming overcrowding in the city centre, the result of repair works to the road, the yearly 
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fair plus a large influx of tourist for the Flower parade - outside Amsterdam - whose buses parked 

in the area (Rekenkamer Amsterdam 2016; Gemeente Amsterdam 2015, p.34). Both incidents 

highlight the problems concerning overcrowding, rather than overtourism, as fairs and shopping 

streets attract locals, tourists and day visitors. It compelled the municipality to actively deal with 

the issue of overcrowding and on Oct. 21 2014, the council created the Stad in balans (City in 

Balance, CiB) taskforce who presented the first document on May 26 2015, describing ambitions, 

visions and a strategy (Gemeente Amsterdam 2015) and led to the publishing of some first 

results on Jan. 5 (Gemeente Amsterdam 2016). Four main topics were identified: 

• Connect the dots within the municipality, with the task force City in Balance to align and 

coordinate the many policy domains that touch on ‘balances’ like economic interest vs. 

liveability of neighbourhoods. 

• A strategy based on sixteen goals for robust choices and conduct experiments 

• City talks with many different stakeholders in the city 

• Develop a monitor: a two-year conducted research to understand touristic pressure and 

liveability (see 0 for results of 2019) 

 

The program had considerable follow up, with doing and reflecting on experiments (CiB 

Voortgangsdocument 2017); a study on economic impact of visitors (SEO 2017); a study on 

obtaining shop-diversity (Gemeente Amsterdam 2017a); research on ‘bustle and balance in the 

city’ (Gemeente Amsterdam 2018b) and eventually the monitoring of the tourist carrying capacity 

of neighbourhoods (Gemeente Amsterdam 2020). Also new legislation was drafted and 

implemented to deal with the critical issues in the city, such as: 

• A hotel stop for new rooms for the largest part of the city, and a ‘no, unless…’ policy for 

the remaining parts (Jan 2017) 

• A prohibition on drinking alcohol on the streets (Feb. 2017) 

• A ban on beerbikes (Nov. 2017)  

• A stop on new tourist shops in the inner city (Oct. 2017) 

 

The organizational structure and plans of the task force had to be elaborated based upon the 

new coalition agreement in Spring 2018 (Gerritsma 2019). The original goals and measures were 

refined and developed, creating 6 goals and 21 sub goals that are now key to the work program. 

See figure 13. 
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Figure 7: Overview goals and sub-goals of City in Balance program 2018-2022, as published in 2019. 

In addition, the council wanted to address the emerging problems as a result of P2P platforms, 

such as AirBnB and other platform serving tourists Booking.com, leading to new complex 

dilemmas on the relationship between trade, tolerance and tourists (Gerritsma 2019). The first 

attempts to get a grip on Airbnb, following an adaptation of the policy on short stay rental in 

2014, was an (undisclosed) Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) for ‘responsible rental’, 

signed by Airbnb and the municipality in 2014 (Binnenlandsbestuur 2016). When this did not 

seem to work, a regulation for home rental was passed in 2016, limiting the yearly occupancy 

to 60 nights maximum. In 2016, there were 25,721 Airbnb listings of which 35% was offered by 

hosts who have more than just one home, implying that a part is being run by professional 

owners (NOS 2017). The implications of such platforms in cities are widespread and work 

deeply as change agents in urban areas. According to Ioannides et al. (2019), Airbnb is considered 

as an instigator of ‘tourism bubble’ expansion. 

In January 2018, the council reduced the maximum occupancy to 30 nights maximum, from 2019 

onwards. When Airbnb successfully fought the legislation in European court in 2020, Amsterdam 

changed its policy. As of July 1 2020, a licence is needed to rent a house or having paying guests 

and rental is prohibited altogether in three areas of the city. Whether these rules will stand the 

scrutiny of European judges remains to be seen and today ‘Amsterdam is having a fight with 

Airbnb’ according to an alderman (Volkskrant 2020c). 

The number of visitors in 2017 exploded. The number of hotel overnight stays grew with 13,4%, 

and the overnight stays at Airbnb a staggering (est.) 25% (Gemeente Amsterdam 2019a). 

Combining the numbers, it can be argued that 2017 had the largest growth in visitors of the past 

decades, even surpassing the jubilant year 2013. The tone of voice in the public debate changed, 

many people complained about noise as result of festivals, littering and drinking on the street or 

that many Airbnb hosts obviously were not meeting regulations (Gerritsma & Vork 2017). Also, 
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the political debate changed: whereas an alderman considered ‘nuisances just a matter of 

perception’ in 2015 (Parool 2015), his party - often highlighting the economic benefits of tourism 

- changed its program before the elections (Parool 2017). 

The new green / left wing coalition presented their program in May 2018: A new Spring, A new 

Sound (GroenLinks 2018). Amsterdam is presented as a city that needs to maintain and develop 

itself as a just, free, sustainable, connected and democratic city. It is not until page 50, that it 

states: ‘In the first place, Amsterdam is a place to live and work, Amsterdam as a tourism destination 

comes second […]’. This marks another regime change, well-illustrated by alderman Mr. Kock, a 

member of the Economic Affairs’ department of Amsterdam Municipality when he stated: 

‘Amsterdam is a city, Amsterdam is not a zoo […] we can’t put a fence around the city. So, what we 

have to do is take action that limits and controls misbehaviour, and to spread the tourists as much as 

we can […] as well as try to attract the right type of tourists who add value’ (Kock 2018). 

 

Figure 8: Few days before the dismantling of the Iamsterdam sign from the museum square because it attracted too many 

crowds, photo: R.Gerritsma 14.11.2018. It was however a symbolic event marking the change of regime, and eventually it 

was relocated at different parts of the city and Schiphol Int. Airport 

On Dec. 3 2018 the I Amsterdam installation was removed at the request of the City of 

Amsterdam because it was ‘encouraging mass tourism’ (Adams 2018). The emblematic event 

heralded the new regime and attracted global attention. Although the statue was placed in 

neighbourhoods outside the centre, the new council and mayor showed their teeth not merely 

symbolically, and enacted legislation that should cool down the feverish growth:  

• In 2019, tourism tax was raised to 7%. Also, cruise passengers had to pay taxes, when 

visiting Amsterdam.  

• Airbnb successfully fought previous legislation in court, but the municipality responded with 

banning holiday rental in three areas of the cities altogether as of July 1 2020.  

• Tours in the Red Light District are prohibited as of April 1 2019, and in other parts of the 

inner city severely restricted.  

• The former office of Amsterdam Tourism, Amsterdam Marketing, was transformed into a 

knowledge centre and renamed into Amsterdam & Partners.  

 

Additional and often quite controversial plans are discussed openly, attracting international 

coverage, such as relocating the Red Light District to the outskirts of the town, or banning 

foreigners from coffeeshops. A shift in values and practices once considered as almost 

indisputable appears to occur.  
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3.2 Coping strategies and initiatives  

Spreading tourism 

Already in 2009, a large triple helix collaboration emerged between governments, private sector 

and knowledge institutions. It originated as a marketing strategy by which the visitor is informed 

of the manifold experiences to be enjoyed in the larger Amsterdam Metropolitan Area (MRA), 

with an eye on the dispersal of economic benefit throughout the MRA. Over time the focus has 

extended to (many) initiatives attempting to spread out visitors all over Amsterdam and the 

surrounding towns and areas. For example, Zandvoort, a coastal resort 40km from Amsterdam, 

was coined ‘Amsterdam Beach’, the famous flower area as ‘Flowers of Amsterdam’ and Haarlem 

promoted as ‘Authentic Haarlem’ (Amsterdam Marketing 2015). The spreading tourists 

approach fits a recent and national perspective on tourism, whereby tourists' destinations are 

no longer promoted, but managed, and lesser known destinations developed and made accessible 

(NBTC 2019). In 2016 a large scale Buurtencampagne/ Neighbourhood Campaign was initiated in 

order to inform and tempted visitors to experience one of the 11 proposed neighbourhoods 

outside the city centre (Iamsterdam 2016). The campaign included many marketing activities, 

such as richly illustrated webpages for each neighbourhood and 150,000 hard copy booklets in 

both English and Dutch. 

More restrictions  

Since the City in Balance task force was formed in 2014, legal restrictions were devised to 

constrain tourism pressure. When the MOU with Airbnb did not resolve issues, legislation was 

imposed including limiting the number of overnight stays (60) and guests (4). When results were 

poor, those restrictions became stricter (max. 30 nights), but Airbnb successfully fought this 

legislation in court. As of July 2020, vacation rental in three central neighbourhoods has been 

rendered illegal, not surprisingly those areas that had ‘high pressure, poor liveability scores’ in 

the OIS report (Gemeente Amsterdam 2020, see 00). In the coming years it will become more 

clear whether this will close the net on professional Airbnb hosts. 

Also hotels were restricted, through a policy that implied a hotel construction stop in large 

(central) parts of Amsterdam, and a no, unless.. policy in the remaining parts in 2017. As already 

many hotels were planned, despite the hotel stop, new (XL) hotels, were erected since then. 

Good for 7,700 additional beds. Within the MRA, 40% more rooms became available in 4 years’ 

time, resulting in disbelief and distrust among citizens (Volkskrant 2020a). See also figure 15. 

Figure 15: Number of hotel beds, since 2015. Despite the hotel stop the growth can be named explosive with more than 

40% additional beds in MRA. 
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Other restrictions are the alcohol ban in public spaces in large areas of the inner city, a ban on 

guided tours in the Red Light District (since 2019) and limiting tours in the inner city to max. 

15 persons (Parool 2019b). And in 2020 the public debate concerning soft drugs has revived 

again with the high probability that ‘coffeeshops’ will only be accessible for Dutch citizens and 

not for tourists anymore - as in other Dutch cities. This measure should be seen as an attempt 

to restricting Amsterdam’s reputation as a drugs tourism destination, which, according to 

studies, is one of the main reasons for young travellers for visiting Amsterdam (Gemeente 

Amsterdam 2019b). 

Voicing discontent 

Next to coping strategies of the City of Amsterdam, also residents started to organize 

themselves to cope with overcrowding. We can make a distinction between community 

initiatives that attempt to co-create alternative ways to deal/organize/reinvent (with) tourism 

and overcrowding (discussed in chapter 5) and initiatives that attempt to change the regime by 

voicing discontent, among which a few influential initiatives are discussed below.  

Wij Amsterdam is a platform of 23 (inner city) neighbourhood organizations, authors of a manifest 

(2016) that strives for a recovery of an equilibrium between living, working and recreation in 

Amsterdam, fostering a sustainable and above all liveable city. In order to achieve their mission, 

they exchange knowledge, join forces when possible and lobbied to influence policy-makers, 

claiming that ‘the perspective of residents isn’t systematically taken into account enough’ (Wij 

Amsterdam 2018). The city officially responded to their claims in 2017, ‘embracing many of their 

ideas’ in the City in Balance task-force (Gemeente Amsterdam 2017b). 

Amsterdam in Progress (AiP) is an independent think-tank aiming at developing a sustainable policy 

with regard to tourism toward and in the city, as ‘neither parties recognized the sense of 

urgency’ (Amsterdam in Progress 2017). AiP analysed all the programmes of the political parties 

that participated in the municipal elections in March 2018 and their Balance Index they showed 

voters how parties would like to deal with tourism in Amsterdam. AiP claims to have given input 

for the coalition agreement and not moving the Passenger Terminal for cruise ships as visitor 

numbers would double (Amsterdam in Progress 2017). 

Figure 16: Impression of the Red Light District, photo: Sergey Ashmarin shared through Wikimedia Commons 

  

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fweb.archive.org%2Fweb%2F20161029064042%2Fhttp%3A%2Fwww.panoramio.com%2Fuser%2F31742%3Fwith_photo_id%3D90143165&data=02%7C01%7C%7Ce36670c10685487ee80908d85aea5742%7Cad78d191104443038212b6f4dd7874bc%7C0%7C0%7C637359309811542560&sdata=R6sgcefHbETZ8X%2FMFznbzVaYqjMtOrnyEo1K9IAWQUI%3D&reserved=0
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AiP stopped in 2019, angrily, as they ‘could not fight the wall of denial’ (Amsterdam in Progress 

website, accessed at 8-8-2020).  

Stop de gekte /stop the madness is an initiative of residents in and near the Red Light District (fig. 

16), ‘an international mass attraction where misbehaviour and street noise predominate!’ (Stop 

de gekte 2019). They claim that the interest of residents is not taken into account in policy 

making and demand to stop the main attraction, its windows with sex workers. After getting 

sufficient support for their Volkspetitie1 in October 2019 (Stop de Gekte 2019), they were 

disappointed by the council’s response, and decided to proceed. ‘The sex workers are not the 

cause of the disturbance. The bachelor parties are the problem and the fact that EasyJet flights 

are so cheap’ a resident mentioned (CNN 2020). Even though they represent a relatively small 

group of Amsterdam citizens, they attracted huge media coverage, both national and 

international. Their proposal to relocate the Red Light District is taken more seriously, also 

because when the visitors returned after the lock down, the problems re-emerged at alarming 

speed, even banning alcohol sales in the area, to the amazement of local shop owners (Parool 

2020b). 

3.3 Key stakeholders  

 Key stakeholders: policy regimes 

Manager City in Balance - Claartje van Ette / H. De Ridder (BDEGFH) 

MRA Remco Rientjes (BCD) 

Amsterdam Partners - Geerte Udo (CDEFGH) 

Schiphol (Elisabeth Minneman) 

Wethouder Victor Everhardt 

GVB / Connexion 

Gemeente Amsterdam EZ - Charlotte Naezer  

Head Urban Planner gemeente Adam - Jos Gadet : let op: Jos is niet tegen gentrification, interessant! 

“gentle gentrification” – check interview daarover tussen hem en Marie-Ange in 2019 (RG) 

Stephan Hodes – Founder Amsterdam in Progress  

WIJAmsterdam oa VVAB - Els Iping - residents centre 

WeCity App (old app to connect visitors and residents) - David Kat 

Stop de Gekte - …/ Volkspetitie 

3.4 Summary and outlook 

In Amsterdam, we identified two major regime changes. The first period was geared towards 

attracting more visitors. The growth paradigm was grounded in economic motives and 

(marketing) competition with other destinations. When problems surfaced, attempts were done 

to mitigate these by spreading tourists across the city and the MRA, to share the wealth. Yet 

the ever-growing numbers of visitors, combined with the growing population, intensified 

outdoor leisure use of public space and the increasing number of day-visitors resulted into 

serious overcrowding.  

The creation of the City in Balance task force by the end of 2014 marks the beginning of the 

second period. The premise was to balance living, working and recreation; including the tourists. 

Legislation was passed to deal with issues and to curb the growth. It proved to be hard to uphold 

 
1 A volkspetitie is a petition, an instrument for citizens to oblige the council to discuss and respond to a topic 
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the legislation, and when in 2017 the number of visitors skyrocketed, it became clear that 

maintaining the tolerant and open culture of Amsterdam came at a price that residents were 

less and less willing to pay. The discourse in the media and on social media changed its tone of 

voice, possibly putting the lens too much on the themepark tourism. 

The commissioning by the council to relocate Amsterdam’s most-photographed object in 2018, 

the I Amsterdam sign (NU 2018), symbolically marks the second regime change. No longer a 

balance was sought for, but the interest of residents and companies comes first, and tourism 

second. It is ironic to recall that the sign was designed to celebrate the diversity of the city’s 

inhabitants, highlighting its open, tolerant and democratic culture. The tsunami of tourists 

crushed the welcoming attitude of the residents, requiring the government not only to come 

with ever stricter legislation but also – quite unnatural for the Dutch- to strictly uphold it.  

We expect that the reset of tourism makes it easier to change and enact new and existing 

policies. However, the economic dip may easily change the discourse as many are or will be 

unemployed. Also, we believe that the change poorly fits Amsterdam’s authentic culture and are 

more interested in what community initiatives result in, by means of the Amsterdam approach, 

which the next chapter provides an overview of. 
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 Reinventing tourism in order to create a more inclusive and 

sustainable city - community initiatives 

4.1 Chronology of ISSUE 

In 2018, a large-scale research among 3,883 inhabitants of Amsterdam was published: City 

Questionnaire: Bustle and Balance – second measurement (Gemeente Amsterdam 2018b). It 

was commissioned by the City in Balance task force as a follow up on the research from the 

year before. The report touched on many different aspects on the perceived ‘overcrowding’. 

Some notable findings on a scale of 1 – 10 were found to be quite similar in 2016 and 2017. 

Most respondents gave a (very) positive answer to the statements. A busy city life is considered 

as part of the deal (7.25), most people are very happy to live in Amsterdam (8.14) and are proud 

of it (7.74). Besides that, most residents would like to stay in Amsterdam (8.02%). 

Although most residents envisage themselves staying in Amsterdam, they do recognise 

overcrowding. In 2017, 55% thought Amsterdam was ‘very crowded’ or ‘crowded’ (41%). There 

is a difference in different parts of the city, the city centre is perceived as the busiest part of 

Amsterdam. On the question, Do you think the municipality does enough to manage 

overcrowding? 73% thought that the municipality did ‘absolutely nothing’ or not enough and 

27% thinks that the municipality does (more) than enough.  

Apart from residents, (social) entrepreneurs, policy makers who are satisfied (enough) about 

Amsterdam as a tourism destination, there is a growing group of stakeholders who express a 

sense of urgency for change within the tourism industry. Progression is needed in order to 

become more resilient and welcoming to all again. We distinguished practices that, although 

they may vary in how, when and where they kick-started, seem to have similarities in the way 

they collaborate, co-design, using smart technology/social media, platforms, reframe tourism and 

strive for a more sustainable and inclusive city. It is time to reinvent tourism and use it as a 

strategy for change. The arrival of creative entrepreneurs, artists, coders and activists since 

approximately 2017 seems to accelerate this process and tends to disrupt a quite traditional 

tourism sector (Gerritsma 2020). 

Most of these initiatives consist of residents and (social) entrepreneurs, who are in close contact 

with policy makers of the municipality and/or Amsterdam & Partners. Most initiatives seem to 

relate to new ways of city making that have emerged in conjunction with the jubilant year of 

2013. These have proved effective in managing the new urban dynamics and are referred to as 

the ‘Amsterdam Approach’ (Gerritsma 2019):  

‘The notion of co-creation as a means to address complex urban challenges is here to stay. 

There is increasing awareness of the fact that a collaborative approach to city-making, which 

considers knowledge institutions, businesses, start-ups, SMEs, welfare organisations, social 

innovators and the government to be equal partners, enhances social innovation for a more 

successful, sustainable and inclusive city. The organisation of a level playing field in which these 

stakeholders can truly work together is the greatest task ahead for many cities’ 

(Wemakethe.city, 2018).  

A similar way of city-making is place-making (different scale though, more locally imbedded) and 

is being chosen as a method more and more frequently since the last years, also in Amsterdam: 
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“...an effective placemaking process capitalizes on a local community's assets, inspiration, and 

potential, and it results in the creation of quality public spaces that contribute to people's health, 

happiness, and wellbeing” (Placemaking+ 2020).  

4.2 Coping strategies and initiatives  

Building a more sustainable and inclusive city: what roles are there to play for the tourism 

industry – and others? Or how can we reinvent tourism by using tourism as a strategy for 

change? In a nutshell, this is the main quest for the following (network of) initiatives that seem 

to grow in number very rapidly. We see an acceleration of initiatives that dare to innovate via 

various concrete products and/or interventions, sometimes to last, sometimes just for the 

duration of a short period of time.  

The three founders of The Alternative Tourism Office (2018), later called, The Untourist Movement 

(2019) and since 2020 the Reinventing Tourism Network were able to stir up, reframe and connect 

an incredibly large amount of tourism (social) entrepreneurs – from SME’s to international hotel 

chains -, art and cultural institutions, policy-makers (among which the City in Balance manager), 

knowledge institutes, residents and many more stakeholders. The founders are all residents of 

Amsterdam and only one of them had worked in the tourism industry before as a tourist guide. 

They published a book in 2019 called The Untourist Guide where tourists of Amsterdam are 

asked to “be more than a visitor, become a changemaker” and to “funtribute while exploring 

Amsterdam”. In June 2020 they organized the digital Reinvent Tourism Festival. The program 

offered more than 100 events, such as digital tours, co-design sessions, talks and a daily virtual 

lobby. The festival was visited by 700 people and is now turned into a community network that 

aims to: “create new ways of tourism that promote sustainability, global citizenship and local 

values” (Reinventtourism 2020). 

Another concrete offspring of this community network, under the umbrella of The Happy Tourist 

is: “Pay with a good deed”. During the whole month of August 2020, visitors and residents are 

able to get, for instance a new pair of socks, in exchange for twenty minutes of gathering litter. 

“We would like to inspire you to leave our city in a better shape than when you got here” 

(Thehappyactivist 2020). 

Fairbnb Amsterdam has been the first community initiative that aims to come up with a smart 

and fair solution for community-powered tourism and making use of the possibilities of the 

platform economy. In their Manifesto (Fairbnb 2018) they declare that: ‘Fairbnb is first and 

foremost a community of activists, coders, researchers and designers that aims to address this 

challenge by putting the “share” back into the sharing economy. We want to offer a community-

centred alternative that prioritizes people over profit and facilitates authentic, sustainable and 

intimate travel experiences. We are creating an online platform that allows hosts and guests to 

connect for meaningful travel and cultural exchange, while minimizing the cost to communities.’ 

Fairbnb founding members come from several European countries and launched their first pilot 

at the end of 2018, in Amsterdam, Barcelona, Bologna and Venice. The first hosts have signed 

up and started forming local nodes. To start up an international cooperation as such takes 

several years. Fairbnb.coop Amsterdam is still in its beta phase and organized a digital meet up in 

August 2020 by calling it: “A forthcoming model of responsible tourism for Amsterdam – Your 

next ethical booking platform” (Fairbnb 2018). A local ambassador is appointed and will start 

activating the local node. 
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The last initiative concerns a place-making trajectory, led by Placemaking+ and commissioned by 

the local government. It started in Spring 2020 and will last for the next coming years. Place-

making can only be called successful once the local community is actively involved. Giving voice 

to all users of a space is key. The coalition at site consists of SMEs, residents, policy-makers, 

knowledge institutes, etc. As mentioned above, this links with the multi-stakeholder Amsterdam 

Approach. The project concerns the large area development project at the Buikslotermeer 

square in the North of Amsterdam. One of the objectives is to turn this place into an attractive 

area, not only for residents, but explicitly for tourists as well. 

4.3 Key stakeholders 

Community initiatives (residents / activists / entrepreneurs / or a mix) with regards to 

tourism  

Untourism Movement / Reinvent Tourism platform- E. Simons 

The Happy Tourist (off spring) - Anouschka T 

Amsterdam Gem Track – Rosa Hudepohl - sustainable tourism  

Fairbnb - Sito Vera Cruz / Dieuwke Reuvers (local ambassador) 

Placemaking+ - Stefan Bödecker 

4.4 Summary and outlook  

The issue in this paragraph is how to design a city that is more sustainable and inclusive and how 

community initiatives strive for this by reinventing tourism practices. Fairbnb.coop Amsterdam 

and the Reinvent Tourism Network are showing us the first signs of how to address this issue. 

The initiatives of these social entrepreneurs are not against tourism but want to stimulate a 

different kind of urban tourism. It is important to remember that most residents, policy makers, 

entrepreneurs in Amsterdam are having a positive attitude towards tourism, except for the 

excesses. 

Not the same but linked by some of its methods is place-making. It fits perfectly in the so-called 

Amsterdam Approach of city-making in which collaboration on all levels is needed. We spotted 

one of the first area development projects with a rather extensive coalition that is also aiming 

at attracting a different kind of tourism in order to improve the quality of place and life for all 

users. The project is led by Placemaking+ and is being commissioned by the local government.  

We would like to deepen our insights on what excluding effects these initiatives came and still 

come across. How do place-makers make sure they keep the effects of their interventions on 

the “gentle gentrification” side for instance? And how inclusive are the local hubs of Fairbnb.coop 

and the Reinvent Tourism Network? It raises questions on to what extend the relatively small 

size of Amsterdam is influencing the apparent easiness it takes to get in contact with multi-

stakeholders and getting things done for instance. Is it the advantage of simple proximity, is there 

a chain of in-crowd bubbles and what fuels the seemingly open and practical attitude of the 

Amsterdam Approach? 
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We are in (close) contact with most of the key stakeholders that we enlisted for this issue. In 

the next years we will follow their ‘tracks’ and will have to decide on how and what to observe 

exactly. The networks and involved people seem to vary quite often, this is also something we 

will have to take into account. With some of them, we take part in their co-design sessions 

and/or (digital) meet ups or the other way around, that they participate in co-design sessions 

we initiated in our labs. We intend to interview them as well. 

 COVID: a catalyst for change? 

5.1 A sense of relief 

As in all other tourist destinations, Covid brought tourism to a meltdown. For months, the inner 

city of Amsterdam was quiet, sometimes resembling a ghost town. Of interest here is that 

relatively soon, the national and international media started to report widely about resident 

who considered the partial lock down to be a blessing in disguise: ‘how the pandemic relieved 

the city of overtourism’ (Washington Post 2020) or ‘Going back to tourism pre-corona? No 

thanks’ (VPRO 2020). Also, the mayor and the council spoke in the press about similar ideas. 

On June 9 a Volkspetitie ‘Amsterdam has a choice’ was posted. The main goal of the petition is to 

force measures that effectively will limit the number of visitors to 12 million overnights per year, 

considering ‘the manageable levels of 2014’. ‘This is a huge noose for all entrepreneurs who 

focus on tourists. But it also offers a welcome break to all residents who felt increasingly 

alienated from their city’, the petition claims. ‘Tourists are not visiting a theme park but a lively 

city with a diverse neighbourhood economy.’ The petition was signed by more than 30,000 

people in a very short time frame, exceeding the required number for a subsequent referendum 

to take place with more than 25 times. The responses so far of experts and local government 

are positive but fused with realism. Although nobody disagrees something needs to be done, 

‘we can’t put a fence around Amsterdam’ as alderman Everding stated (Boonstra 2020).  

When the lock down was mitigated, the first tourists returned and not everybody was happy to 

see the tourism re-emerging. Above all discussion on coffeeshops and the Red Light District 

received international coverage (Guardian 2020; CNN 2020; Washinton Post 2020), as in this 

emblematic area of Amsterdam the crowds ramped up far too quickly, ignoring social distancing 

already on the first weekend it reopened. It fuelled the discussion what to do with this specific 

kind of tourism, predominantly in Amsterdam to party, use drugs and gaze at sex workers. Ms. 

Halsema, the mayor, suggested moving the Red Light District entirely out of the city’s centre, 

buying property and limiting permits to ensure that the old city is not just dotted with shops 

for tourists selling souvenirs, cannabis and junk food, but attracts companies where residents 

work, grocery stores and outlets catering to them and housing where they can live again (Parool 

2020a). Another Volkspetitie was posted, ‘Stop Drug Tourism’, aiming to limit selling drugs to 

locals only (following a national law of 2013, of which Amsterdam was excluded). In a research 

of OIS, it is claimed that nearly half of the English tourists would visit Amsterdam less often 

(34%) or even not all (11%) if they were no longer allowed to visit coffeeshops (Gemeente 

Amsterdam 2019b). The petition also received sufficient support for putting it on the agenda, 

but received far less support than ‘Amsterdam has a choice’.  
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Counter-voices to this ‘roll back tourism’ discourse are relatively rare. The KHN (Koninklijke 

Horeca Nederland, the main interest group for hotels, restaurants in the Netherlands) framed 

it as ‘leftist’ (KHN 2020) but hardly got support (Parool 2020c). It seems that most people, 

residents, government and entrepreneurs in Amsterdam agree that no longer the question is 

whether theme park tourism should be welcomed. Rather the question is how it should be dealt 

with. Understandable, yet also a remarkable turn from the open city that celebrated tolerance 

and inclusion for all. Or maybe there is a process of reframing Amsterdam’s core values going 

on, in which openness gets another meaning?  

Meanwhile, an economic catastrophe is slowly manifesting and as Amsterdam has more self-

employed workers than other parts of the Netherlands, working in creative industries and 

tourism, it is expected that the city will be hit harder (Parool 2020d; 2020e). It has become clear 

that the hotels are hit harder than in other parts of the Netherlands (AT5 2020). The question 

is whether the interests of tourism industry and its workforce are voiced well so far. The existing 

discourse is dominantly shaped by the interest of the (wealthy) group of residents in the inner 

city of Amsterdam, who collide nearly daily with the crowds of tourists who happen to visit 

their and adjacent neighbourhoods. First signs of the dramatic house and work position for 

hundreds (thousands?) of undocumented residents in the poorest areas of Amsterdam are 

starting to appear in the media (Parool 2020e).  

5.2 Parading old ideas as new ones? Time for new practices! 

In (inter)national newspapers and television, the ideas that are considered or already are 

implemented in Amsterdam are discussed in the context of COVID. These include introducing 

‘cannabis passes’; banning Airbnb from certain areas; relocating the Red Light District; and 

introducing an alderman for tourism. However, none of these ideas are new. Dealing with 

excesses of theme park tourism as a result of COVID may strike as a flash of revelation to many, 

but is in fact preceded by a long period of incubation and preparation in which the city of 

Amsterdam gradually lost its openness and tolerance and no longer welcomes ‘everybody’. The 

commissioning by the council to study motives of visitors of the Red Light District - often quoted 

in international media - was done already two years before COVID; introducing cannabis passes 

is already implemented and evaluated for its value in other drug-infested cities in the Netherlands 

like Maastricht. And the mayor already spoke openly about thoughts to relocate the Red Light 

District in July 2019 (Parool 2019c), not out of ethical motives but to deal with ‘overcrowding, 

nuisances, human trafficking and other criminal activities’. The volkspetities frame, support and 

polish up older ideas. 

At the same time, we can clearly perceive a growing and stronger awareness about the grand 

societal changes we face in the world and so in Amsterdam. These challenges seem to elicit 

community initiatives that want to act upon it. A mix of activists, artists, urban planners, coders 

and many more who no longer want to talk, but make concrete products, co-design 

interventions and want to use tourism as a strategy for change.  
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Conclusion 

Whereas in the days before COVID ideas like cannabis passes seemed naive, the empty streets 

of Amsterdam during the lock down genuinely reframed residents, showing what Amsterdam 

might be without the crowds. The problem-oriented volkspetities and the overwhelming media 

coverage provided pre-existing ideas with the international stage they needed. Yet they oppose 

Amsterdam’s open culture and overshadow emerging community initiatives, the typical 

Amsterdam Approach, that are solution-oriented and inclusive towards all stakeholders, 

including tourists.  

COVID serves as a catalyst, strengthening the turn to ‘living/working first, tourism second’ 

paradigm that surfaced in A new spring a new voice program (Groen Links 2018) of the existing 

local government. Unwittingly the turn reduces the openness and tolerance of Amsterdam – 

exactly what the program strives for. It remains to be seen what measures prove to be 

legitimate, let alone which ones will be effective, as these are limiting freedom and inevitably 

incite counterforces. Also, the pending economic crisis may crumble the support, hitting above 

all tourist (related) industry. So far, the voice of (wealthy) residents in the inner city dominated 

the debate and alternative voices are quiet. We simply do not know who is excluded or who is 

overlooked.  

The coming years will be an interesting period for Amsterdam. The city seems to enter a new 

phase in which values and (tourism) practices are being questioned and reframed or redesigned. 

In the remaining period of WP3 we will focus on the systemic processes of place transformation 

and the impact of legislation and the evolving discourse. A close(r) look will also be taken to 

distinguish the voices and representations of those less dominant in the debate and statistics. In 

WP4 we will focus on community initiatives, facilitating and enhancing inclusive and sustainable 

solutions that aim to mitigate the exclusion mechanisms of overcrowding.  
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Introduction: from virtuous to vicious relationship between 

tourism and society in Barcelona 

Barcelona, the capital of Catalonia and second largest city of Spain, is one of the great urban 

tourism destinations of the Mediterranean, and often quoted as one of the most successful 

examples of former industrial cities that have undergone a comprehensive transition to the post-

industrial economy. At the same time, it is also a paradigmatic case of a place that has become 

‘overtouristed’, and as such, has attracted most attention by researchers and by the international 

media analysing the effects of tourism on local communities.  

The winner bid for the 1992 Olympic Games is widely acknowledged as the turning point of 

Barcelona’s contemporary development. The Olympics presented the city to the world, but 

most importantly provided the momentum for a new stage of modernisation of its urban 

landscape and infrastructure. The channelling of private capital investment (some 2,250 USD in 

1986-93) within an integral project of urban renewal under government control came to be 

considered a prototype in public-private cooperation, the ‘Barcelona Model’. During the 1990 

and 2000 decades, this model allowed the upgrading of infrastructure, housing and office space, 

mobility and social services, historical sites and public space, together with key urban reforms 

aiming at the regeneration of social life in declining areas of the city centre. A key dimension of 

this programme has been the city’s ‘beautification’ and the recovery of a unique cultural identity. 

Barcelona thus became an irresistible attraction for international tourism, offering a unique mix 

of urban amenities, tangible and intangible heritage attractions, Mediterranean lifestyle and 

seaside facilities, whose promotion and management were progressively delegated to the private 

sector. The creation of the Tourism Consortium of Barcelona as a mixed entity with a majority 

of private capital in 1993 (Serra et al., 2017), again, pioneered a new model in governance then 

undertaken by many other cities in Europe.  

Tourism activity has been growing in Barcelona almost relentlessly ever since, but especially 

since the 2000s, through a radical expansion of its hospitality sector and the growing emphasis 

in cultural and sports events. As argued wittingly by Palomeque (2015), a city ‘with tourism’ 

progressively became a ‘tourist city’, denoting an increasing weight of (and dependency on) 

tourism in the city economy, and a critical shift in the role of tourism as a backbone of the urban 

project and ideology. Tourism came to be one of the most important economic sectors of the 

city in terms of employment (between 96 and 120 thousands direct and indirect jobs in 2013 – 

a 14% of the total – according to Insetur, 2015) and economic turnover, with an estimated 8 to 

9.7 M€ (ibid.), making for the 10% to 12% of the city GDP, influencing the population and 

employment dynamic of the whole metropolitan region (Arias Sans, 2019). However, beyond 

mere economic figures, the ‘tourist dimension’ of the city became strictly imbricated with its 

representations and discourses, its growing profile as a hub of foreign investment and migration, 

and many other key layers of urban life such as mobility, commerce, culture, public space and 

the built environment. 

Barcelona is today a relatively wealthy city in the Mediterranean context; at the same time, it is 

a city where social gaps are extended and persistent. Especially after the 2008 financial crisis that 

ravaged the Spanish economy, sizeable sectors of the local community remained at the margins 

of the recovery, or straight away displaced out of the city and the metropolitan area. Yet in spite 

of the persistence of such unbalances, manifested especially as income gaps between the richest 

and poorest areas of the city and their life and health conditions, Barcelona has been seen for a 
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long time as an example of cohesion, rooted in its progressive social tradition. Enduring social 

and political consensus throughout 20 years allowed to meet effectively some of the historical 

revindications of the citizen movements (a key political actor in the city, with a long tradition of 

engagement and activism) since the period of the transition to democracy. The enhancement of 

the city and of the living conditions of its inhabitants, the consolidation of the transition towards 

a post-industrial (and progressively international-oriented) economy and society, and tourism 

development went hand-in-hand and strengthened one another. Barcelona became one of the 

most attractive cities in Europe and not just for tourists but also for migrants at both ends of 

the labour market, ‘bohos’ and expats, international students, global corporations and 

investments, and visitors from the proximity.  

The ‘Barcelona model’ however went through different stages and changes in its underlying 

governance structure. The emergence of new issues has prompted reactions, entrenchments 

and revisions which have somewhat marred the wide social and political consensus on which it 

was founded. In Russo and Scarnato (2018), it is argued that especially in occasion of successive 

municipal elections between 2003 and 2015, tourism-related issues progressively acquired 

salience and divisiveness: in particular, the intensification of tourism in the delicate and (in certain 

areas) socially weak historical core of the city. Indeed, the economic crisis of 2008 (with the 

direst effects perceived from 2011) could be considered the real watershed moment in the 

relation between tourism and the city. A severely impoverished middle and working class, with 

thousands out of jobs and homes, was faced with a rapidly recovering international tourism 

demand, the increasing pressure of the visitor economy and its intensification – especially 

through the abrupt conversion of a sizable share of the housing stock in short-rental 

accommodation (Cocola-Gant, 2016)  – and the decline of work conditions in the sector (salary 

levels, stability and rights) brought about by the anti-crisis labour reforms of the early 2010s.  

In that context, tourism growth started – for the first time in the history of the Catalan city – 

to be perceived publicly as a problem for social cohesion rather than an engine of prosperity 

and cohesion. The rate of approval for tourism development, which was at 85% in the yearly 

municipal surveys in 2013-14, fell since 2015 and in successive years to a level that ranked it as 

the most important challenge for the Barcelonans (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2018). A re-

alignment of social and political forces brought to power a new municipal government coalition 

with an agenda openly critical to tourism growth, and with the orientation of their predecessors. 

They claimed that the ‘Barcelona model’ (whose shortcomings in robustness and political 

guidance started to become apparent in that period) had turned into a nightmarish ‘Venice 

model’ in which tourism becomes associated with population displacement, overspecialisation 

of the commercial and business fabric of the city, loss of strategic services and dissipation of the 

cultural identity of neighbourhoods, noise, contamination and huge social costs. Although mostly 

these phenomena regard the relatively small tourist core of the city, it was noted that they could 

easily spread if there was no fast turnaround in urban policy. The social and environmental 

impacts of tourism became, and still are to the date, one of the most controversial ‘political 

issues’ of the city, and a transversal one rather than a sectoral one, with important ramifications 

in labour, social care, housing, public health, gender balance, mobility, immigration, economic 

diversity and innovativeness.  

The remainder of this document will present the context of, on the one hand, tourism 

development in the last two decades, and on the other hand, the evolution of the social context 

of Barcelona and its enmeshment with the tourism-mobilities dimension; the shifting political 
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configurations that accompanied this evolution and the initiatives of other actors in the city 

ecosystem that should be considered part of the governance model; and the most recent 

challenges developing out of the city´s ‘immobilisation’ in light of COVID-19. 

We are mostly using secondary sources as published data (with a minimal level of processing 

from our side), the vast academic literature that tackles society, space, politics and tourism in 

contemporary Barcelona, and a variety of media sources.  The goal of this report is to justify the 

selection of further research questions and the corresponding methods, as well as a particular 

focus of this research track, that are of interest for SMARTDEST and could contribute to the 

more general understanding of the relationship between tourism mobilities and the production 

of social exclusion.  

 Tourism development patterns 

In this section, the most important traits of tourism development in Barcelona over the last two 

decades are illustrated in terms of growth, internationalisation, intensification, and 

smartification. Those trends mark the development case for Barcelona and its consequences on 

inequal spatial intensification of tourism and spatialization dynamics that might contribute to 

social exclusion. The new spatial order is characterised by an increasing spatialization on tourism 

in specific areas of the city and an increasing inequal distribution of smart mobility services, 

which both lead to an increasing socio-spatial and economic transformation of neighbourhoods 

which contribute to social exclusion and inequal (im)mobilities, that will be further explored in 

the chapter 4.  

1.1. The rise of tourism mobilities and internationalization 

Tourism activity in Barcelona has grown steadily in the last decades. While the 1992 Olympics 

and related urban reforms placed Barcelona on the global map, this achievement needed to be 

sustained through the expansion of the accommodation supply and a dynamic product and 

marketing strategy. This explains that the real ‘scale jump’ in tourism movement happenned 

after 2000 (as seen in Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden.), 

corresponding to the years in which first Barcelona upgraded dramatically its supply for MICE 

tourism – coming to rank 4th in the world as a MICE destination according to the ICCA index 

(2018) – and then focused on cultural events, as year-round cultural ‘themes’, and the promotion 

of its creative and leisure scene. Indeed, the response of international visitor markets has been 

spectacular: in the verge of 15 years, Barcelona almost tripled the figures of overnight stays, with 

occupation rates that are consistently among the highest in Europe, and consequently driving 

relentless hotel expansion and then later the ‘airbnbization’ of real estate. While still a very 

strong destination for MICE tourism and hosting some of the largest professional events globally, 

the share of tourists that are classified as ‘leisure tourism’ is larger ─ and on the rise ─ since 

2010 
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Figure 17: Hotel tourists by purpose of visit (Source: Observatori del Turisme a Barcelona Ciutat i Regió) 

However, the full dimension of tourism activity and its growth are not gauged by the mere 

number of overnight stays, and less so by statistics based on registered stays at official lodgings: 

‘undetectable’ dwelling practices as in platform hospitality as well as visiting friends and relatives 

(which in large university cities like Barcelona moves a lot of people) make a big difference, and 

are steadily on the rise. Besides, the city is a national and regional hub, drawing visitors from a 

vast neighbourhood, which includes some of Spain’s most important holiday areas, and a cruise 

port; and an established haven for ‘mobile populations’ such as foreign students, displaced 

workers, or transient migrants. Thus, a more extensive estimation of transient, mobile 

population that are enmeshed with the city’s tourist dimension, would arguably be much larger, 

and for the first time in 2016 the City uses the figures summarised in Figure 17 to give a more 

realistic estimation of the dimensions of the visitor economy, but also of the incipient visitor 

pressure generated by more than 28 million visitors. 

 

Figure 18: Classification and dimension of different segments of visitors to Barcelona, 2016 (Source: Ajuntament de Barcelona, 

2017: 37-39). 

It is interesting to note how the relation between Barcelona and its territory has ‘reversed’ in 

time. Until the 1990s, Barcelona as a destination amounted only for 11% of the tourist market 

strongly focusing on sea holiday making in the coast; Barcelona essentially functioned as a 

destination for professional tourism, cultural events, and as gateway for ferries to the Balearic 

Islands. Three decades later, arrivals to Barcelona are more than 40% of the total arrivals in 

Catalonia; many primary destinations within Catalonia are strongly dependent on Barcelona’s 

image and supply also in their promotional strategies, and are in fact ‘emissors’ of day visits to 

Barcelona (Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden.). 
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Figure 19: Share of tourist arrivals in Barcelona vs. the rest of Catalonia, 1990-2019 (Source: Observatori del Turisme a 

Barcelona Ciutat i Regió) 

Regarding other demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the Barcelona tourism 

market, it is worth remarking that 52% of tourists are less than 34 years old, arguably a reflection 

of the rising festivalisation of the city and the expansion of the low-cost air connectivity. Both 

these elements could explain that tourists who came 3 or more times to Barcelona are 

predominant among the first 5 markets by countries of origin (Ibid.). 62.1% of tourists are male, 

an issue that needs further explanation to understand why they are more male visitors. It is also 

noteworthy that the majority (75.5%) of visitors has tertiary educational attainments. Average 

daily expenditure in 2019 has been estimated in 187€/day for tourists staying at hotels, 135€/day 

for all tourists (on accommodation, food, internal transport, visits to attractions and shopping) 

(Observatori del Turisme a Barcelona Ciutat i Regió, 2019). 

All in all, the tourism sector in Barcelona shows a great resilience, as it was clear, for instance, 

after the terrorist attacks in 2017. The attack hit pedestrians in the Ramblas, the most iconic 

tourism site in Barcelona; while the collective shock was huge, and the volume of visitors 

dropped right after, arrivals recovered quickly reaffirming the centrality of this sector for the 

local economy. This period also saw the resurgence of the Catalan independentist movement, 

which, after 2010, but more intensively around the period of the makeshift referendum for 

independence of 2017 and the subsequent repression, populated the streets of Barcelona with 

a multitude of demonstrations, protests and sometimes violent confrontations with the police. 

It has been estimated that the turmoil and its media representations had punctual impacts on 

tourism movement and receipts in Barcelona, however this has been rapidly compensated by 

new growth once the most critical period was over.  

1.2. Internationalisation 

The growth of international tourism has been for decades the main driver of the tourism 

expansion in the city. Figure 5 shows how, even in the years in which domestic tourism has been 

set back by the crisis, the international markets substantially maintained their positions and grew 

again after 2011. International tourists accounted for 83.1% of the total movement registered 

at official accommodations in 2019 (Observatori del Turisme a Barcelona Ciutat i Regió, 2019, 

9). In the same year, more than 80% of the tourists staying in Barcelona arrived by plane; this 

figure has also increased consistently throughout the last decades, in spite of the new 

connections by train and sea that have made Barcelona one of the most accessible cities in 

Europe. It has to be noted the growing importance of long-haul markets for Barcelona, 

representing 35.1% of total arrivals, and the US as the second tourist market (11.6%).  

11%

89%
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Barcelona Rest of Cataloni

41%

59%
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Barcelona Rest of Catalonia
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Figure 20: Air passengers by origin at Barcelona airport 2003-2019 (own elaborations on Eurostat, 2020, Aircraft traffic data 

by main airport 2003-2019 [avia_tf_aca]). 

 

 

Figure 21: Cruise ships passenger growth 2008-2019. Own elaborations on data provided by Risposte Turismo. 

The expansion of the airport and of the cruise port are key factors sustaining such growth. In 

2009, the new T1 international terminal was opened, more than doubling the capacity of the 

airport, while the old terminal T2 was integrally converted to hub for low-cost companies, 

including Ryanair (that gradually shifted its operations to Barcelona from the regional hub of 

Girona- Costa Brava). 

The liberalization of cruise routes in the Mediterranean is considered a key driver for the 

expansion of the port of Barcelona and its affirmation as first Mediterranean port for numerous 

passengers (MedCruise, 2018, p. 17-18). Cruise traffic has consequently increased from negligible 

figures in the early 1990s (115,137 pax in 1990) and 2000s (576,648 in 2000) to the much larger 

figures of the last decade (Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden.); the 

opening of new routes and the larger size of the vessels attracted in the new terminals  

contribute to explain the steady growth.  
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1.3. Intensification 

On the way of problematising tourism growth data, the impacts of this kind of growth on the 

quality of life and the welfare of the local community need further consideration. This is done 

looking at signs that there may be an unbalance between the benefits (mainly jobs and corporate 

profits) and the costs produced imposed by tourism on the locals. Regarding the latter, the 

emphasis is on the costs of commodities and housing that are inflated by the ‘imported’ demand, 

and on other disruptions to everyday life, health and mobility produced by tourism practices. 

An important factor in this regard is the concentration of tourism activity, both in space and in 

time. Indeed, the greatest part of visitor activity (both in terms of supply and in terms of spatial 

behaviour) insists in a relatively small portion of the city centre of Barcelona. This is to a certain 

extent captured by the spatial distribution of supply and of visitor attractions (which are also 

notably concentrated). 

 

 
Figure 22: Bed-places in all types of (regulated) accommodation per 1,000 residents in the district. Source: own elaboration 

of data from Observatori del Turisme a Barcelona Ciutat i Regió (various years). 

The maps in Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden. illustrate how the 

growth of supply - captured by rates of bedplaces in all types of establishments per 1,000 

residents - has intensified the tourist specialisation of the most central districts (Old City and 

Eixample) over the last decade. In 2010, the balance in the Old City districts was 163 beds per 

1,000 inhabitants, and it rose to 223 by 2015 and to 265 by 2019. Zooming in at neighbourhood 

level, Cocola-Gant & Lopez-Gay (2020) calculate that in the Gòtic neighbourhood this ratio goes 

up to more than 600 (Figure ). Yet this pressure has risen considerably also in other districts 

that in 2010 were still rather untouched by tourism. What must be noted here is how different 

policy regimes may have affected this evolution (to be discussed in the fourth section), and the 

incidence of the explosion of short-term apartment rentals mediated by digital platforms like 

Airbnb, around 2012. 
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Figure 23: Bed-places in all types of accommodation per 100 residents in the neighbourhood. Source: Cocola & López, 

2020. 

1.4. Smartification 

Since 2012, Barcelona has implemented a Strategic Plan to become the first Smart City in Spain. 

This initiative required the municipal government to promote the development of technological 

systems that would enhance the sector's competitiveness, enabling an adaptation to the new 

global demand, not only in terms of infrastructure (‘smarter’ accommodation and attractions), 

but also to support new modes of physical and cognitive navigation of the city.  

We are presenting below some data that may shed some light on the relationships between the 

smartening up of Barcelona, its success as an attractive destination for various mobilities, and 

social inclusion. It could be argued that these initiatives may be related with the slowing down 

of population growth (and its relative loss to the hinterland), in a context of sustained growth 

of tourism. The creation of jobs seems to be matched by a shrinkage of household size, while 

the city shows clear signs of rejuvenation and internationalisation of its resident population in 

the years in which the destination has become ‘smarter’. 

On the other hand, the case of Barcelona is especially illustrative due to the interest of the city 

council and local governmental bodies to embrace mobility-related innovations, like its new ITS 

(Intelligent Transportation Systems). According to the IDC's Smart Cities Index Ranking 

(Achaerandio et al., 2011), the effort in this field of application has pushed the City already in 

2011 to the top of the ranking, becoming the second ‘smartest’ city in Spain, specifically excelling 

in the dimension of smart mobility.  

A first screening of the geographical deployment of smart mobility initiatives against 

socioeconomic and demographic data reveals socio-spatial processes of exclusion, such as the 

distribution of income, the socio-demographic transformation of neighbourhood, and the 

affordability of access to ICT and mobility services and infrastructure. It thus suggests that the 

‘smartening up’ of a tourist city like Barcelona might be associated to processes of social change. 

The maps in Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden. provide, in the first 

place, a picture of the current state of the territorial distribution of household income by 

neighbourhood based on 2017 data and, in the second, its evolution between 2013 and 2017. 
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Figure 24: (left) Availability of Smart Mobility Services and household income distribution in 2017; (right) Availability of Smart 

Mobility services and household income change districution 2013-2017 (Source: own elaboration of data from Ajuntament 

de Barcelona, Department d´Estadística 2001-2020) 

These data are matched with the spatial distribution of smart mobility service supply, in terms 

of the absolute numbers of service points of the sharing bike system, charging stations for 

electric cars, smart parking spaces, and car sharing stations. The map to the left reveals a certain 

correspondence between the intensity of smart mobility services and the registered household 

income by neighbourhood. As expected, the whole central sector of the city presents nodes of 

an articulated network of interrelated and interdependent hubs, with the areas the main mobility 

hubs (train stations of Plaça Catalunya, Passeig de Gràcia, Sants) coming first. The comparison 

with income levels however reveals that there is greater development in mobility systems in the 

south-east sector of the city and in the north-west sector. Some of the neighbourhoods that 

seem to be better served from this point of view are in fact the high-income neighbourhoods 

that form an axis towards the south-west (Pedralbes, Les Corts, Sarrià, Sant Gervasi), and those 

that form a north-east axis (Poblenou, Diagonal Mar and El Front del Poblenou). The latter 

neighbourhood, even if at average income levels, is part of the new innovation district of the city 

and has undergone great changes over the last 20 years. In diachronic terms, the map on the 

right, matching the intensity of smart mobility service provision with rent changes, clarifies that 

in most of the cases smart mobility is associated with increasing household income. While it 

can’t be demonstrated, at this stage, that ‘smartification’ is a vector of area regeneration that 

produces an exclusion of the worse-off and digitally poor, and their displacement, it could be 

guessed that it is an important dimension of processes of transnational gentrification (as noted 

by López Gay et al., 2020) which is closely associated to area touristification (to be discussed in 

the next section).  
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 Social inclusion/exclusion 

2.1. Issue: Socio-spatial polarization 

The city has improved dramatically its prosperity and living conditions since the transition to 

democracy in the late 1970s, thanks to a variety of urban reforms undertaken in the historical 

centre and progressively in formerly declining and industrial areas in its periphery, fostering the 

creation of more and better jobs and the development of new residential infrastructure catering 

for both ends of the job market. The consolidation of one of the best metropolitan mobility 

systems in the south of Europe, including metro and bus, and the progressive pacification of car 

traffic in the inner city, is part of this project.  Thus, as of 2018, Catalonia was the fourth 

wealthiest Autonomous Community in Spain (after Madrid, Navarra and the Basque Country) 

in terms of GNP per capita; however, in absolute terms, it maintains its role of ‘engine’ of the 

Spanish economy. This places it among the wealthiest regions in the Mediterranean basin, slightly 

above the EU average, and the first one if we exclude Italian regions. GDP per capita was 25% 

higher in the City of Barcelona than in Catalonia as a whole, while its aggregate GDP counted 

for the 33.5% of the Catalan one (with the 21% of its population).  

Nevertheless, as many other large cities in Europe, it is a fragmented and polarised city, with 

important welfare gaps between its historical centre, the XIX century modern expansion, and 

the more peripheral neighbourhoods, including both the higher and the lower rent areas of the 

city. These differences have socio-historical origins and may have been reproduced through 

different patterns of urban development in the late XX century also in relation to the shifting 

‘geography of attractiveness’ that we will examine below. A key trend in this sense has been the 

transformation of the urban economy throughout the second half of the XX century, whereby 

the progressive loss of industrial functions has been compensated through the boost given to 

the service sector and in particular, in the last decades, its conversion into a global service hub 

accommodating the headquarters and some of the operational facilities of transnational 

companies, the travel and tourism industry sector being one of those. This transition is also 

scripted in Barcelona’s built environment, where the (conserved) remains of the ‘city of 

factories’ (Tatjer Mir, 2014), from the heart of the historical districts to the periphery and well 

into its metropolitan region, intersperse the post-industrial landscape of high-rise housing and 

office space and flagship cultural and sports venues; but it also underscores a great 

transformation of its working and middle classes, and their social geographies. 

While urban policy as well as EU funding have been channelled to the reduction of social gaps 

and the regeneration of unfavoured areas, the 2007 economic crisis brought a new dramatic 

intensification of urban inequalities. In fact, according to the most recent data provided by the 

Municipal Data Office2, despite the slight decrease after 2014, the gap of the household 

disposable income3 between the 73 neighbourhoods of the city has increased by 49.5% over the 

period 2007-17 (see Figure ). 

 
2 https://www.bcn.cat/estadistica/angles/dades/barris/economia/renda/rdfamiliar/index.htm 
3 The household disposable income combines measures from five different variables: (1) graduation rate (higher 
education); (2) unemployment rate; (3) car ownership rate; (4) power output of new cars acquired by residents; (5) 
market prices of real estate. The household income index is created from the combination of the above-mentioned 
variables and its value is calculated in relation to the mean for the city, fixed to 100. 
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Figure 25: Arithmetic difference of the household disposable income index between the top and bottom ranked neighbourhood 

(2007-17). Source: Own elaboration based on data provided by the Municipal Data Office. 

At the same time, the 2007-17 trends reveal that the neighbourhoods with the lowest values in 

the household disposable income are also those who recorded a higher decrease. In particular, 

11 out of 73 neighbourhoods lose more than one fifth of their total household income since 

2007.  

Figure  below allows for a visualization of this trend at the neighbourhood level. As it can be 

seen on the map, the majority of neighbourhoods recording a downward trend are 

geographically concentrated in north-east and south-west areas of the city. 

 

Figure 26: Percentage change of the household income index between 2007 and 2017 (Source: Own elaboration based on 

data provided by the Municipal Data Office) 

The slump in economic activity around 2010 that hit mostly unskilled workers (in construction 

and consumer services) explains this trend; but middle classes have been affected as well, for 

instance out of budget cuts for public workers, or severe loss of jobs in business services.  

Workers in export-oriented sectors were less impacted. In general, jobs have become more 

precarious and unstable because of labour reforms. Youngest workers (aged 20-24) are among 
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the most affected with unemployment rates reaching 28.1%, according to the figures provided 

by the Catalan Institute of Statistics for the first trimester of 20204. As a result, this cohort is 

more likely to have been pushed out from Barcelona in the pursuit of better working conditions. 

A report published by the Municipality (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2016) indicates that the 

prototype of the young unemployed is a female aged 25-29 with basic education and employed 

in the service sector. Taking the data of the municipal census into account, the number of young 

Catalans aged below 30 who have transferred their residence abroad has increased by 44.7% in 

the last 5 years (from 28,304 in 2015 to 40,948 in 2020). 

Polarization between richest and poorer neighbourhoods in Barcelona is also accentuated by 

health-related indicators. For instance, data provided by the Agency of Public Health indicate 

that premature mortality (i.e. deaths that occur at an age earlier than a selected cut-off) is higher 

in those areas of the city with lower economic performance. 

2.2. Issue: Neighbourhood change and gentrification  

What stands out when referring to data on household income and rent distribution is that the 

economic situation of the most intensive tourism areas of the city, mid-to-low income areas in 

origin, seems to have not deteriorated that much throughout the process, and has actually 

improved in the last years. However, these areas are also among those having experienced the 

highest rates of population mobility and substitution. Thus, the photograph we are seeing 

regards a neighbourhood population that has substantially changed in the process.  

In fact, the ‘net’ picture of global population change is patchy (see  

Figure Fehler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden.). Registered residents 

have generally declined in some of the most intensively tourist areas of the city, like the historical 

core of the Gòtic, where population loss has been about -14% between 2010 and 2014 (with 

some census zone reaching 40%), but also in the waterfront area of Barceloneta, the historical 

and leisure cluster of La Ribera or the bohemian Vila de Gràcia, while in others (like the multi-

ethnic El Raval) or the middle-class Dreta de l’Eixample the trend is reversed and they have 

actually gained population. 

Population change and substitution hints at typical processes of gentrification, whose production 

and characterisation, as the literature points out, could be the result of different factors, such 

as area regeneration programs inducing a new attractiveness of the area for residence, 

commerce and other mundane or tourist activities, and the related swelling of the real estate 

market. A emerging strand of the literature (Cocola Gant & López Gay, 2020; Cocola Gant 

2018; Jover & Díaz-Parra, 2019; Pinkster & Boterman, 2017; Sequera & Nofre, 2019) has 

emphasised the peculiarity of tourism-driven gentrification, where increased tourism 

attractiveness, area transformation and population change are intertwined processes, generally 

resulting in declines in population and number of households, an increase of foreign-born and 

highly educated residents (as landlords and tenants), fast-life cycles of dwelling in the 

neighbourhood (high substitution rates), and a high share of houses that are dedicated to 

‘temporary dwelling’ as short-term rentals intermediated by digital platforms like Airbnb. On 

the other hand, the low-income national- and foreign-born population, the less educated, the 

older population tends to be expelled. 

 
4 https://www.idescat.cat/treball/epa?tc=4&id=ic400201&lang=es 
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Figure 27: Population change in Barcelona neighbourhoods, 2010-2014 (left) and 2015-2019 (right) 

Indeed, the period 2010-14 has seen the ‘landing’ in Barcelona of the phenomenon of short-

term rentals (STR). Especially in the last part of this period, the municipality – faced with the 

first signs of an excessive proliferation of hotel and apartment supply  – capped the number of 

permits; yet ‘networked hospitality’ platforms initially felt they did not need any type of permit 

(or where so counselled by the intermediary company) and thus became the main vector for 

the unbridled intensification of tourism supply in the city centre, with strong effects on housing 

availability and affordability for residential use (Arias Sans & Quaglieri Domínguez, 2016).  

The dynamics of the real estate market has been peculiar in the last decade: purchase prices per 

m2 touched bottom in 2013 as an effect of the fall in demand, but then they started to rise again 

with economic recovery to go back at pre-crisis levels around 2018, while rental prices reached 

a new peak in the same year, and have continued growing in most neighbourhoods well into 

2019 (notably not in the Old City). Cocola Gant & López Gay (2020) comment that tourism 

and the ‘airbnbification of housing’ since 2012 are not the only drivers of this trend, which is 

enmeshed in many other speculative pressures, with real estate capital and financialised housing 

and hospitality assets as the new frontier of neoliberal accumulation strategies (the spatial fix). 

However, the spatial association of population outmigration, housing prices, the rise of 

temporary dwellings, and social change in Barcelona and in its tourist core specifically, is telling. 

In Figure 28 the outflow of residents per neighbourhood in 2012-2014 is charted against the 

offer of bed-places in Airbnb in 2014, while in Figure 29 Airbnb figures are matched with the 

growth of housing tenancy by foreigners in 2009-2014.  
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Figure 28: Dimension of Airbnb supply and outflow of residents, 2012-2014 (Source: PCT, 2016) 

 

Figure 29: Dimension of Airbnb supply and growth of tenancy of housing by foreigners, 2009-2014 (Source: PCT, 2016) 

The picture rendered by these elaborations is that in the areas with the largest offer of Airbnb 

around 2014, the outflow of population and the corresponding inflow of new foreign proprietors 

in the previous 2-4 years had been massive. In more recent works, it is suggested that actually 

many foreigners ‘buy to let’ as corporate or middle class investment strategy specifically targeting 

the high-income short-term rental market (Cocola & Dago, 2019), or ‘buy to sublet’, when 

generally young foreigners use their cognitive capital and the flexibility/mobility of their work 

routines to afford buying property, counting on subletting extra rooms to tourists or letting the 

apartment short-term in periods in which they don’t use the apartment themselves to pay the 

mortgage on investment (Quaglieri Domínguez et al., 2020).  
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García-López et al. (2019) provide consistent evidence of interference of Airbnb’s expanding 

offer on real estate prices in Barcelona: at city level, the growth of short-term rentals has a 1.9% 

effect on rents and of 5.3% on transaction prices; yet in areas with high intensity of the Airbnb 

offer, the effect is respectively of 7% on rents and a remarkable 19% on transaction prices. It is 

also noted that after 2016 – when new regulations and more pervasive controls started to curb 

the further expansion of Airbnb – rental prices started to subside, yet purchase prices continued 

to grow, suggesting that speculative pressures continue to operate in the long term 

irrespectively of such regulations (see Figure 30). 

 

Figure 30: Evolution of Airbnb listings, rents and prices of housing per m2 in Barcelona, 2007-2018 (Source: García-López et 

al., 2019) 

Hence, a process of housing exclusion is nuanced, which is at least in part driven by the 

intensification of tourism: in 2017, the average effort rate to access housing for persons younger 

than 25 years old (share of personal income needed to afford a house) was above 125%: the 

average Barcelonan in this age cohort cannot afford to live in the city, or needs to use other 

sources, like family capital, in order to do it. While overnight stays in hotels hardly grew (14 to 

17.6 million between 2010 and 2015), stays at rented houses – almost non-existent in 2010 –

reached a peak of 9.5 million in 2015 (Nel.lo, 2017). In 10 of the 79 neighbourhoods of Barcelona, 

67.1% of the tourist apartments are offered by the Airbnb platform, obtaining rent prices that 

are between 2.3 and 4.1 times higher than those for the habitual residence. This fact, together 

with the low supply of subsidised housing in Barcelona (less than 2% of the housing stock) is 

noted by several authors as a key driver of socio-spatial segregation. However, the displacement 

of low-income population has been less apparent as homeownership has been more promoted 

than rent in Spain. The situation is different in regard to people who live in rental housing, as 

well reflected in the ethnographic study carried out by Mansilla (2018), showing how many 

people have been displaced from their original neighbourhoods due to increasing of rental prices. 

The segregation of the population in Barcelona city is nothing new (greater poverty is 

concentrated in periphery neighbourhoods). Although in recent years segregation has increased, 

it is not only displacing economically vulnerable groups: middle classes have also been pushed to 

seek for neighbourhoods with a lower cost of living. In a 2012 survey, 1 of every 6 inhabitants 

of the metropolitan area of Barcelona reported to be suffering or having suffered housing 

exclusion of some sorts (Nel.lo, 2018). 
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The ‘internationalisation’ of the population of Barcelona – and its enmeshments with the 

transformations of the labour and housing market and with the growing touristification of the 

city – could be a further driver of housing exclusion, in particular for the most vulnerable groups. 

Throughout the XX and early XXI century Barcelona has been the destination of migratory 

waves of very different nature, including low skilled workers from the rest of Spain, and later 

from many low-income countries, mainly in Latin America, Northern Africa and the Far East, 

and then later lifestyle migrants, top corporate workers and young starters from the global 

north. These flows were mainly motivated by the city’s economic buoyancy and the availability 

of good jobs, its urban amenities and liberal character, its growing status as a favourite location 

for global companies and its wide offer of higher education, combined with an affordable housing 

market compared to that of other European capitals.  

This population dynamism has reconfigured continuously the social geography of the city, 

creating areas of strong pressure on the incumbent population and earlier migratory enclaves 

therein. The question of ‘transnational gentrifiers’ has been tackled by the recent literature on 

population change in tourism cities (e.g. Cocola & López, 2020). Especially during the 1990s and 

2000s, many zones in the city centre underwent a transition from working-class areas with a 

large migrant low-rent population to being favourite sites for a cosmopolitan population 

including top workers, middle class households, young international students or ‘in-betweeners’. 

This transition is to some extent driven by their rising status as tourism areas, whose housing 

market and commercial fabric are reoriented towards the demand of mobile populations and 

‘temporary dwellers’. In  

Figure , the areas of the city where tourism intensification has been most intense in the last 5-

10 years, correspond to those where in 2018 the ’western’ foreign-born population is highest, 

leading to a remarkable transformation of the population pyramid: a general rejuvenation of the 

population accompanied by the diversification of national profiles of the younger cohorts (the 

25-39 age groups in particular, as clarified further by Cocola-Gant & Lopez-Gay, 2020). 

 

Figure 31: Proportion of population born in Europe and North America by census tract (Source: Cocola-Gant & Lopez-Gay, 

2020) 
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These dynamics are arguably highly interrelated with the progressive revitalization and 

enhancement of public space and environmental conditions in the neighbourhood of Barcelona, 

which undoubtedly benefits the local population but also results, as it is inevitable, in their 

increased attractiveness for new user populations, ranging from short-stay visitors to 

transnational gentrifiers. Anguelovski et al. (2018) studied how area ‘greening’ programs may 

have contributed to the elitization of neighbourhoods. Their results indicate that especially in 

former industrial neighbourhoods ‘green gentrification’ has attracted new younger dwellers with 

high incomes, better educated, mostly of northern European nationality, conversely producing 

exclusion, displacement, and marginalisation of incumbent vulnerable residents, especially the 

elderly, which compare with the much less ‘excluding’ character of other neighbourhoods which 

did not undergo such regeneration strategies.  

At the same time, as was suggested in the conceptual framework of this project, the 

constellation of practices (of dwelling, socialisation, mundane activities on the move) and 

performances of the incoming populations may unsettle sedentary populations, excluding them 

– not only from the housing market and basic services of proximity, but also from the support 

network provided by long-time neighbours. The leisure practices of visitors have disruptive 

effects on mundane dimensions of everyday life like shopping, socialising in public space, resting 

at night or children’s play and safety. In 2019, the 20.4% of residents in Barcelona reported some 

sort of problems of cohabitation with tourists in residential spaces or public space. According 

to the Victimization Survey in Barcelona (2019), the highest percentage of conflicts attributed 

to tourism behaviour is reported by residents of the district of Ciutat Vella (57.6%), followed 

by Gràcia (37.2%).  

To conclude, residents are displaced from high-tourism intensive areas for a variety of reasons: 

because they are evicted or cannot afford to live there anymore; because the basic services and 

networks that support their everyday life thin out; or just because they perceive an intolerable 

diminishment of the quality of their life in the neighbourhood. Especially for the most vulnerable, 

dependent and sedentary sectors of the population, such compelled or voluntary displacement 

hints at avenues of exclusion, for instance obliging them to longer commuting times to work 

that are subtracted from family life, or disrupting social bonds. However, even before the 

displacement occurs, the hardships to which residents are subject when ‘sharing space’ with a 

growing population of mobile dwellers in their neighbourhood – the perception of unfamiliarity 

and insecurity or the growing unaffordability of place amenities and services – represent 

emerging forms of exclusion and marginalisation. 

2.3. Issue: Labour conditions 

The tourist sector is the largest generator of employment in the period following the 2008 

financial crisis, with more than 19,000 jobs created between 2008 and 20175. However, the 

effects of the economic crisis and its long tail in the job market and employment conditions, 

coupled with the dynamics of the housing market and the cost of basic commodities and services, 

meant that in a large and intensively visited city like Barcelona there has been a fundamental 

redistribution of income from work to capital rents. In fact, while the average household income 

has increased from 2010 and 2018 by around 13% in line with the rest of Europe, the real income 

from labour in Barcelona has diminished, at a higher rate than in the rest of Catalonia or Spain 

 
5 https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/turisme/sites/default/files/informe_mercat_laboral_0.pdf 
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(Figure 32). Other data (CESB, 2020) show that the cohort aged 20-24 years old suffered the 

greatest slump in real salary between 2008 and 2016.  

As mentioned above, in this context, the horeca sector (hospitality + restoration) is a 

particularly weak one, paying the lowest salaries in the Spanish economy and occupying the 

highest share of low skilled workers. In Barcelona, tourism employed around 126,000 people in 

2018, approximately 18,250 in transport, 17,700 in hospitality, 66,050 in restoration, 6,925 in 

agencies and intermediaries, and 17,035 in other services. In the horeca sector proper, the 

average salary was 17,268€ (56.1% of the average across sectors). The salary gap between 

genders in the horeca sector is less pronounced than in other sectors: female workers earn the 

88.6% of males, vs 78.8% across all sectors. However, there is also a nationality gap in a sector 

that employs many foreigners: non-EU Europeans earn 72.5% of the average salary, Latin 

American 59.8% and workers from other non-European countries 54.5% (respectively, 73%, 53% 

and 49.2% in the case of female workers). 

The recent evolution of salaries (2016-18) has been a 5.6% average growth, and it was more 

pronounced in the horeca sector (8.9%), yet for female horeca workers growth has been only 

6.9% (compared with a 6.0% growth of salaries paid to women across the economy). Thus, the 

gender gap in the horeca sector is widening: in 2018 women earn 11.6% less than men (from 

8.9% in 2016). Non-EU workers are also improving their salaries (+19% for non-EU Europeans, 

+7.1% for Latin Americans, +13.8% for the rest of the world); yet in general salaries paid to 

foreign women grow less and in the case of Latin American female horeca workers, they 

experienced a slump of -2.2% (Figure 33). 6 

 

Figure 32: Evolution of average wages (€ pps), 2010-2018 (Source: own elaboration on data Retrieved from from 

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/barcelonaeconomia/ca/mercat-de-treball/remuneracions-salarials/remuneracions-salarials) 

 
6 It must be noted however that these statistical figures are not necessarily providing an accurate and 
full picture of the effects of the internationalisation of the city and its affirmation as a hub of different 
mobilities on labour conditions. In fact, data on the horeca sector pool together companies that cater 
for very different demand segments; and, as noted above, the ‘tourist dimension’ of the city is 
articulated in a much wider range of economic sectors, such as retail commerce, cultural and creative 
industries, public sector work (for instance in transport), advanced company services, technology etc. 
Thus, obtaining an exhaustive outlook over the dimensions and condition of tourism-related work in 
Barcelona has to through more sophisticated techniques. 
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Figure 33: Evolution of average wages for different employee profiles and sectors, 2016-2018 (source: own elaboration on 

data Retrieved from from https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/barcelonaeconomia/ca/mercat-de-treball/remuneracions-

salarials/remuneracions-salarials). 

Thus, the question of the position of female workers in a tourist city – either because directly 

employed in the horeca sector, or indirectly as constituting a vulnerable collective which is more 

exposed than others, and increasingly so in its intersectionality with class, age, race 

characteristics – emerges as a relevant factor of exclusion in Barcelona. According to the 

statistical dossier Women and Work prepared by the Gender Equality Observatory of Catalonia 

(2020), 58.9% of women were employed in elementary professions, while in men this percentage 

dropped to 41.1%. Regarding the professions in the field of catering, personal services and sales, 

women represent 61.2%, while only 38.7% of men develop this type of profession. Also, if we 

look at the proportion of women hired in the hospitality industry, this is 8.6% for women, while 

it drops to 6.9% for men. The tourist sector offers less opportunities for woman to be promoted 

at work, as consequence we observe that leadership and management jobs are mainly occupied 

by men, whereas production tasks are mainly carried out by women. They are hampered by 

what is known as the "glass ceiling". Consequently, women receive worse wages than men, 

according to the Catalan Women's Institute (2020), the wage gap for Catalan women in 2017 

was 32.6% for those who were employed in elementary professions, and 29.4% for those who 

worked in the catering, personal services and sales professions. In this same dossier, a reference 

is made to the annual salary received by men and women. In elementary professions it was € 

11,874 for women and € 17,624 for men. Regarding restoration, personal services and sales 

professions, the salaries are still higher for men € 20,996 than for women € 14,820 (Catalan 

Institute of Women, 2020). In this sense, the tourism sector is one of the sectors most exposed 

to poor working conditions and low wages; the average wage in the hospitality industry in 

Barcelona is one of the lowest compared with other professions, around € 16,708 / year, while 

the average salary in the city stands at € 30,263 / year (ODG, 2019). 

Overall, the occupations carried out by women in the tourism sector are jobs characterized by 

its informality and precariousness. Informality, not only because the uncertain legality of the 

100

59.0
57.3

50.6

46.5

54.4
51.5

105.6

63.2

56.0
57.6

52.0

59.2

55.1

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

110

120

AVERAGE WAGE Employees from Latin
America

Female employees
from Latin America

Employees from 'Rest
of the world'

Female employees
from 'Rest of the

world'

AVERAGE WAGE IN
THE HORECA SECTOR

Female employees in
the horeca sector

2016 2018

https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/barcelonaeconomia/ca/mercat-de-treball/remuneracions-salarials/remuneracions-salarials
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/barcelonaeconomia/ca/mercat-de-treball/remuneracions-salarials/remuneracions-salarials


66 

SMARTDEST – D3.1 Collection of 4 case study reports 

 
 

hiring, but also because the jobs that are associated with vulnerable conditions in terms of social 

protection and without employment benefits, such as social benefits and fair wages (Leguizamón, 

2016). Regarding precariousness, following Rubio (2010), the jobs carried out by women in the 

tourism sector are characterized by partial jobs, irregular employment conditions, vulnerability 

(degradation of working conditions), low wages to fulfil basic needs, and the lack of employment 

protection, which are currently considered structural problems of the sector. In addition, this 

job insecurity is translated into remarkable wage gaps between men and women. Certain forms 

of employment, such as part-time work, promote the segregation of women and act as a source 

of inequalities (Moreno and Cañada, 2018). Moreover, Guerrier and Adib (2003) point out that 

there is an intersection of gender when factors such as nationality, race and ethnicity interact, 

this happens to female employees that work in the tourism sector. The employment in the 

tourism sector is perfect for certain type of women, specifically for those who occupy a lower 

social position, for example immigrant women who lack a legal work permit. 

Gender discrimination experienced by women in the tourism sector is not an exception 

(Sigüenza et al., 2013: 183). In any case, women who access managerial positions earn less, even 

if carrying out the same tasks as men (Cañada, 2015). One of the reasons why women perform 

less manager roles is due to that employees assume that they do not have enough available time 

to work in workplaces that require long hours (Sigüenza et al., 2013). Work-life balance harms 

women, they are forced to give up a part of their working day and consequently, receive lower 

wages. Because of the non-distribution of family burdens in an egalitarian manner, it has a 

negative impact on the quality of personal and material life, for example in social security 

contributions and health. When we look at the percentage of women who have part-time jobs 

and the number of days off work, the figures are again higher for women (Catalan Institute of 

Women, 2020). 

According to the EU-SILC survey (2018), women represent 51% of the total population in 

Catalonia. Yet, they are overrepresented in severely deprived households (59.5%), low work 

intensity households (53%) and more likely to be exposed to the risk of poverty (56.3%) than 

their male counterpart. Also, despite the fact that the ‘feminization’ of poverty is a widespread 

phenomenon, Catalonia yields values above the EU-28 average in all the aforementioned 

indicators. As seen above, these ‘structural’ conditions of female employment in Catalonia 

intersect with specific attributes of employment in the horeca sector. Female participation in 

the tourism labour market in Catalonia is higher in lower and worst paid positions, reflecting a 

collective imaginary on the ‘right’ work for women and men (Moreno & Cañada, 2018). The rate 

of women in leadership positions is also outstandingly low (of 220 hotels between 3 and 5 stars, 

only 30% are run by women, as noted by Casanovas Ibañez, 2017). Women are hampered in 

their career advancement by the difficulty of combining management positions with family 

responsibilities. Labour segregation also induces weaker protection of the most vulnerable 

tourism worker collectives, housekeepers, a highly feminised and also racialised collective, 

whose labour rights were diminished by the 2012 labour reform, opening the way for massive 

externalizations of this service. In this intersection of immigrant and gendered work, Arranz et 

al. (2017) analyse the effects of the 2008 economic crisis on the work mobility of immigrant 

women in Spain, who according to the authors, are exposed to triple discrimination in their 

status of women, workers and foreigners. Their analysis concludes that the crisis has led to an 

immobilisation of immigrant women in the lowest qualified positions and in the caring sector. 

Moreover, another perspective that needs further emphasis is the organization of labour lives 
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in mobility and specific household contexts. The increasing decoupling of work and place of 

residence of vulnerable people who has been forced to live in the peripheries of metropolitan 

areas, involves long commutes or frequent absences from home, challenging personal and family 

lives (Viry, G., et al., 2015). Significant research on these dimensions of gender exclusion in the 

tourist landscape of Barcelona is lacking, and is reputed essential to understand inequality and 

social exclusion also in the current pandemic situation. 

Furthermore, the study carried out by Moreno and Cañada (2018) rises awareness about the 

tasks performed by women in the field of tourism could sometimes lead to sexual harassment. 

The idea that the client always comes first can lead woman to perform condescending attitudes 

towards clients, asymmetric power relationships and sexual inequalities. The tourism industry 

deliberately builds erotic and sexual environments, so its employees expose themselves to 

threatening behaviour from customers. Receptionists and chambermaids are the most likely to 

suffer from it. Researchers add that the precarious working conditions could even encourage 

those women to participate in sex work. 

Furthermore, sizeable sectors of tourism labour are subject to other factors of marginalisation:  

• Precarious labour relations. Due to the highly temporal character of tourism demand and 

the intensively competitive environment, a sizable share of workers has short and 

unprotected work relations: 86% of contracts in the tourism sector in 2018-19 were short-

term contracts7. As a typical trend in employment, the lower skills end of this job market is 

increasingly covered through subcontracted labour – in hospitality, cultural management, 

events especially –, and the contractual conditions resent from this formula that widened 

flexibility and the casualisation of work. Besides, labour reforms have reduced the 

negotiation power of unions. These trends hint at an increasingly affected workforce that 

faces hardships in affording to live in the city where they work and faces an uncertain future, 

as has been made evident by the impacts of the Covid-19 crisis. Regarding the 

sociodemographic distribution of precariousness in the tourism sector, adult men with a 

high education level, and born in Spain, are those who are less exposed, whereas young 

women who are migrant and have low educational levels, are more prone to vulnerability. 

Indeed, the latter represent the vast majority of employees in the tourism sector where 

different precarious factors often intersect among them (Albarracín, 2010; Moreno & 

Cañada, 2018). 

• A further element of workforce casualisation has been provided by the increase of 

employment in the platform economy. The affirmation of digital platforms as providers or 

commercial channel for home hospitality or other services (food deliveries, taxi rentals, tour 

guides, etc.) has transformed a part of the workforce in this sector into ‘invisible’ service 

providers. While there are no solid figures for work in the platform economy in Barcelona, 

some data on the Airbnb host community (as offered by 

http://insideairbnb.com/barcelona/#) clarify that up to 9,295 hosts were active in Barcelona 

in December 2016, approximately half of which offer only one property and the rest are 

multi-hosts. It has been noted by many authors (e.g. Sigala, 2018) that in this context service 

provision to short-term rentals develops in a myriad of micro-entrepreneurial profiles which 

are also largely ‘submerged’, noted by authors such as Dredge & Gymothy (2015) to affect 

 
7 https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/turisme/es/mercado-laboral#grafica_2 

http://insideairbnb.com/barcelona/
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regulated markets and social security systems. Other authors discuss the ambiguous 

character of gendered ‘emotional labour’ involved platform hospitality (e.g. Roeloefsen, 

2018).  

• Gendered work: According to the EU-SILC survey (2018), women represent the 51% of the 

total population in Catalonia. Yet, they are overrepresented in severely deprived households 

(59.5%), low work intensity households (53%) and more likely to be exposed to the risk of 

poverty (56.3%) than their male counterpart. Also, despite the fact that the “feminization” 

of poverty is a widespread phenomenon, Catalonia yields values above the EU-28 average in 

all the aforementioned indicators. As seen above, these ‘structural’ conditions of feminine 

employment in Catalonia intersect with the specific attributes of employment in the horeca 

sector. Female participation in the tourism labour market in Catalonia is higher in lower and 

worst paid positions, reflecting a collective imaginary on the ‘right’ work for women and 

men (Moreno & Cañada, 2018). The rate of women in leadership positions is also 

outstandingly low (of 220 hotels between 3 and 5 stars, only 30% are run by women, as 

noted by Casanovas Ibañez, 2017). Women are hampered in their career advancement by 

the difficulty of combining management positions with family responsibilities. Labour 

segregation also induces weaker protection of the most vulnerable tourism worker 

collectives, housekeepers, a highly feminised and also racialised collective whose labour 

rights were diminished by the 2012 labour reform, opening the way for massive 

externalizations of this service. In this intersection of racial gendered work, Arranz et al. 

(2017) analyse the effects of the 2008 economic crisis on the work mobility of immigrant 

women in Spain, who according to the authors they are exposed to a triple discrimination 

in their status of women, workers and foreign. Their analysis concludes that the crisis has 

led to an immobilisation of immigrant women in the lowest qualified positions and in the 

caring sector. Moreover, another perspective that needs further emphasis is the 

organization of labour lives in mobility and specific household contexts. The increasing 

decoupling of work and place of residence of vulnerable people who has been forced to live 

in the peripheries of metropolitan areas, involves long commutes or frequent absences from 

home, challenging personal and family lives (Viry et al., 2015). Significant research on these 

dimensions of gender exclusion in the tourist landscape of Barcelona is lacking, and is 

reputed essential to understand inequality and social exclusion also in the current pandemic 

situation. 

• Reification of marginal and undocumented workers in the informal economy – tourism and 

especially informal street trade is a typical sector of activity of undocumented workers. Top 

mantas and lateros (irregular sellers of goods and/or beverages), sex workers, drug sellers 

in narcopisos (i.e. private household used for drug transactions), are all typologies of informal 

workers connected with tourists’ leisure. The stigmatization of these collectives often goes 

along with public discourses that are critical with mass tourism and anti-social behaviour, or 

that reclaim ‘high quality tourism’ (Araya López, 2020). It is also remarkable that this informal 

economy in Barcelona is majorly integrated by masculine workers, so what also need to be 

scrutinized deeply to understand what gender roles could be behind this scene. Moreover, 

the informality in the formal economy –such as in the horeca and the platform economy (as 

already mentioned above) - must also be analysed. 
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To sum up, it can be concluded that Barcelona is a city where the increasing growth, 

intensification and internationalisation of tourism, and of other related mobilities, has produced 

a fertile ground for the exclusion of sizeable sectors of the local community, whose most 

immediate facets are housing exclusion and displacement of vulnerable groups, and the 

marginalisation and casualization of work. It has been noted that the most important effects 

regard gendered labour in the hospitality industry and its intersectionality with other population 

characteristics, such as nationality, household characteristics, age and skills. Increasingly, these 

processes involve a metropolitan if not regional dimension – both because this is the natural 

scale of an urban system based on work commuting, and because the ‘boundaries’ of Barcelona 

as a tourism destination are increasingly pushed beyond the city limits proper towards a 

constellation of tourism peripheries of different types.  

The shifting social geography of the tourist city underlying this trend however has to be explored 

at more depth, and the processes of exclusion and marginalisation of female workers especially 

vis-à-vis the agency of tourism mobilities needs to be more nuanced in order to consider how 

such trends could be mitigated or reverted. Besides, these trends need to be examined in the 

light of the policy frames and other contextual factors that are may be relevant for Barcelona’s 

tourism development trends and their social impacts, which we proceed to expose in the next 

section.  

  



70 

SMARTDEST – D3.1 Collection of 4 case study reports 

 
 

 The policy context: development of issues, policy frame over 

time and coping strategies and initiatives 

In this section, we want to offer a reasonably structured account of the policy turns, events and 

orientations, at different scales, which have arguably had the most significant imprint on the 

evolution of tourism and its social impacts in Barcelona and its region. This is organised as a 

‘timeline’ of key events or moments of change which may explain the state of Barcelona as a 

tourist city as 2020 begins, the possible enmeshments of tourism with social in/exclusion, and 

the related representations in political and societal discourses. Of course, the final event in this 

list that must be considered is the COVID-19 pandemics and its effects, also in the policy field. 

Figure 34: Timeline Barcelona tourism policy and key transformations and events (Colours have been integrated to reinforce 

some key events and moments: Grey: outstanding consequences and key policy levers; Red(light) and Blue: conservatives and 

progressive governments; Orange: key pubic issues). 

 

3.1 The Olympic Games and the establishment of the public-private “Barcelona 

Model”: the development of an International Tourism Destination and the 

inherited social segregation 

In 20 years, Barcelona become an international tourism destination, demand triple and bed 

nights increased 270% and bed nights 260%. In the first decade of 00s hotel capacity increased 

the double. 
 

• Arrivals in hotel: 1.732.902 (1990); 3.141.162 (2000); 7.133.524 (2010) 

• Bed nights in hotels: 3.795.522 (1990); 7.777.580 (2000); 14.047.396 (2010) 

• Bed places in hotels and similar: 18.569 (1990); 31.338 (2000); 67.225 (2010) 
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Any account of events situating the contemporary development of Barcelona generally starts 

with a reference to the successful bid for the 1992 Olympics, referring not only the international 

exposure that the city was looking for, but also the critical financial mass to start a thorough 

process of urban regeneration, based on a strategic planning approach, from declining industrial 

city to global post-industrial metropolis and prominent destination. The model of public-private 

cooperation inaugurated with the Olympics urban reforms, the ‘Barcelona model’, can be seen 

as the political-financial arm that facilitated this transition and guaranteed to it stability and 

consensus across the wide spectrum of political and social actors. 

Critical research on the issue (Capel, 2005; Monclús, 2003; Benach, 1993; Charnock & Ribera-

Fumaz, 2011; Balibrea, 2001; Degen & García, 2012; Marshall, 2000; Casellas, 2006; Delgado, 

2007) seems to converge on the claim that the ‘Barcelona model’ has gone through an evolution 

in the last three decades, marked by an increasing fragmentation and dilution of its political 

drivers and an increasing ‘loss of touch’ with the Barcelonan society. It has also been noted 

(Degen & García, 2012) that tourism development, certainly not the main objective of urban 

reforms in a first stage, has been an almost unexpected result of the city’s rising exposure and 

beautification. A new planning stage, inaugurated in the late 1990s, allowed the consolidation 

and ‘anchoring’ of such success, expanding dramatically the size of the accommodation sector, 

development leisure spaces and launching strategic projects (as cultural events and flagship 

venues) that would continuously enrich the factors of attractiveness of Barcelona and accrue to 

its brand. Meanwhile, the consequences of the extensive urban reforms during the first 20 years 

has produced social segregation in the maritime front of the city (Sant Martí District) and in the 

old town (Ciutat Vella). But also, the massive development of tourism mobility systems (luxury 

yacht port, cruise port and the second terminal of the airport) has promoted the inequal access 

to these systems for privileged mobilities and producing environmental and public health 

externalities.  

Moreover, the commodification/brandification of the city and the increasing emphasis on the 

visitor economy in planning and management, is seen as a critical issue (Delgado, 2007) which 

may have reverted the relationship between tourism and society. From ‘tourism growth at the 

service of cohesive urban development’, the polity of Barcelona seems to have shifted 

progressively to ‘the city at the service of tourism growth imperatives’: an overreliance on the 

attraction of tourists and foreign capital investments, at the expenses of supporting endogenous 

growth and a more resilient economy. This leads to question whether the conglomerate of 

public and private interests is not just reactively responding to global trends with policy 

initiatives that are increasingly played in the representational dimension (the ‘brandification’ of 

the city), but open new social imbalances and vulnerabilities, magnified by the impacts of the 

2008 economic crash. It is not surprising, therefore, that tourism has eventually become a 

divisive ‘bone of contention’ for urban policy, as noted by Russo et al. (2020) who analyse the 

positioning of political actors and social forces in four municipal elections from 2003 to 2015. 

The key policy events, ‘turns’, and specific initiatives that surround and drive this evolution 

reflect the previous statement that in contemporary cities (and Barcelona is a good case for 

this), the tourism dimension is imbricated in other overarching policy domains, such as economic 

development, internationalization and competition, mobility, labour, welfare, health, culture, etc. 

Furthermore, policy in all these domains is generally distributed hierarchically among different 

scales of government, from the local (municipal) level to the regional (Catalan autonomous 

government), national and EU levels. The City of Barcelona has mostly competences for urban 
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planning, land uses, metropolitan transport, some fiscal policy, marketing; most such 

competencies are anyway subject to Catalan planning laws and regulations, or to the 

Government of Spain’s labour laws and infrastructure policy, like national and regional railways, 

airports and ports, and finally to certain EU directives in the fields of enterprise and environment. 

Table 1: Urban plans framing the development of tourism and the destination strategy, 1981-2020. Adapted from Bové Sans 

& Guim Bernat (2014) 

YEAR PLAN DOMAIN 

1981 Creation of the City Tourism Board Municipal- tourism 

1990 1st Economic and Social Strategic Plan Barcelona 2000 Municipal- general 

1991 Tourism Marketing Plan of Barcelona Municipal- general 

1993 Tourism Strategic Plan of Barcelona leading to the creation of 

Turisme de Barcelona 

Municipal- tourism 

1994 2nd Economic and Social Strategic Plan Barcelona 2000 Municipal- general 

1999 3rd Economic and Social Strategic Plan Barcelona 1999-2005 Municipal- general 

1999 Strategic Plan of the Cultural Sector of Barcelona Municipal- culture 

2003 Metropolitan Strategic Plan of Barcelona 2003-2005 Metropolitan- general 

2006 Metropolitan Strategic Plan of Barcelona 2006-2010 Metropolitan- general 

2006 Culture Strategic Plan of Barcelona - New Accents 2006 Municipal- culture 

2008 Municipal Action Plan of Barcelona 2008-2011 Municipal- general 

2010 Tourism Strategic Plan of Barcelona city 2010-2015 Municipal- tourism 

2016 Tourism Strategic Plan 2016-2020 leadign to creation of City 

Tourism Council 

Municipal- tourism 

2020 Tourism Marketing Plan of Barcelona 2020 Municipal- tourism 

The planning strategy of the city to ‘make space’ for tourism growth, design and market new 

products and promote the destination relies on a number of plans, some specifically targeting 

the tourism sector, some other encasing tourism in the wider urban planning and land use 

regulations or strategic development of the city. Table 1 below provides a list.  

At municipal level, development strategies have used the leverage of financial public-private 

collaboration to produce significant changes in the built environment, economic functions, and 

representations, ever since the 1992 ‘Olympic’ turn. The first signs that the unbridled expansion 

of tourism in the city has adverse effects for the quality of life of its inhabitants start to be 

reported in the second half of the 2000s, and were generally associated to incidents and 

problems of overcrowding in public space, ‘uncivil’ behaviour by visitors and petty criminality 

picking up in tourist areas. In this context, of internationalization of the city and extensive urban 

reforms predominately oriented to middle/high class and visitors, the international mobility 

systems were expanded by the Catalan and the Spanish governments, integrating in some cases 

the public/private formula. Some of these infrastructural developments were accompanied by 

urban reforms and hotel supply. Surprising, some of them did not lead to a strong social 

confrontation. 
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Table 2: Key events and transformations 1990 – 2009 

 1990-1999 2000-2005 2006-2009 

Policy 

background, turns 

and reforms in 

governance 

1992 Olympics and 

inauguration of the 

‘Barcelona model’ of 

PP cooperation. 

 Economic crisis hits Spain. 131,000 

expelled from employment, 28,500 

families evicted in metro area. 

Policy tools and 

initiatives, plans, 

government 

initiatives 

 

1993 Creation of 

Turisme de Barcelona 

as tourism promotion 

body under private 

sector control 

 

2002 ‘Gaudi year’ and 

new stage of 

expansion of hotel 

supply 

Building of new cruise 

terminals 

Opening of 2nd airport terminal in 

2009 dedicated to low-cost airlines, 

expansion of cruise terminals. 

Expantion of MICE infrastructure in 

the southern edge of the city (Fira 

Gran Via). 

Neighbourhoods 

(reforms / 

gentrification / 

exclusion)  

Reforms Raval, Born 

(PERI) 

Vila Olímpica: high-

middle class 

neighbourhood 

2000 Launch the 22@ 

District 

Forum of Culture 

2004 extending urban 

reforms to northern 

waterfront and 

Diagonal Mar 

neighbourhood 

22@ established as new knowledge 

economy cluster and urban 

landmark in the PobleNou area 

(PobleNou Urban District) 

2009 Opening of Hotel W in 

Barceloneta and related 

controversies 

Community and 

private sector 

initiatives 

  Reform and opening of new routes 

of the 'Bus Turistic' (concessions 

TdB), converted in main cash-maker 

and promotional brand for Turisme 

de Barcelona 

World Mobile Congress becomes 

'permanent' in Barcellona (2006) 

Media and public 

debate 

 BBC reportage 'A 

place to visit before 

you die' (2002) 

 

Mounting claims of ‘uncivil’ 

behaviour and rising crime in 

tourism areas, leading to political 

debate on ‘quality tourism’ 

3.2 The consequences of the international economic crisis, the new neoliberal 

regimes and the tourism policy turn  

 

Bed places boomed with the incorporation of apartments for tourists channelled through the 

platform economy: 124012 bed places by 2015. Arrivals increased 26% and bed nights 107% 

respect to 2010, thanks to the new airport terminal, the cruise ship terminals, and the 

penetration of platform hospitality: 8.988.038 tourists and 29.124.621 bed nights. Conversely, 

the Gothic quarter loses 14% of resident population between 2010 and 2014.   

 

 

In 2010, when the global financial crisis started to reach catastrophic dimensions in the Spanish 

economy, a new record was set with 14 million overnight stays at Barcelona’s hotel 

establishments.  

The increasing concerns about tourism were first tackled ‘institutionally’ by the Tourism 

Strategic Plan of 2010-2015, passed by the last Socialist municipal government. This plan 

recognised the rising dangers of excessive tourism pressure, poor market selection, and a 
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governance model biased on the interests of the private sectors and not the real needs of the 

citizens. As such, it promoted some correctives measures to ‘tame’ and reorder the tourism 

growth model. We can highlight the promotion of attractions and hotel supply in non-central 

areas to disperse tourism pressure over a wider territory, diversify the product by commodifying 

“neighbourhood identities”, or a new scheme of taxation of tourism activity to revert in support 

policies for neighbourhood residents. However, most remarkably, it was the re-institution of 

the Municipal General Directorate for Tourism, in order to regain to the city administration a 

certain capacity to be a policy actor, a prerogative that had been substantially delegated to the 

private sector through Turisme de Barcelona under the framework of the ‘Barcelona model’.  

However, part of the plan was not implemented by the following government.  

After winning the 2011 elections, however, the new conservative local government was faced 

with direct impacts of the economic crisis. Substantially shelving the policy approach advocated 

by the Strategic Plan 2015, they instead saw in further tourism growth a last-resort job generator 

for a city that had lost 80,000 jobs in the verge of a few years (they will be 131,000 by 2012), 

with unemployment levels reaching 20% in 2012. In the face of the momentary collapse of large-

scale projects and the construction sector, the National, Catalan and Municipal governments 

allied to give way to a new hyper-liberal regime for the promotion of the visitor economy 

through the liberalisation of the real state market and the labour relations.  

On one hand, the Catalan Government act of 2011 known as ‘Omnibus law’ allowed overruling 

existing local planning laws to encourage the recovery of economic activity. On the other, the 

planning framework that sanctioned land uses and economic activity in the Old City - Ciutat 

Vella (an instrument that should have compensated the local effects of the ‘Bolkenstein directive’ 

of 2006, fostering the freedom of enterprise throughout the EU territory) was put by the new 

administration substantially at the service of the expansion of tourism supply. This may explain 

the further strong increase of hotel and short-rental apartments in 2010-2014 (+ 15,000 beds, 

mostly concentrated in the tourist core of the city). 

This process of neoliberalization was followed by the national government which approved state 

laws of special relevance, such as the measures to promote the appropriation of capital gains on 

consolidated urban land through the rehabilitation and renovation of buildings (Law 8/2013); or 

the drastic reduction of tax burdens on real estate transactions -and the consequent increase in 

profit- thanks to the creation of the figure of the SOCIMI (Law 11/2009). It should be 

remembered that currently the SOCIMI -Hispania-Bay, Merlin, etc.- are, together with the 

international funds -Blackstone, KKH, Fonciére des Régions, etc.- the major players in mobilizing 

assets in the hotel investment market in Spain (Irea, 2018). These legislations were accompanied 

by the creation of a residence visa for capital investors in Spain. 

In parallel, the ‘anticrisis’ labour reforms undertaken by successive national governments in 2010 

and 2012 are also under scrutiny for the great degree of precarisation of workers they have 

produced. The effects have been particularly strong in the horeca, accommodation and retail 

sectors, which depend on a great extent from low-skilled, temporal and atypical work; the 

majority of new contracts created after the crisis tend to be for seasonal work or for very short 

periods (in some cases, just a few days). Economist Miquel Puig recently warned that the ‘poor’ 

tourist workers would end up costing to the social security system more than what they earn 

to the regional economy. It could be added that the unaffordability of housing for underpaid 
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workers is creating a serious immediate strain on the sustainability of the system, further 

inducing marginalisation and exclusion. 

In that same period the ‘networked hospitality platforms’ land in Barcelona. The ‘Airbnb model’ 

promised to be alien to regulations, except their general fiscal obligations (of which the 

intermediary is not responsible). In the face of growing number of evictions related to the 

transformation of houses into short-term rentals, in 2014 the municipal government enforced a 

moratorium on new permits in some of the districts experiencing the highest growth of short-

term rentals. Yet this did not prevent the ‘submerged’ rental practices intermediated by Airbnb 

to continue flourishing, a problem that would be tackled by the next administration.  

The persisting penetration of tourism in the urban fabric of the city, taking over public space, its 

commercial structure and now also the housing market, became an early sign of ‘overtourism’ 

in the perception of the sectors of the local community that were carrying that burden. 

In this ever-increasing conflictive environment, the decision of ‘enclosing’ Parc Güell (until then 

a freely accessible public park) as a pay-for visitor precinct granting free access to residents only 

in specific days and prior reservation, it was strongly contested by neighbours. The struggle to 

maintain Parc Güell accessible as a public space became a new focus of activists movements and 

neighbourhood associations. However, this soon gave way to a widespread feeling of opposition 

to tourism altogether, seen as the new frontier of ‘expropriation’ of the city to its inhabitants. 

The photo of naked Italians raiding over a Barceloneta store, which was given ample exposure 

also in the international media, triggered what came to be called an anti-tourism or ‘turismofobia’ 

attitude of sectors of the local population, which contracted remarkable with the triumphalist 

narrative of institutional bodies ready to underline new records in the attraction of tourism, 

tourist expenditure, air routes, cruises and events. 

Table 3: Key events and transformations 2010-2015 

 2010 - 2015 

Policy background, turns and 

reforms in governance 

Airbnb ‘lands’ in Barcelona. 

 

Policy tools and initiatives, plans, 

government initiatives 

 

National labour reforms producing casualisation of workers in 

tourism and service sectors. 

 

Neighbourhoods (reforms / 

gentrification / exclusion) 

 

Gaudi`s Parc Güell transformed in pay-for visitor site. 

Expansion of Marina in Old Port and related controversies 

Community and private sector 

initiatives 

 

PAH (platform affected by housing loans crisis) formed to 

challenge evictions 

Creation of BARCELONA GLOBAL: the network organization of 

transnational enterprises and international businesspeople. 

Media and public debate 2014 - Photo of naked Italians in a Barceloneta store trigger new 

debate on binge tourism and local effects 
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3.3 A new tourism discourse and the politics of urban justice 

 

In 2016, visitors were estimated to count by 28,1 m visitors + cruises. The tourism market 

trend changed respect to the 2010-2015. Bed nights in hotels and guesthouses/inns 

overpassed the 21 m in 2019, but the growth rate decreased 50% less respect to the previous 

five years. Same scenario for the bed places growth rate, which decreased dramatically till 

27% respect to the 2010-2015 period (89% increase), in part thanks to the new regulations 

which pretend to limit the growth in most touristic quartiers. However, the unlicensed short-

term rental flats were estimated in 8,000. Covid-19 causes an 85% slump in hotel occupation 

rates. In parallel, crime rates boomed in tourist core of the city and became a key issue during 

political elections of 2019. 

 

The 2015 municipal elections were won by a radical left coalition (Barcelona en Comú, BeC) led 

by Ada Colau, a civic activist, who introduced a new vocabulary for urban justice which also 

supposed a new discourse for tourism and its discontents. Altogether, BeC called for a new 

approach on tourism policy, focusing on controlled de-growth, fight against illegality and 

corruption, stricter regulations of public space, and increased attention to the employment 

conditions in the tourism sector. Their characterisation of tourism as a disruptive force for the 

Barcelona society and the advocation of the new stage of ‘taming’ tourism and planning the city 

for greater resilience in the face of tourism was a totally new posture of the local government 

since the ‘Olympic turn’ in the late 1980s (Russo & Scarnato, 2018). Although BeC won the 

elections, it was in a context of minority in the government, which was translated in a great 

polarization of opinions and strong pressure from various tourism-related lobbying groups. 

Despite of the government enjoyed wide social support at least as far as tourism is concerned. 

In 2016, excessive tourism pressure is signalled – for the first time – as the most important 

problem faced by the citizens of Barcelona in the annual municipal survey, overcoming also 

concerns about unemployment or security. Tourism becomes a great element of polarization of 

opinions and political positionings, and (as summarised in the next section), in this stage many 

new grassroots groups, associations, and interest coalitions are formed claiming either in favour 

of a stricter grip on tourism or in favour of a loosening of regulations.  

The first measures taken by the new council have been a one-year ban on the concession of 

licenses in the whole city for new accommodation establishments of any type (particularly 

controversial for putting on stand-by many investment projects already underway), followed the 

passing of a new Tourism Accommodation Plan (PEUAT) which strongly constrained – and in 

specific areas of the city halted – the concession of permits for new accommodation, including 

hotels and apartment rentals. The opposition to unlicensed short-term rentals hardened, leading 

to the issuing of hundreds of sanctions and a new package of measures that directly target 

platforms like Airbnb in their responsibility as sale channel of services that elude legal obligations.  
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The offer mediated by Airbnb (active listings) in Barcelona reached an estimated number of 35,000 

bedplaces (72% of which in whole apartments) in 2014 and 59,000 in 2016, when PEUAT started to 

cap licences and controls on unlicensed rentals started to be enforced. This number compares with 

almost 80,000 bedplaces in hotels offered in the same year. As of today (and after COVID led to 

foreclosure of a sizeable share of this supply), they can be estimated in around 50,000, but remarkably, 

the majority of this supply (50.2%) is in rooms of shared homes. This modality has until very recently 

been unregulated, so it escaped the provisions of the PEUAT. In this light, many hosts who have been 

forced to withdraw their listings for ‘whole apartments’ started offering them as individual rooms to 

let. The new regulation on room rentals passed in June 2020 by the Catalan Government de facto 

‘formalises’ the category of lodging, introducing an added element of complexity for controlling this 

supply a municipal level (Quaglieri et al., 2020).  

Another important reform launched by the new government has been a new Land-use Plan of 

the Old City in 2018, meant to contain the overt specialisation to visitor economy and 

consumption practices. The most ambition policy program of the BeC administration has been 

the launching of the Tourism Strategic Plan of Barcelona 2020 (PETB2020). This plan was meant 

to be a powerful instrument to elaborate urban strategies challenging overtourism and its effects 

in a strong participatory format, but also to vertebrate such strategies into the different 

dimensions of municipal policy that are elicited by the tourism phenomenon. As emanation of 

the PEBT2020, the city endorsed a Tourism Mobility Plan, redesigning transit fares and schedules 

to facilitate the tourist use of public transport and minimise its effect on resident mobility; and 

was on the verge of publishing its new tourism marketing plan, focusing on ‘demarketing’ and 

careful channel selection, when COVID-19 changed substantially the scenario.   

Even beyond the provisions of the PETB2020, the recognition that tourism and the related 

mobilities are an essential and inextricable driver of the progressive transformation of the city 

has informed many other policy initiatives in different domains. The imperative of a ‘green 

transition’ marked by the 2020 urban agenda led to efforts to pacify traffic in the city and to give 

back high-quality public space to citizens. The most ambitious project in this sense is the 

‘superblocks’, which has been resurrected by the Colau administration.  

Indeed, affordable housing is also a moot point for Barcelona and an element of weakness when 

it comes to countering the impacts of the visitor economy. The additional strain produced by 

the intensification of tourism and the reconversion of a sizable share of the housing market to 

tourist uses clearly demands to widen this offer. During this period, there were many initiatives 

of the city and the Catalan government to make the housing market more affordable (caps on 

rental prices and on utilities costs, obligations to developers to reserve a share of new 

construction to social housing, expropriation of idle houses owned by banks and investment 

funds, etc.).  The offer of protected housing units has increase of some 1,000 units in the last 

few years, however this is believed to be greatly below the needs of the city.  

On the smart city / technology front, a new stage of ‘smart city planning’ was undertaken, taking 

steps towards a “technological sovereignty of citizens” (Traldi, 2018), and “experimenting with 

a hybrid of online and offline participatory democracy” (Graham, 2018). The Digital Plan (2015-

2019) proposes a fundamental revision of the ‘smart city’ concept, transcending its merely 

technological objectives towards effective ways to serve and empower citizens, that are placed 

at centre stage within the strategic vision of a democratic technological culture. Barcelona has 
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thus invested significant resources, on one hand to set standards in the transition towards 

technological sovereignty (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2016, p. 4), and, on the other, to 

implement an agenda of public policy actions to promote the transition to a “non-neoliberal 

smart city”(p. 12). 

Since 2019 a new socialist government coalition of the Colau’s party, BeC, with the PSOE, which 

start to lead the tourism policy agenda. There are currently signs that the ‘radical’ reforms of 

tourism have somewhat diluted, though the new administration enjoys the support of sectors 

of the opposition in extending the regulations introduced in 2015 and supporting the 

reactivation of a ‘greener’ tourism in the post-pandemic scenario. While investments in social 

housing have been easing off the pressure on residents, the incompletion of the ‘paradigm 

change’ in tourism politics comes across in the ongoing struggle over the city’s promotion and 

the design of new products and events, still a (contested) prerogative of the Barcelona Tourism 

Consortium and its corporate shareholders. The boom of crime rates in the tourism core of 

the city (with attacks on tourists making it regularly to the international media), the rising 

problems with squatted homes which are frequently used as bases for drug dealer organisations, 

the confusing legal situation with irregular short-term rentals, are ‘emergencies’ which have not 

been given a structural solution yet.  

Tackling now the superior scales of government, we have already discussed above some of the 

policy frameworks that are prerogative of the Catalan government. An important question has 

been raised in relation to the ‘tourist tax’, the rate imposed on all payments at commercial 

accommodation establishments, modulated by type of establishment, that is returned to the 

government. A new agreement establishing that 50% of the income generated in Barcelona will 

be transferred to the municipal budget, which dedicates them to ‘pressure mitigation’ projects 

in neighbourhoods, and recently (2020) to COVID-19 related prevention measures. In relation 

to the accommodation regulation, a new decree regulating room rentals passed by Catalan 

government in 2020, on one hand, ‘formalised’ room rentals (as opposed to whole apartment, 

already regulated), but on the other, brings additional pressure to the city administration that 

has to regulate (and control) this category of tourism dwelling. 
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Table 4: Key events and transformations 2015-2020 

 2015 - 2018 2019-2020 

Policy background, 

turns and reforms 

in governance 

Ada Colau elected mayor with 

program challenging overtourism, 

but weak majority in municipal 

council 

Ada Colau reelected but with erosion 

of votes, and necessary support of PSC, 

which takes over tourism 

counsellership 

Policy tools and 

initiatives, plans, 

government 

initiatives 

Introduction of PEUAT regulation to 

curb accommodation expansion in 

city centre areas 

PETB2020 as new transversal 

framework for tourism policy. 

‘Decent work’ regulations approved 

by Catalan government 

Decree regulating room rentals passed 

by Catalan government in 2020 

2018- 'Superblocks' program with first 

results in PobleNou, S. Antoni 

Neighbourhoods 

(reforms / 

gentrification / 

exclusion)  

1 of 7 homes in the Gothic Quarter 

on offer in Airbnb. 33% of its 

inhabitants moved in in the last 5 

years, in majority foreigners 

 

Explosion of STR of rooms in ‘shared’ 

homes (El Raval) 

Rising problem with squatted homes, 

‘narcopisos' 

Reformed market of S. Antoni opens in 

2018 - new gentrification pressures in 

this neighbourhood 

Community and 

private sector 

initiatives 

Anti-tourism growth entities 

launched ABTS, Sindicat Llogater 

Pro-growth entities launched: 

Airbnb hosts, Amics de la Rambla, 

Cash crisis of Turisme de Barcelona 

leads to a standstill in tourism 

promotion 

The World Mobile Congress reaches a 

new record of 109,000 participants in 

2019. 

 

Media and public 

debate 

 

Overourism n.1 issue in 2016 

The 'Kellys' appear in Spanish 

parliament in 2019  

Media exposure of tourism-related 

conflicts in tourism areas (crime, 

'narcopisos', squats) 

 Other agents: citizen and corporate initiatives and forms of 

coping 

4.1 Citizen initiatives and forms of coping 

People react to changing life environments in different ways. One way is to adapt and use the 

new opportunities provided by the emerging visitor economy and the platform economy to 

improve their condition. Alternatively, affected communities may resort to social cooperation 

to resist derived pressures of tourismification, on levels that range from political revindication 

and activism, to the creation of new organisational models functioning as support systems.  

Various community groups and grassroots entities are mobilised against the touristification of 

the city and its effects on relation to housing, transport prices, night-time safety and noise, 

pollution, etc. (Novy & Colomb, 2019). These forms of claiming the right to the (tourist) city 

have given rise to a sort of discursive struggle, aided by the visual representation of citizens’ 

resentment against tourism in public space (Pérez-García and García-Abad, 2018), which has 

become a constant in media representations of tourism conflicts.. These campaigns have been 



80 

SMARTDEST – D3.1 Collection of 4 case study reports 

 
 

belittled as ‘anti-tourism’ or tourismphobic by the mainstream media and pro-growth alliances 

- and by extension, the municipal government’s ‘containment politics’ (Suñé, 2017). However, 

organised activism in favour of a stricter regulation of tourism and a redistribution of its costs 

and benefits has gained visibility in the public debate, locally and across frontiers.  This represents 

an important turn in the way in which tourism is reframed as a policy object, not only in 

Barcelona but elsewhere, though many of such claims have actually started in Barcelona. In the 

remainder of this section we will illustrate some examples of ‘mobilised’ collectives challenging 

the exclusionary impacts of tourism. 

The group most specifically concerned with the tourism debate is the ABTD, ‘Neighbourhood 

Assembly For Tourism Degrowth’ – a semantic touch which is remarkable, as degrowth is 

increasingly ‘legitimised’ in the public debate especially in relation to the climate crisis. The 

ABTD has been an emanation of the Association of the Residents of the Gothic Quarter and 

now operates at city scale, mobilising social actors and watching over public policy that directly 

or indirectly could induce a transition towards a more tourism-resilient city (Cocola Gant & 

Pardo, 2017). The ABTD has been scaling up its claims, cofounding SET – Southern Europe 

against Touristification, a network of similar entities with hubs in all the major Western 

Mediterranean cities subject to overtourism and the related disruptions, like Venice, Lisbon, 

Malaga, Naples, Palma de Mallorca (SET, 2018). Together with other collectives, such as 

‘#EnsPlantem - Neighbours in Danger of Extinction’, they make up a common front against real 

estate speculation and the negative impacts of tourism on the population (ODG, 2019; Mansilla, 

2018). 

In the field of tourism work, female collectives of workers in hospitality, such as chambermaids, 

have occupied an important position in the tourism debate.  Colloquially known as Kellys, they 

have organized themselves to protest against their deteriorated conditions, through media 

campaigns, social networks and public demonstrations, trying to raise awareness about their 

condition. Thanks to this activism, they have managed to be involved in new policy initiatives 

aimed at the enhancement of labour conditions of all types of ‘atypical’ workers (Cañada, 2016; 

2018; ODG, 2019; Molina Romo & Godino, 2018), and also inducing a greater attention to 

gendered labour as a fundamental component of the ‘model change’ in tourism which Barcelona’s 

current administration strives for. In 2018 the Catalan government decided to award a quality 

label to hotel companies that commit to dignified work conditions, and similar initiatives are 

being discussed in the Spanish Parliament.  

Another collective that joined the struggle for the recognition of work in Barcelona is that of 

informal street vendors (‘manteros’ or ‘blanketeers’), (Minder, 2018), who in 2017 decided to 

get organized in a union representing their interests and fighting for a fair and human treatment. 

We must also mention the struggle of ‘riders’ of food delivery platforms, a sector of the ‘gig’ 

economy facilitated by digital platforms, to have recognized  their status of employees of the 

platforms (and not autonomous workers) and thus accede to the related rights and salary 

conditions. This is closely connected with tourism as increasingly tourism and hospitality 

companies make use of such services. This makes an interesting counterpoint with digital 

platform actors, like the ‘hosts’ of Airbnb, who self-organized in a community, actively supported 

by the company itself, to advocate against the rising regulations imposed by the city 

administration.  

The Platform for People Affected by Mortgages (PAH – Plataforma de Afectados por la 

Hipoteca) was established in Barcelona in February 2009 with the aim of developing community-
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based solutions to the housing emergency brought about by the global financial crisis. It soon 

became a significant player in advocacy of affordable housing as constitutional right, claiming 

against the systematic eviction of tens of thousands of debtors across Spain. Some of the 

demands of the PAH have been met in subsequent reforms of housing and mortgage laws, but 

PAH continues to be a very active player in Barcelona as elsewhere in Spain as watchdog against 

evictions.  

In the same line of action, the Tenants’ Union (Sindicat de Llogaters) of Barcelona was set up in 

2016 to protest against the infringement of tenants’ rights, rising rents and the dearth of public 

instruments to face the housing crisis especially in the touristic core of the city, and advocating 

for laws and regulations that protect tenants and sanction proprietors’ abuses, also intervening 

in the debate about the regulation of short-term rentals and related abusive practices. Since 

2018, the house tenant union, in collaboration with other collectives, has promoted regulation 

changes that succeed like the obligation to reserve the 30% of social housing in the largest 

property developments in the city (Sindicat de Llogaters, 2018), or more recently, the new 

Catalan renting house law that, for first time in Spain, requires that rental prices do not exceed 

the rental price reference index (Sindicat de Llogaters, 2020).   

Neighbourhood associations are entities of general interest, reunited in a Federation (FAVB) 

which gathers more than one hundred neighbourhood associations and other special interest 

entities as the ones mentioned above. They participate in city politics representing 

neighbourhood identities, registering, and bringing to public attention the rising need for services 

and infrastructure, promoting solidarity, equality, and conviviality, and denouncing labour 

precariousness (Cantero-Exojo, 2020). The entities reunited in the FAVB take an active part in 

the struggle against tourism growth, which, they argue, ‘negatively affects the lives of locals due 

to sky-high rent and commodity prices’. FAVB has recently intensified its activism in this sense 

with its unusual methods and outreach campaigns aiming at discouraging tourists to ‘spreading 

the word’ about their stay in Barcelona. 

4.2  Corporate initiatives 

As underlined in the introduction to this report, the construction of Barcelona as a tourist 

destination has been the result of an intensive collaboration between the public and private 

sector since the Olympic period, bringing to another level the broader historical relevance of 

private capital in the development of the Catalan territory and of the city of Barcelona. The 

creation of the consortium Barcelona Turisme (TdB) as tourism promotion board in 1993, a 

public-private partnerships between the Barcelona City Council, the Chamber of Commerce 

and the Barcelona Promotion Foundation, has been a fundamental step of the integration of a 

tourism dimension in the ‘Barcelona model’. With the participation of the local administration 

and the private sector in equal parts, its aim is to promote tourism activity in Barcelona and 

attend to visitors. This agency has been de facto delegated the functions of DMO by the city 

administration, until recently the restoration of the municipal tourism directorate coordinating 

tourism policy in the city has brought in a counterpart to its exclusive role in this sense; however 

tourism policy is as much a result of corporate strategy as it is of public sector intervention, and 

in this sense the influence of corporate interest in how tourism is promoted and managed in 

the city is still very high. This body also act as an information broker for leisure and corporate 

visitors and a direct provider of services such as the hop-on hop-off ‘Bus Turístic’ and the 
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Barcelona Card. Financially, aside from the income yielded by direct service provision, TdB 

receives funding from the partners and from the Catalan Government through the assignment 

of a share of the income generated through the tourist tax.  

Apart from Barcelona’s DMO, other private stakeholders have organized business associations 

and informal groups to influence policy making and the public discourse on tourism in Barcelona. 

Table 54 illustrates a map of interests through key stakeholders that are part of the destination 

ecosystem. During the last years, some of those stakeholders have been fiercely advocating for 

a business-as-usual tourism development orientation in public policy, generating opposition and 

contestation to policies related with the regulation of the accommodation supply, the inspection 

of short-term rentals promoted by digital platforms, the ordinances of terraces, the precarious 

condition of tourism workers, the informal street vendors, the design of transport systems, the 

circulation and docking of coaches, the regulation of bike tours, rental scooters and segways, or 

the emerging narratives on overtourism and tourism-induced gentrification. For instance, some 

of these actors filed demands against the validity of the PEAUT of grounds of vulnerating the 

freedom of enterprise granted by the Bolkenstein directive. As a result, in 2019 this plan was 

declared null by the High Court of Justice of Catalonia due to lack of economic and financial 

evaluation, but remains in force to date until a new version of the plan is passed, which will need 

to include the regulation of room rentals, recently regulated as form of short-term 

accommodation by the Catalan Government. 

 

Table 5: Map of corporate interests and stakeholders in the destination ecosystem of Barcelona  

Sectors of groups of interest Main actors and stakeholders 

Hospitality and retailing  Amics de la Rambla, Barcelona Oberta, Federació Catalana 

d'Associacions d'Activitats de Restauració i Musicals 

(FECASARM), Federació Catalana de locals d’oci nocturn 

(FECALON), Gremi de restauradors 

P2p hospitality Veïns i Amfitrions, Associació professional edificis HUT’S 

(PROHUT) 

Tourism accommodation Associació d'Apartaments Turístics de Barcelona (APARTUR), 

Gremi d'Hotels de Barcelona (GHB), ACATUR (Associació 

d'albergs turístics de Catalunya) 

International Tourism promotion, 

business-oriented policies, 

international investment 

Fundació Barcelona Promoció, Cambra de Comerç, Barcelona 

Global, Associació Catalana de Professionals del Turisme 

Tour operator and guiding AGUICAT, Asociación catalana de agencias de viajes 

especializadas 

Tourism transport Associació mobilitat i turisme sostenible de Barcelona (MITS), 

Federación Empresarial Catalana Autotransporte Viajeros – 

FECAV; AUDICA - Ass. d'empresaris del transport discrecional 

de Catalunya 
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Another corporate initiative related with the tourism sector is Barcelona Oberta, a retail 

network association, integrating retail associations from the so called (by them) “touristic 

commercial axes” and having as collaborators other key tourism business associations like the 

Chamber of Commerce, The Hotel Guild and Barcelona Global. The organization has a policy 

advocacy profile supporting shopping tourism and the internationalization of the city. Among 

the issues they have upheld, is the opposition to the informal street trade of manteros, which 

confronted business interests with progressive policies supporting a fair solution for this 

collective.  

The internationalization of the city is also pursue by Barcelona Global8, a non-profit business 

association that includes more than 200 of the city's transnational companies and international-

oriented businesses, in sectors like tourism, banking, real estate, transport, digital technology, 

private universities, cultural and entertainment industries or private health centres. The 

organization acts as a facilitator to promote international investment and public-private 

partnerships. But it is also a network of businesspeople and a policy advocacy actor in favour of 

liberal regulation frameworks and incentive policies. 

4.3 The technological dimension 

The technological representation in Barcelona moves in two directions with respect to the 

discourse underlying the city as technological global destination. On the one hand, it can be 

argued the strategic positioning drive the city in becoming a global reference model for the 

development of urban innovation ecosystem in terms of transformation and efficiency of public 

infrastructures and services; on the other hand, it is necessary to mention those that are the 

Smart city developments in relation with tech events and agents attractive for ‘doing business’. 

In this context stand the technological players which became foremost references of the city 

brand as international Smart city, among which we include both the major co-developers’ 

structures of key urban operating systems together with the City council as Cisco Innovation 

Center, as well some smaller international innovation networks base placed in Barcelona, as 

Ouishare. 

Currently, this innovation ecosystem, with its extensive social interactions from a knowledge 

workforce, is creating economic value through the acquisition, processing, and use of 

information in which the cooperation of innovation strategists with urban leaders are producing 

new business opportunities that ensure the long-term viability of smart city projects. In this 

sense, other 'bottom up' realities are added to the smart global plan committing with the city’s 

innovative ability to capitalize knowledge, skills and experiences opportunities for leading edge 

individuals and businesses. The above mentioned Ouishare, based also in Barcelona, for instance 

seeks to facilitate "the encounters between actors from different corners of society and are a 

leader in creating unique forms of collaboration" (Ouishare Manifesto, 2012) stimulating the 

response of urban innovation ecosystems to create a new collaborative approach. 

With regard to the consolidation of Barcelona as the international technology destination, it is 

essential to point out the brand Mobile World Capital Barcelona Foundation (MWCB), from 

 
8 https://www.barcelonaglobal.org/ 
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which stems the Mobile World Congress (ex 3GSM World Congress) founded by the 

international association of mobile operators worldwide (GSMA). The congress has been held 

in the city since 2006, and although at that time has come to serve as a key part of Barcelona’s 

visitor economy, actually covers the role of agency of supporting the city as international 

landmark in mobile technology. The Foundation is an urban player driving "the digital 

advancement of society while helping improve people’s lives globally" (MWCB, 2020), issues 

occupying an important position in the tourism debate on Barcelona’s future as capital of tourist 

innovation and bolsters its condition as an open laboratory for new tourism channels public and 

private strategies that are capable of offsetting the main negative effects suffered until now 

(concentration, gentrification, functional specialization, loss of the traditional social fabric, 

trivialization) and of promoting the positive ones (innovation, distribution, identity, attraction 

capacity and new business). 

 Issue: COVID-19 and recovery perspectives 

The slump in tourism activity produced by the emergency of the COVID-19 pandemic has 

affected Barcelona significantly, Spain (and Catalonia in particular) being one among the European 

countries with the highest rate of diffusion and deaths, and one which the lockdown lasted 

longer and national health system has been put in most serious strain. To date (September 

2020), the situation is not improving significantly: an early release of mobility constrains in June, 

and the partial reopening of tourism and leisure services, has been followed by a new surge in 

contagions, which required re-establishing containment measures throughout the Catalan 

territory. Spain is back on the ‘red list’ of countries from which EU and UK travellers have to 

do a quarantine after returning to their home countries, while travel blockades have not been 

released yet from key emission countries like the USA. This situation has already affected 

international tourism in Barcelona and Catalonia consistently, and it is expected to do so at least 

until the next high season in 2021. While occupation rates have plummeted and most hotels, 

tourist services and restaurants have been forced to close during the peak of the health 

emergency – and many stayed closed during the ‘lost’ summer season, or have anticipated the 

low-season foreclosure – estimates on losses for the tourism sector taken in different moments 

in time talk about -10,880 M€ for Catalonia and -4,500 M€ for Barcelona alone (INE, June 2020). 

Recently published figures data by the Hotel Association of Barcelona talk about net losses in 

the hotel sector of Barcelona alone of 850 M€ from February to September, and occupation 

rates that have slumped to a meagre 10% (see Figure ). 

 

Figure 35: Hotel reservations by date of stay, 2019-2020. Source: Generalitat de Catalunya, 2020. Orange 2019, Red 2020. 
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The immediate reaction of management bodies to reorient tourism promotion to the domestic 

market and ‘proximity’ tourism in less congested regions has only in minor part alleviated the 

dire situation, while the Hotel Association of Barcelona admits that cutting hotel prices to up 

to 50% has not had any noticeable effect. To date, there is extreme uncertainty about the 

recovery of international tourism in the short term and a heated debate about its full desirability, 

which confronts – as it is happening in many parts of the world – the tourism industry and most 

national and regional governments with social stakeholders, especially in contexts that were 

previously subject to ‘overtourism’, as it is the case in Barcelona. While a ‘back to normal’ 

scenario that rescues jobs and revenues in the industry, which may involve ‘free rides’ to the 

hospitality-service sector, including the platform economy, and a further worsening of labour 

conditions, is at the moment far from sight, any model change towards greater resilience and 

less dependence on tourism mobilities, needs defining in terms of constraining factors (changes 

in mobility habits and regulations) and marketplace responses (create more ‘social’ value with 

less and slower); and in terms of (de)regulations that should or might accompany this transition. 

This debate is clearly influenced by the serious condition of workers in the tourism sectors, 

expelled from work by the thousands (2,800 in the horeca sector alone plus 3,500 in other 

services) or in a situation of temporary leave (51,000 in horeca and 35,000 in retail trade), which 

is continuously updated by the state through recovery funds granted by the EU. Only 3,500 

hotel workers (the 12%) went back to work after the cease of the ‘state of emergency’ in June, 

however the new surge in inflections that is progressively leading to new constraints to 

economic activity as of September 2020 does not promise a further fast recovery. 

Other insights on the activity slump in Barcelona during the pandemic are provided by figures 

on international air reservations for flights to the Barcelona airport (see Figure ); more recent 

data refer to a decrease of international air reservations between 25 May and 5 July of 93.3%, 

and a 80% decrease of browsing for reservations compared to the same period in on 2019. 

 

 
Figure 36: Evolution of flights reservations to Barcelona airport, February-May 2019-2020. Source: Generalitat de Catalunya, 

2020. 
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Figure 37: (left): shops open during quarantine; (right): shops open normally (Source: Urban Living Lab9) 

It must be considered that the tourism slump affects more broadly a wide range of economic 

sectors and especially retail commerce that are as vital for the economy of the city and for 

employment as hospitality proper, let alone providing services (sometimes basic) for the wider 

city population. Some elaborations provided by the Urban Living Lab inform about the map of 

the city retail trade under lockdown (Figure ). Based on these data, the posterior rate of 

recovery and the foreseeable extension of security measures well over the period of emergency, 

these authors advance a ‘pessimistic’ scenario of 35% of basic retail activities at risk of not 

surviving the pandemic crisis.  

For the moment, there are many initiatives by the State, the Catalan government and the 

Municipal administration to sustain recovery (for instance aimed at the security upgrading of 

hotel and services) and to support affected workers, households, and entrepreneurs. The launch 

of a minimum ‘citizen’ wage in early 2020 should have somewhat alleviated the pressure on the 

most vulnerable workers out of work, but recent analyses demonstrate the shortcomings and 

bureaucratic entrenchments that are preventing it to be a real safety net in the current context. 

 
9 Retrieved: http://www.urbanlivinglab.net/tag/covid-19/ 

 

Figure 38: Change in unemployment per 

neighbourhood from January to April 2020 

(Source: our elaboration on CESB, 2020) 
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The main policy tool is instead the ERTE, through which the State subsidise companies for the 

cost of workers out of job that remain in the company payroll. However, there are mounting 

concerns as to whether the support measures can last or there should be a more widespread 

strategy to reabsorb the job maybe permanently lost in tourism in other sectors. Meantime, the 

government has approved the renovation of the ERTE till 31 of January of 2021, covering all 

tourism workers. Yet, due to the atypical labour relations discussed earlier, many workers could 

be left out of future agreements.  

Besides, ERTE does not cover for the full salary, so some vulnerable tourism workers, specially 

immigrant women from the global south and the lowest paid workers, are suffering material 

precarity as the housekeeping collective has recently warned10. In Barcelona, the occupation 

slump related to the pandemic has affected the city unevenly (see Figure ), with the strongest 

impacts on tourism-intensive areas, which may suggest that in the event of a recovery of tourism 

activity, the gentrification pressure and ‘voids’ left by the pandemic on the social fabric of this 

neighbourhoods will be further enlarged.  

In terms of health, the pandemic has hit worst on lower-income neighbourhoods (Figure ), which 

reflects another important dimension of inequality: the most vulnerable have been obliged to a 

larger degree to move to the centre of the city to continue working during the lockdown, 

thereby getting more exposed to the risk of being infected, as it is also confirmed in a study of 

Nel·lo, 2020), who compares the decline in use of public transport over the previous year during 

the first months of the pandemics (before the lockdown) matching it against neighbourhood 

rent. 

 
Figure 39: COVID-19 cases per 100,000 inh. at 15 July 2020 (Source: https://aspb.shinyapps.io/COVID19_BCN/) 

 
10 https://www.elsaltodiario.com/turismo/kellys-benidorm-si-turismo-genera-tanta-riqueza-como-es-
que-no-aguantamos-ni-dos-meses-sin-trabajo?fbclid=IwAR15LFhySkAhJWR8G_saFhmxbJxaB2toYrBqT--
jY4aX87-eoxIHxGNYet4 

https://aspb.shinyapps.io/COVID19_BCN/
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The future of tourism in Barcelona is currently very uncertain. While a full recovery is not 

expected until 2022, there is increasing consensus that Covid-19 will have represented a 

structural break in the tourism model of Barcelona and in the ecology of the destination, on the 

one hand, forcing companies to ‘do more with less’ to stay competitive, which may affect sensibly 

the employment landscape, with less jobs but better paid; and on the other hand, to accelerate 

the policies of transition towards greater urban resilience to ‘system failures’ in mobility and 

abate dependence on tourism as a last resort job generator. 

 Next steps: research objectives, methods and work plan 

6.1 Objectives 

This first report on Barcelona presents a preliminary exploration of key dimensions of tourism 

development and social exclusion, the role of policy and the agency of different public and private 

agents in the evolution of such dimensions, and the current challenges provoked by the COVID-

19 pandemics. The report is based on the existing body of research, data, media sources, and 

public discourses, which fortunately is abundant in the case of Barcelona. We also relied on 

scholarly work to bring to the fore the interrelations that may exist between such dimensions, 

and their evolution, focusing on key moments of change.  

The evidence presented in the sections above can be summarised under the following headings: 

• Tourism development. Tourism activity has grown substantially in Barcelona, since the 

‘reinvention’ of the city triggered by the 1992 Olympics and the related urban reforms, with 

a key moment of acceleration in the early 2000s, coinciding with the enlargement of the 

accommodation supply of the city and its branding as a destination for culture and events, 

shopping, leisure, and MICE. The city has become increasingly an international destination, 

reached by air and sea, and has become one of the top global destinations for urban tourism. 

Tourism development has insisted particularly on the historical city centre, but it has also 

extended to the reformed waterfront areas, and in the new development poles at the north 

and south of city (as congress and events areas). In some neighbourhoods, the growth of 

supply and the related massive reorientation of public, commercial and residential spaces 

to tourist uses has become so intense that these areas have become arguably overtouristic, 

with all the ensuing hindrances for the local population. Tourism in Barcelona has also 

grown ‘smarter’, improving the capacity of navigation of the city by visitors and other mobile 

dwellers, with ambiguous effects in terms of the capacity of negotiation of the residents for 

urban assets.  

• Social inclusion. Though considered historically an example of urban cohesion and 

participation of the different sectors of the community in local politics, a key factor in the 

post-industrial transformation of the city, this remains a city with large social gaps, which 

have been amplified after the 2008 financial crisis. These gaps are also strongly spatialised, 

with rent gaps between the poorer and the better off neighbourhoods of Barcelona having 

increased substantially in the 2008-2013 period and only partially mitigated afterwards. The 

role of tourism in this landscape of inequality is arguably substantial. Most touristic areas of 

the city have seen the highest rates of population change and substitution, with a notable 

inflow of well-off international dwellers also in terms of real estate property. While typically 

the low-rent, unskilled households of Spanish nationality and migrants from non-OECD 
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countries have been increasingly displaced to peripheral neighbourhood or to the 

metropolitan regions, including presumably a great deal of workers in the tourism industry. 

The report has tackled the potential effect of the ‘landing’ of Short-Term Rental platforms 

in the real estate market in this sense, the elitization of the job market of the city, and the 

‘greening’ of city spaces as gentrification drivers. Finally, labour data (by gender, nationality, 

and sector of employment) present a picture where in general terms workers in the 

tourism industry earn the lowest salaries across sectors, a situation that has worsened after 

the anti-crisis labour reforms of the early 2010s, which affect especially a typically low-

skilled, casualised and temporal workforce; female workers, especially Latin American and 

Asian, seem to suffer the worst conditions in this sense with gaps that are widening, 

countering the general trend of the last few years.  

• Policy regimes and events. Tourism policy, or urban policies which are directly or indirectly 

enmeshed with the tourist landscape of the city (urban planning, mobility infrastructure, 

labour, green transition, digital inclusion, etc.) arguably have a fundamental role in the 

evolution of Barcelona as a tourist city and of the social inequalities which may be associated 

to that. They also operate at different scales, from the local level to the regional, national 

and EU. In our report we identified key moments of change, as the establishment of the 

‘Barcelona model’ of public-private collaboration in urban reforms and the changes in its 

governance structure, the progressive deregulation of economic activity in the city, the 

labour and housing rentals anti-crisis reforms, and then after the 2015 turn in the political 

orientation of the city the various plans introduced (and variously successful) to mitigate 

overtourism and strengthen the resilience of the most vulnerable sectors of the community, 

but also the persisting entrenchments in the political landscape and conflicts with superior 

scales of government.  

• Civil society agents and stakeholders. We have presented the wide range of interest groups 

that position themselves in regard to tourism development and its social effects, from 

grassroot organisations challenging - more or less overtly - the direst effects of 

touristification or struggling against emerging avenues of exclusion (in the housing and 

employment markets especially) that could be related to tourism development, to private 

stakeholders and organisations supporting further tourism development and deregulation, 

and the power and space that they have in public debate and agenda setting,  

• The tourist Barcelona under and after Covid-19. In the last section, we have presented 

some data that can shed light on the dimensions of the economic and activity slump since 

February 2020, which threatens to endure, but also has triggered a debate on the 

desirability and practicability of a ‘model change’ for greater urban and social resilience to 

tourism mobilities. 

This broad outlook of interconnected themes is thus just a first step of further research to be 

carried out under the framework of the SMARTDEST project, with the goal to shed more light, 

and in a systematic way, on the effects that tourism growth may have had on the situation of 

the community or specific groups therein, in terms of life standards, rights, health, and many 

other aspects, with an emphasis on ‘process’ aspects: in which ways tourism development may 

bring to a more unequal, impoverished, segregated, and even ‘silenced’ society.  

These results should then inform ‘solutions’ as forms of mitigation and redressing of such social 

gaps, and this requires a detailed, grounded understanding of the mechanisms, at different scales, 

of how social exclusion is produced in ‘tourist places’, as exceptional and diverse as Barcelona.  
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In order to do that, and to derive from this cases insights that can really contribute to a more 

general body of new knowledge, it will also be necessary to examine whether what we observe 

is happening in other main urban destination, or whether there are idiosyncratic factors in 

Barcelona (such as its social structure and tradition, its political regime, its position in the current 

context) that produce specific outcomes. In other words, we expect that history and geography 

matter, and while the case study of Barcelona would offer unique evidence, it also allows more 

transversal readings which can be used to generalise these findings. Thus, in line with the general 

research framework of this project, but also adapting to the key issues identified in this report, 

the objectives of this case study are: 

1. To analyse how the agency of tourism and related mobilities, as well as their ’smartification’, 

has re-produced and possibly magnified social gaps in Barcelona and its region, especially in 

relation to gender participation in the labour market and public life, and taking into due 

account intersectionality in terms of migration, skills, age groups, and place of residence (in 

Task 3.3). A specific emphasis will be given to the fine-grained geography of the socio-

demographic changes which may result from such exclusionary trends – where exclusion 

takes place (in association to the transformative agency of tourism, and looking beyond the 

municipal borders to the greater metropolitan region of Barcelona), who the excluded are, 

and why they are most likely to be negatively affected by tourism, including and outlook on 

the pandemic slump and the recovery period that will follow.  

2. To scrutinise the experience, narratives and ambitions of affected communities and to 

examine their personal and collective tactics of coping, as well as their ‘scalability’ in the 

domain of public policies (in Task 3.4). Beyond geostatistical analyses, our goal is to 

reconstruct how individuals and collectives engage with the touristifying landscape of the 

city and its many dimensions and articulations, how they are personally affected and 

marginalised and vulnerated, have ‘resisted’ tourism pressure in organised ways, or have 

been able to surf the wave of the visitor economy by integrating – in traditional or 

innovative ways – to value creation and distribution mechanisms. Again, we will monitor 

these aspects looking both at the ‘past’ and at the current and future situation brough about 

by COVID-19.  

3. To explore to what degree innovative policies, citizen initiatives and technological 

developments (existing, under discussion, or potential) may be effective in mitigating 

inequalities and, if so, how to enhance them and overcome existing hindrances (in Task 

3.5). We will be looking especially at the broad destination ecosystem of Barcelona and its 

evolution, the role of new innovative agents and decision making processes, and the effects 

of digital technologies as effective or potential elements of disruption and reform of this 

ecosystem within the wider policy landscape of Barcelona.  

A cross-cutting focus related on these three objectives, is gender-based inequalities, which are 

a fundamental concern of this project since its very beginning. Due care will be paid to examine, 

measure and interpret the gender stratification of social exclusion previously analysed at pan-

EU level in the framework of WP2, and across case studies. As for the specific case of Barcelona, 

a gender perspective will be integrated to all the different stages of the data collection and 

subsequent analysis. Our approach also recognises the intersectionality of gender with other 

attributes of marginalisation – ethnicity, disability, age and sexual orientation. We expect, for 

instance, to prove how the growth of platforms such as Airbnb, that hijacked the housing stock 

available for long-term occupation, have particularly impacted on the female population and 
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produced a sensible re-situation of this collective (Cocola-Gant, 2018). Furthermore, we will be 

looking at gender integration through technology and at the visibility and representation of 

women as well as other queer collectives in the governance system of Barcelona as a tourist 

city.  

The interlocutors and informants of the SMARTDEST research team in the case of Barcelona 

are the municipal administration and the provincial deputation, from which we expect to receive 

support, contacts, access to data and policy documents, and working space to carry out other 

research tasks, as stipulated in the ‘Letters of Commitment’ included in our research proposal. 

Together with the municipal administration, and its Barcelona Institute of Technology, the 

research team will establish the ground for a multidimensional analysis of the social disruptions 

caused by the intensification of tourism, for instance, in relation to housing and labour, and 

design solutions within the frame of ongoing initiatives in the field of urban planning and smart 

city. The partnership with the provincial administration and its technical office for tourism will 

allow for analysing the regional dimension of tourism mobility, focusing especially on the effects 

that the intensification of tourism in the city core is producing on the periphery (e.g. forced 

displacement of people from their long-term residences to new and more affordable houses), 

and will propose agreed solutions that mitigate such effects. 

Besides, we expect to engage with informants for fieldwork research, such as individuals and/or 

collectives that might have suffered the most the pressure derived from tourism expansion, as 

well as representatives of the tourism industry. As specified above, our main targets are female 

workers (including illegal workers) and female-headed households, but we expect to engage - in 

intersectional connection or as control groups - the members of other collectives, among 

workers, undocumented migrants, low-income families, neighbours living in (or displaced from) 

over-touristed areas of the city, as well as the ‘sharing economy’ community.  

6.2 Research methods and work plan 

The case study of Barcelona is based on an iterative research design, aiming at incorporating 

evidence gathered at one point in the research process into the following stages of the 

research/project. Overall, the research process will involve quantitative and qualitative data 

collection. 

The first step is concerned with quantitative and geographical analyses, at the lowest spatial scale 

possible (e.g. neighbourhoods or lower), but also including a metropolitan dimension. The 

analysis will be based on secondary sources with a main focus on exclusionary processes and 

practices in tourism-related settings. Two specific objectives will be accomplished: 1) identifying 

territorial hotspots of relevance for the case study (e.g. over-touristed places, socially deprived 

areas that concentrate unskilled workforce, etc.), and 2) narrowing down the topic of the 

analysis in order to select a core group of research questions that will inform the design of the 

data collection instruments to be used during the qualitative fieldwork. 

The research team in Barcelona already identified a few possible statistical processing by 

exploiting open sources of data, for instance:  

• A descriptive analysis of trends of social exclusion and demographic change in Barcelona; 

• A factor analysis in an attempt of reducing the complexity of the phenomenon under 

study; 
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• A spatial analysis of labour-driven inter-neighbourhoods mobilities with data from the 

study on mobility based on mobile phone conducted by the Spanish National Statistical 

Institute (INE, according to its Spanish acronym); 

• A spatial analysis of the distribution of the offer of the tourism and hospitality industries 

across Barcelona and surrounding area, so as to map the penetration of tourism of 

tourism in everyday life environments and the transformations of (physical) space; 

• Geographically weighted regressions (GWR), based on municipal census or 

administrative data, to estimate the uneven impact of tourism mobility on the 73 

neighbourhoods of the city;  

• Longitudinal analysis (e.g. autoregressive models and cross-lagged panel analysis) about 

determinants of social exclusion, for instance, using the Continuous Work History 

Sample; 

• A taxonomy of neighbourhoods or census track according to the degree of social 

exclusion among their residents and a set of key indicators linked with tourism pressure 

and unequal mobilities. 

Based on the results of the quantitative analysis, a number of key informants is selected to 

conduct in-depth interviews. Interviewees will be selected among three profiles:  

a. spokespersons of vulnerable collectives (e.g. female workers in tourism, neighbours in 

conflictive spaces, etc.);  

b. civil society (e.g. neighbourhood’s associations, grassroots initiatives, etc.); 

c. representatives of the “destination ecosystem”, ranging from policymakers and 

institutional actors to employers in the tourism industry. 

The script of the interviews should include guidelines (or a set of questions) to inform the 

subsequent observation (e.g. asking respondents about hotspots of conflictive spaces linked with 

overtourism or questions helping fieldworker/s to identify gatekeepers in the field). Among 

other objectives, the interviews are also intended to disclose relevant forms of coping that 

citizens and organized groups have implemented to tackle social unbalances deriving from 

tourism pressure. Part of the in-depth interview might take the form of life-course interviews 

(mostly the interviews with profile a.). The expectation is to conduct approximately 15-20 in-

depth interviews equally distributed between the three profiles (typology sampling), bearing in 

mind the need of gender balance and intersectionality. Timeframe: mid-October to mid-January. 

The last phase prior to the City Labs (WP4) will involve participant observation in selected 

hotspots over 3-4 months (end February to mid-June) (multiple strategies: snowball, funnel or 

accidental sampling, depending on accessibility or opportunity factors). Informal 

interviews/conversations during observation (as many as needed/possible) will be also 

conducted. The technique of ‘exploratory walks’ has also been considered (i.e. walking with 

vulnerable targets in places that are considered threatening) as a complement to the participant 

observation. It is currently under scrutiny the possibility of carrying out short questionnaires 

along with informal chatting during the observation or by getting in touch with relevant 

associations (e.g. Federation of Barcelona Neighbourhood Associations, FAVB). 
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6.3 Risks and risk management strategies 

Our aim is to carry out a quantitative analysis that could depict patterns of social 

exclusion/inclusion at the finest geographic level possible. One possible obstacle might be the 

lack of suitable (and publicly available) data at the desired geographic scale (e.g. neighbourhood 

or lower). We foresaw two mitigating strategies to cope with this possible issue: 1) to get in 

touch and establish synergies with data owners at the local level (for instance, the municipality 

of Barcelona or other relevant institutions at the metropolitan/regional level); 2) to 

conceptualize and operationalize proxy measures when alternative variables are not available. 

The acquisition of data from private data owners was also budgeted in the original project’s 

proposal, thus reducing this risk to a minimum. 

Also, the COVID-19 pandemic might undermine the scope of the qualitative data collection (e.g. 

unavailability of informants, reduced scope for participant observation, bias in obtained results, 

etc.). Should this be the case, in-depth interviews can be easily converted into online/virtual 

interviews, keeping their overarching aim unchanged. However, since they are scheduled for the 

incoming weeks, the probability of this risk seems to be relatively low. The participant 

observation is more of a concern, given its objective: studying the intersection between tourism 

and associated mobilities, and its effects on the socio-demographic structure of the host 

neighbourhoods. Indeed, no tourism over the near future would imply a redefinition of the 

objective and the scope of the participant observation. Nevertheless, the decision upon whether 

or not using this technique of data collection will be postponed by the end of the first phase of 

in-depth interviews. Our sequential research design implies that the results of the interviews 

will inform the subsequent phases of data collection, narrowing down its actual objectives. As 

such, this give us a certain margin of time to redirect the fieldwork, if needed. 
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Introduction 

'The history of Jerusalem is the history of the world, but it is also a chronicle of an often-penurious provincial 

town amid the Judaean hills. Jerusalem was once regarded as the centre of the world and today that is more 

true than ever: The city is the focus of the struggle between the Abrahamic religions, the shrine for increasingly 

popular Christian, Jewish and Islamic fundamentalism, the strategic battlefield of clashing civilizations, the front 

line between atheism and faith, the cynosure of secular fascination, the object of giddy conspiracism and internet 

mythmaking, and the illuminated stage for the cameras of the world in the age of twenty-four-hour news. 

Religious, political and media interest feed on each other to make Jerusalem more intensely scrutinized today 

than ever before' (Montefiore, 2012, pp.xxi). 

Jerusalem is the capital of Israel, and home to the central government institutions: legislature, 

the executive authority, and the judiciary. It is the most populated city in Israel with 919,400 

residents. For comparison, the population of Tel Aviv, which is the second most populated, is 

less than half of it - 451,500 residents (Korach & Choshen, 2020a). It is also one of the poorest 

cities in Israel, among the large cities (over 100,000 inhabitants). In the "Characterization and 

Classification of Geographical Units by the Socio-Economic Level of the Population" published 

in 2011, the city was ranked at level 2 out of 10. Tel Aviv was ranked at level 8 out of 10 (Tzivel, 

2018).  

38 percent of the population of Jerusalem are Arabs, and about 62 percent are Jews. Most of 

the Arab residents of Jerusalem live in East Jerusalem, while the west of the city is considered 

more 'Jewish' (Korach & Choshen, 2020a). 

At the same time, the Jewish population is also divided to groups based on religious 

identification. A   little over a third of the Jews are ultra-orthodox (36 percent, comparing to an 

average of 10 percent of ultra-orthodox in the total population in Israel), while the other two 

thirds are divided into secular Jews (33 percent) and Religiously observant (31 percent) (Korach 

& Choshen, 2020a).  

These facts created a situation where in the so-called united city, three distinct population 

groups where formed - secular Jewish, ultra-Orthodox Jewish and non-Jewish, mostly Muslim. 

Each group has different political, social, and cultural interests, resulting from differences in 

beliefs and lifestyles. The conflicting interests led to the development of struggles for physical 

presence, demographic supremacy, and territorial control (Auerbach & Sharkansky, 2010). 

These struggles, and especially the Israeli-Palestinian conflict have also been manifested in a 

competition over tourists image of the city since the days of the British Mandate, when both 

the Zionist movement and the Local Arabs tried to promote tourism for their political benefits. 

Tourism role was to present the narrative of each group, as an important means to gain 

international support, a central goal to this days. (Cohen-Hattab, 2004) 
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1 The contextual dimensions and the main trend 

1.1. Political situation 

Local Government 

As the Arab population is boycotting the local elections, only the two major Jewish populations 

(i.e. seculars and ultra-orthodox) have an elected representation in the municipality. Current 

mayor of Jerusalem, Moshe Lion (2018-today, see timeline in Appendix 4), is religiously 

observant, who won the municipals elections based on votes from the ultra-orthodox sector. 

Since the Arabs are not taking part in the election process, the coalition is based on all the 

Jewish parties, except the biggest secular party, 'Hit'orerut' (Cohen, 2018). Therefore, it is likely 

that the interests of the ultra-Orthodox sector are better represented compared to the other 

two groups.  

Former mayor of the city, Nir Barkat (2008-2018, see timeline in Appendix 4), was a secular 

businessman, who worked to promote tourism, and encourage the development of local high-

tech (Jerusalem Municipality, n.d.). One of his familiar quotes in the context of tourism, from 

2017, is 'Billions of people want to come to Jerusalem at least once in their lives. I want us to 

have at least 10 million tourists every year' (Ourbach, 2017). 

Tourism management 

Yet, when it comes to tourism policy, the responsibility for the development of tourism to 

Jerusalem is divided between several authorities, at the local and national level: In the 

municipality, Tourism Committee is chaired by Deputy Mayor (www.jerusalem.muni.il). At the 

same time, at the national level, a minister responsible for 'Jerusalem and Heritage' is determined 

by the Israeli government. His responsibilities also include promoting tourism in the city 

(www.gov.il). 

Another main entity whose role is to promote tourism is 'The Jerusalem Development 

Authority' (JDA), a statutory corporation, established by law in 1988. JDA primary intentions 

are to initiate actions for the economic development of Jerusalem.  Among this, JDA is operating 

as part of a 'multi-year strategic plan' for the development of the tourism industry as a key 

growth engine for the city of Jerusalem, in order to maximize the economic potential of this 

industry and to create new jobs. The plan includes development of cultural tourism "products" 

and appropriate infrastructures, and marketing tourism in the city (jda.gov.il). 

In addition to the mentioned authorities, 'East Jerusalem Development' is a governmental 

company that operates and manages some of the biggest tourist sites in Jerusalem. The 

company's website states that 'The company strives to promote and improve the tourists’ and 

residents’ experience and strengthen Jerusalem’s status as a prime pilgrimage destination for 

people all around the world' (pami.co.il). 

The lack of an inclusive body for the management of tourism in Jerusalem was also noted as a 

gap in the State Comptroller's report published in 2019 which dealt with Jerusalem. The same 

report also mentioned gaps in the provision of information to tourists. For example, outdated 

information in brochures distributed to tourists. In the Old City, the tourist centre of Jerusalem, 

many neglected and dirty areas were found alongside monolingual and neglected signs, making it 

difficult for tourists to get around the area and affect their experience (State Comptroller 

report, 2019). 
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Another example of the decentralized management of tourism in the city can be seen in the 

Tourism Committee that convened in June 2019 in order to discuss the implications of Covid-

19 on tourism in the city, and to plan an exit strategy. The committee was attended, among 

others, by the Minister of Tourism of the Government of Israel, the Mayor of the city, the 

Deputy Mayor and the head of the Tourism Committee, representative from 'The Jerusalem 

Development Authority' (JDA) and other key figures in the local tourism industry. The 

conference included a presentation of a series of steps for an exit strategy, with an emphasis on 

domestic and international campaigns, digitization of all tourism services and a joint tourism 

package for all businesses in the city (Lahav, 2020). However, it seems that, due to the lack of 

central body that is in charge of tourism in Jerusalem, and although JDA representative presented 

the exit strategy, it is not clear which of the entities is responsible for implementing which of 

the steps. 

1.2. Tourism situation 

First, it should be noted that international tourism to Jerusalem is influenced greatly by the 

political situation. In times of tension, mainly during the first and second intifada (which began 

in 1987 and 2000 respectively, see timeline in Appendix 4), Jerusalem has been a destination for 

terror attacks, which include suicide bombing, shooting, car bombs, stone throwing and more 

(Brin, 2006). Domestic tourism is less affected, as reflected in number of overnight stays by 

Israelis in hotels in Jerusalem, which remains stable during tense periods (Korach & Choshen, 

2019). 

Jerusalem as a place of pilgrimage is a unique case since it is sacred to followers of the three  

monotheistic religions. This complexity has created competition and conflicts regarding control 

of the various sites and access to them, and the freedom to perform various ceremonies and 

cultural events (Shachar & Shoval, 1999). 

Up to the second half of the nineteenth century, tours to Jerusalem were intended to serve a 

moral and spiritual purpose and to satisfy a religious obligation. Incoming tourists were mainly 

hosted in monasteries during these days. The first hotel in the city was established in 1843, 

followed by the establishment of the first European bank (Montefiore, 2012). A few years later, 

Thomas Cook and Son, a British global travel group, began operations in the region with 

organized tours to Egypt and the Holy Land (Shachar & Shoval, 1999). These tours were 

marketed by the company as an 'Oriental fantasy for the well-to-do English traveller' 

(Montefiore, 2012). The Completion of the railway line from Jaffa, a seaport, to Jerusalem in 

1892, shortened the travel time between the cities to four hours and significantly open Jerusalem 

to tourism. 

During the British Mandate period (1917-1948), the city was united, and for the first time started 

to attract tourists whose interests were not only religious, due to British activities for 

preservation and restoration of historic sites, alongside emergence of new cultural centres. This 

period probably laid the basis for the development of Jerusalem as a modern tourist destination 

(Cohen-hattab & Katz, 1999). 

Between 1948-1967, when the city was divided, most of the tourists visited the Jordanian part 

of the city, where most of the points of interest were found. The tourists that did arrive to the 

west of the city, a visit that required early coordination with the Jordanian authorities, which 

made it difficult to move between the two parts of the city, barely spent the night there (Cohen-

Hattab, 2017). 
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Today, Jerusalem is the most visited city in Israel, with 77.5 percent of incoming tourists to Israel 

visiting the city. 47.3 percent (from entire incoming tourist population) stayed in the city for at 

least one night (Inbound Tourism Survey Annual Report 2018), and 3.3 nights on average 

(Korach & Choshen, 2019). According to Euromonitor International, Jerusalem was ranked 61st 

in international arrivals of persons visiting for at least 24 hours, with 3.93 million entries, and 

11.6 percent growth (Yasmeen, 2019).  

Most of the incoming visitors to Israel are Christians (54.9%), and only 2.4% are Muslims. About 

quarter of the tourists arrived for religious purposes (pilgrimage), 21.3% came for touring and 

sightseeing, 30.0% for visiting friends and relatives, 10.3% for leisure and pleasure, and 8.9% for 

business and missions (Inbound Tourism Survey Annual Report 2018). 

Figure 40: Purpose of visit, 2018 (Source: Israel Ministry of Tourism. (2019). Inbound Tourism Survey Annual Report 2018.) 

 

Figure 41: Religious affiliation of tourists visiting Isreal in 2018. (Source: Israel Ministry of Tourism. (2019). Inbound Tourism 

Survey Annual Report 2018.) 
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1.3. Social situation 

The composition of the population in Jerusalem, as well as its geographical structure, are crucial 

to the urban fabric of the city. As mentioned above, the three major groups in the city are Jews 

- Secular and Religiously observant (about 40 percent), Ultra-orthodox (about 22 percent) and 

Arabs (about 38 percent). 345,000 Arabs and 220,200 Jews lives in the east part of the city, 

while the population distribution in the west of the city is 349,700 Jews and 4,500 Arabs (Korach 

& Choshen, 2020a). 

Like other large cities in Israel (e.g. Tel Aviv and Haifa), Jerusalem suffers from a negative 

migration balance (Korach & Choshen, 2020b). During 2018, 18,800 residents emigrated from 

Jerusalem, while 12,800 emigrated to the city, many of them from cities considered Ultra-

orthodox (Korach & Choshen, 2020a), or young people who moved to the city for studies 

(Korach & Choshen, 2020b). However, the immigration of ultra-Orthodox young people to the 

city is similar in numbers to the immigration of ultra-Orthodox young people from the city, so 

it cannot be said that the city becomes more ultra-Orthodox because of immigration (Korach 

& Choshen, 2020b).  

According to the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistic, since 2002, the share of the ultra-Orthodox 

and religious population in Jerusalem has increased, while the share of the secular population 

has shrunk (Druckman, 2019). A possible reason for the city's orthodoxy process is the high 

fertility rate of Jewish women living in the city, which rises over years and now stands on 4.4 

children per woman on average. Total fertility rates in Israel are fluctuated around 7 children 

for an ultra-Orthodox woman, compared to 2.5 children for a secular woman (Weinreb, 

Chernichovsky, & Brill, 2018). Alongside those facts, it should be noted that there is an increase 

in the number of births among secular and traditional Jewish women (Weisberg, 2019) A Muslim 

woman has 3.2 children on average (Korach & Choshen, 2020a). This figure is also reflected in 

the median age of residents, that is 24 years (Korach & Choshen, 2019).  

As also mentioned, Jerusalem is a poor city. 27 percent of the Jewish population, and 59 percent 

of the Arab population live below the poverty line, which is defined as 50 percent of the 

disposable median income (including transfer payments and after deduction of taxes), adjusted 

to the size of the family (Endeweld, Gottlieb, Heller, & Karady, 2017; Poverty in Israel - Facts and 

Figures, 2018). The gap between the populations exists even though the percentage of 

participation in the labour force of Arab men is slightly higher than that of Jewish men. Among 

women, only about a quarter of Arab women take part in the labour market, compared to over 

80 percent of Jewish women (Korach & Choshen, 2020a). 

Looking at the main employment industries, the leading ones are education for the Jewish 

population, and construction for the Arab population. When it comes to tourism industry, the 

main economic sectors related to it are (1) Accommodation and food services, in which 10 

percent of Arabs and five percent of Jews are employed, and to some extent, also (2) trade (in 

which 13 percent of Arabs and 8 percent of Jews are employed) (Korach & Choshen, 2020a). 

Another point that needs to be noted is the ongoing housing crisis in Israel (see timeline in 

Appendix 4), that is also affecting housing prices in Jerusalem. In the last decade, there has been 

a sharp real increase in housing prices and the level of rent in Israel due to a severe shortage of 

apartments, and at the same time a continuous increase in population (Comptroller State, 2015). 

In a period of four years, the average price for a 3.5-4 room apartment in Jerusalem rose about 

21 percent, and the average rent price for apartments of the same size rose in about 10 percent. 
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These prices are considered higher than the average in Israel (Korach & Choshen, 2019), and 

indicate the high demand for housing in the city. 

2 Conflicts in the main tourist attraction: The Holy Basin 

The encounter described above, between 'Ideological Jerusalem' and 'Real Jerusalem' creates a 

conflict in which the opposing interests of two nations and three religions come together in one 

urban space. Together with the composition of the population, the sensitivity to the 

international status of Jerusalem and the importance of the holy places create 'The Problem of 

Jerusalem' - meeting of conflicting interests, and limited resources, in a physically and 

administratively united city de jure, but de facto divided politically and socially (Auerbach & 

Sharkansky, 2010). The follow paragraphs will describe the historical background as well as major 

points of friction today. 

In June 1967, after the Six Day War and the occupation of the Arab part of the city, the Israeli 

government acted for the "Union of Jerusalem", a move that annexed the eastern part of the 

city to the Israeli territory. The Arab citizens of East Jerusalem were given the status of 

permanent residents, a decision that affects most aspects of life in East Jerusalem to this day 

(Ramon, 2017). As permanent residents, the Arab citizens can participate in the municipal 

elections (to elect and be elected to the City Council) and enjoy social and economic benefits, 

But they are not allowed to participate in the general elections and they do not carry an Israeli 

passport, indicating the citizenship of the person carrying it (Ramon, 2018). 

The decision of the Israeli government and its actions to unite the two parts of the city, as well 

as to reinforce of the Jewish population in East Jerusalem, did not change the International status 

of the eastern part of the city as an occupied territory (Auerbach & Sharkansky, 2010). To this 

day, most nations of the world do not recognize East Jerusalem as part of the capital of Israel, a 

fact that is reflected in non-relocation of the embassies to the city (“Status of Jerusalem : 

resolution / adopted by the General Assembly” 2017)  

Another unliteral decision made by Israel is the building of the security fence since 2002, 

following the Second Intifada that began in September 2000 (see timeline in Appendix 4). The 

fence has become one of the most recognizable symbols of conflict. In some parts it is comprised 

of nine meters high wall visible from the Old City and from other locations in and around the 

city (Gelbman, 2016). The fence prevents unauthorized West Bank Palestinians from entering 

Jerusalem freely, therefore East Jerusalem is isolated from Arab inhabitants of the West Bank, 

spatially and economically (Pullan, 2013). At the same time, Ramallah, which is located at the 

West Bank and maintains an urban continuum with Jerusalem, has become the socio-economic 

and social capital of the Palestinians living in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. This is probably 

due to Israeli policy, which sees East Jerusalem as part of the State of Israel, and in fact separates 

it from the Palestinians in the West Bank (Rubinstein, 2009). 

Furthermore, since tourism plays a key role in promoting the ethnic narrative of the city, it is 

worth examining the way in which the various tourist destinations in the city are presented. 

Vilchinski (2012) for example, focused on the changes that have taken place in the various 

editions of 'Lonely Planet' over the years, in relation to trip planning in Israel. When considering 

recommendations regarding East Jerusalem - the area was mentioned as a tourist destination 

only in the third edition published in 1996. In the sixth edition published in 2010, Most of the 
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main tourist sites are listed under the heading 'Old City', compared to the title 'East Jerusalem' 

that includes mainly the Arab neighborhoods. In this way, central tourist sites that are located 

in the east of the city, an area populated mostly by Arabs, are associated with the 'Old City', a 

phrase considered to belong to the Jewish narrative of Jerusalem. 

2.1. The Holy Basin and the Old City 

The 'Holy Basin' or 'Historic Basin', a wider area that includes, in its broad definition, the Old 

City, Mount Zion, the western slope of the Mount of Olives, the City of David and the Christian 

institutions to the north of the Damascus gate (see map in Appendix 1) (Ramon, 2010). The 

Basin is a centre of religious services, an economic centre for the Arab population of East 

Jerusalem, an educational centre (mainly Jewish yeshivot and Muslim institutions), and a tourist 

centre (Ramon, 2010). Since the Old City considered the most essential part of the Holy Basin, 

with approximately 100 sites in the Old City and its nearby environs (Cohen-hattab, 2013), the 

following paragraphs will focus on this area. 

The Old City of Jerusalem is a 0.9 square kilometre walled area within the modern city of 

Jerusalem (see map in Appendix 2). Since the 19th century, the Old City has traditionally been 

divided into four quarters (Jewish, Christian, Muslim, and Armenian) (mfa.gov.il). About 40,000 

residents live within the Old City, most of them are Muslims )Jerusalem.muni.il(. The socio-

economic status of the Muslim population is the lowest among the various populations in the 

Old City, and it is ranked as clusters 2 and 3 out of 10, according to CBS data. At the same time, 

the population of the Jewish Quarter, which is predominantly Jewish, belongs to cluster 8 out 

of 10 (The planning process for the preservation and renewal of the Old City of Jerusalem, 

2013). 

The national and historical-religion division of the Old City have been created segmented tourist 

spaces, controlled by the institutions of the religion associated with them. Given the small 

dimensions of the Old City, the spaces are physically close, and even overlap. Considering the 

high density of tourist, and conflicting interests of the different institutions, this tourist hotspot 

is subject to ongoing controversy (Shachar & Shoval, 1999). 

As early as 1982, the Old City was registered in the list of endangered sites of UNESCO, due 

to the growing urbanization process causes severe destruction (Lapidot, 2002). Despite this, 

numbers of visitors to the Old City have continued to grow consistently over the years, from 

around seven million in 2007, to an estimated 17 million a year in 2030 (forecasts pre Covid-

19).  

Since there is free admission to the important sites of the three religions, a comprehensive 

dedicated survey is needed to examine entrances to these sites and the economic value derived 

from them (Shachar & Shoval, 1999). According to Inbound Tourism Survey Annual Report 

(2018), based on tourist self-report, 9 out of the 10 most visited sites in Jerusalem are sites with 

a religious or national context. 8 out of 10 sites are in the Old City and its surroundings.  

Yet, as mentioned above, most of the physical infrastructure of the Old City is unable to adjust 

large numbers of visitors in certain periods. The area is characterized by narrow, some of which 

have many steps. As a result, most of its parts are inaccessible to large vehicles, such as police 

vehicles or emergency vehicles (ambulance, fire department). Together with the high residential 

density, which is one of the highest in the world, and the long-term neglect, there is a immanent 

difficulty to manage and renew infrastructure around the Old City (Lapidot, 2002).  
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According to Ashworth & Tunbridge (2000), Jerusalem is a one of the presented 'Cultural and 

Historical variations'. Though their study claims that there is no single model for managing 

tourism to such cities, it tries to offer an ideal situation - partial mixture of the historic city, the 

tourist city, and the central commercial district. The authors note that in Jerusalem, the Old 

City is considered as the 'original city', while the central commercial area is located outside the 

walls. One of the main reasons for this separation is the fact that prior to the Six Day war, 

Jerusalem was divided between the eastern part - the Arab old city, controlled by Jordan, and 

the western part - the Jewish modern city, controlled by Israel. The "union of Jerusalem" by 

Israel led to a massive population growth, which strengthened the tendencies of the division of 

the city into a modern commercial city in the west, and a tourist-historic city in the east - the 

Old City. 

Thus, it seems that tourists who come to the Old City, with an emphasis on those who take 

part in an organized tour, visit the main sites and spend only limited time roaming freely in the 

commercial areas in the east of the city, near the tourist sites, which adversely affects the income 

of East Jerusalem residents from inbound tourism. 

From the above, it is clear that the Israeli-Palestinian struggle, which includes both the Palestinian 

struggle for independence and self-determination and the Jewish aspiration to strengthen the 

recognition of its historical connection to the city, is present in the tourism industry in 

Jerusalem. Thus, it influences the way the various sites are presented and marketed, the ways 

tourists approach them, and places to shop near the sites, to which the tourists are directed. 

Shilo & Collins-Kreiner (2019) emphasize the importance of mapping of the main stakeholders, 

their local identity and their motivations, In order to understand the complexity  of the conflicts 

concerning the spaces in Jerusalem, with emphasis on sites located within the Holy Basin and 

involving tourism, mobility and religion. Main stakeholders in the Old City of Jerusalem are 

usually divided according to religion and nationality. Identification and mapping of them will be 

performed as part of the research process, according to the following division: 

(1) National and Municipal Israeli authorities (as mentioned above): The Tourism Committee 

subject to Jerusalem Municipality. In the national level, Jerusalem and Heritage office, 

Jerusalem Development Authority and East Jerusalem Development. 

(2) Palestinian governing bodies, located in the east of the city and in the West Bank 

(3) Local residents of the Old City, divided by religious and national affiliation - each group 

has different interests. 

(4) Associations and foundations, most of them with a clear religious or national (or both) 

agenda, for example Elad foundation, which works to strengthen the Jewish connection 

to Jerusalem (guidestar.org.il) and Emek Shaveh, an organization that promotes 

preservation of antiquities sites as a public asset (alt-arch.org); Non-profit organization 

activists, who also have a stated position regarding the conflict over the Old City. 

(5) Business entities with an interest in the city, including those from the hospitality industry 

and business owners in the Old City. 

(6) Other countries who have an interest in Jerusalem, emphasis on the Old City. 
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3 Mobility in a heritage city 

3.1. Transportation: 

Apart from known problems related to transportation systems design, Jerusalem suffers from 

unique problems, originated in the history of the city and the mountainous topography that 

creates a natural physical separation. Over the years, the road network in the city has been 

designed by the various governors who ruled it, according to their interests.  Therefore, today 

the city consists a branched network of roads from different periods, what makes it difficult to 

promote significant changes and innovations. Moreover, unique landscape values throughout the 

city and its surroundings must be preserved. In addition, Jerusalem's heterogeneous population 

creates differential demands on movement. For example, the compulsion to close traffic arteries 

and to ban on traveling on Saturdays, in ultra-Orthodox areas, significantly restricts traffic in the 

city; National characteristics that cause security problems, in Arab areas, restrict traffic in the 

city as well (Auerbach & Sharkansky, 2010). 

Two flagship-projects were executed in the last decade, aiming to physically improve mobility 

within the city and into the city: (1) Jerusalem Light Rail - launched the first Red Line in 2011 

(see timeline in Appendix 4). The Line, the first of its kind in Israel, serves as a prototype for 

future light rail lines that will be built in Jerusalem (the Blue Line and the Green Line) as well as 

in other cities in Israel. The route of the line begins in Mount Herzl station, which is a national 

and international point of interest, crossing Jaffa Road (city centre), and passes through several 

Arab neighbourhoods (see map in Appendix 3). (2) Israel Railways - launched a fast line between 

the entrance to Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, in two phases during 2018-2019 (see timeline in 

Appendix 4). The line connects Jerusalem to Ben Gurion International Airport and shortens 

travel time to Tel Aviv (jet.gov.il). 

In 2013, former mayor of Jerusalem, Nir Barkat, who worked to promote tourism in city, 

announced the construction of a new cable railway for the benefit of visitors to the Old City. 

The aim was to ease traffic congestion in nearby areas. Construction of the cable car is scheduled 

to begin in 2021 (www.jerusalem.muni.il). 

3.2. Accommodation 

Since almost half of the visitors to Jerusalem stay at least one night in the city, it is likely that 

their accommodation preferences are affected by mobility restrictions in the city as well. 

Although most of the important tourist sites in Jerusalem are located in the east of the city 

which includes the Old City, the vast majority of tourists stay in hotels in the western part of 

the city (Kimhi & Yaniv, 2019). 

Accommodation in East Jerusalem is less popular because cooperation between tourism 

authorities in the two parts of the city is almost non-existent, due to political issues, which may 

result in lower investment in infrastructure and promotion of accommodation in the area. 

Moreover, most international tourism bodies choose to set up their businesses in West 

Jerusalem, which has a positive effect on the demand for accommodation in this part of the city 

(Kimhi & Yaniv, 2015). Therefore, gaps in number of overnight stays between the two parts of 

the city can be seen on the supply side as well. In 2017, there were 9,027 rooms in 76 hotels in 

the west of the city, and only 2,340 rooms in 36 hotels in the east of the city. At the same time, 

accommodation in East Jerusalem, which according to 2015 data is  considered slightly cheaper 
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than accommodation in the west of the city, especially in luxury hotels (Kimhi & Yaniv, 2015), 

recorded a 31 percent increase in the number of overnight tourists stays in 2017 compared to 

2016 (Kimhi & Yaniv, 2019). Total room occupancy increased accordingly and reached 69 

percent in 2018 (Korach & Choshen, 2019). It is important to mention that currently, the city 

does not have a strategy to support tourism development and promotion by implementation of 

a tourism tax (Denker, 2018) 

It is worth noting that another factor that affects the preferences of accommodation in the city 

is the type of tourists. According to Shoval (2006), Jerusalem, that is considered as a city with 

only one tourist centre, has two tourist geographies, depending on the type of tourism involved: 

foreign Individual tourists, about 35 percent of the incoming tourist to Israel (Inbound Tourism 

Survey Annual Report 2018), tend to prefer a central location, where prices are higher. Another 

30 percent of the visitors come as part of organized tours (Inbound Tourism Survey Annual 

Report 2018). These tourists, for whom location is not subject to their choice, usually sleep in 

a hotel outside the city centre, due to the lower prices that are commonly associated with 

locations farther away from the city centre.  

Regarding short-term rent as an accommodation option, as of April 19 there are over 3000 

apartments and rooms for short-term rental in Jerusalem, and about seven percent of overnights 

stays in the city took place in this kind of property (Korach & Choshen, 2019). About a quarter 

of the properties are operated by a small number of hosts - half of which with an average of 

eight apartments (Moran, 2019). 

3.3. Overcrowding in the Old City 

Since the main tourist sites in the Old City are religious sites, intended for prayers and local 

religious ceremonies, they were not planned for mass tourism, a fact that creates overcrowding 

and long queues in access roads to the different sites (Israeli & Mansfeld, 2003) 

Most of the heavy traffic stemmed from local movements (local population of the Old City and 

domestic tourism), with emphasis on local events and religious holidays of the three 

monotheistic religions (Cohen-hattab, 2013). According to the TRIPADVISOR website, out of 

260 bad reviews from tourists who visited the Old City, most of them engaged in overcrowding 

and the long queues in front of sights. Others documented complaints concerned with the 

overprices of service providers, opening hours of the various sites and poor level of cleanliness 

(www.tripadvisor.com). In a similar way, on a survey conducted among tourist guides in 

Jerusalem, respondents  stated the poor level of cleanliness in the public space, the behaviour of 

the service providers, and the overcrowding at the tourist sites as the main challenges facing the 

tourism industry in the city (Kimhi, Gester, & Regev, 2013). 

Congestion increases especially during weekends and holidays, and other special days for the 

various religions and nationalities. In these days, a certain density can actually be a positive 

experience for the incoming pilgrims, and at the same time devalued the experience of tourists 

who come for cultural and historical reasons (Cohen-hattab, 2013). Those days, that are 

characterized by heavy traffic at  different sites and the closing of parking lots around the Old 

City on Saturdays and Jewish holidays (for political reasons) increases the pressure even more 

(Israeli & Mansfeld, 2003). 
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4 Impact of Covid-19 on tourism in Jerusalem 

According to a representative of the Jerusalem Development Authority, about 30,000 people 

used to make a living from the tourism industry in the city, directly and indirectly, before Covid-

19. The current crisis significantly affected them, even more than previous crises, that were 

usually related to security situation in the city, that affected their income. As noted by business 

owners in the city: "Current situation is worse than the Intifada. Back then, the number of 

tourists would have decreased, but people would still arrive" (Shtotland, 2020). 

When talking about government's and municipal response to the crisis following the virus, the 

short-term response involved supply-side treatment - financial support for business owners 

affected by the crisis, alongside demand-side treatment - the Jerusalem Development Authority 

has launched a virtual platform that includes key experiences in the city, such as virtual tours, 

museums and religious customs (e.g. Placing a note at the Western Wall and lighting candles in 

the Church of the Holy Sepulcher) (Shtotland, 2020). The municipality also launched a campaign 

to attract domestic tourists that will compensate for the decline in international tourism. This 

seems to be a common strategy in many places in the world where on the one hand inbound 

tourism have practically stopped but at the same time local residents who cannot travel, look 

for domestic alternatives.  

The long-term response includes the establishment of a lobby in the Knesset (the Parliament of 

Israel) for tourism in Jerusalem. its main purpose is to help maintain and strengthen the tourism 

infrastructures  in the city, so when the borders open, tourist will return to the city, thus 

contributing to rehabilitate the city and state economy (German, 2020). 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, when examining the tourism industry in Jerusalem, and the socio-political fabric 

of the city, a complex picture emerges, stemming from years of struggles for control of the city, 

at the center of which is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

On the practical side, political and security instability today make it difficult to develop the 

tourism industry in the city. 

On the administrative side, the fact that there is no single body entrusted with the management 

and promotion of tourism in the city, also makes it difficult to develop a tourism strategy in the 

city and promote it as an attractive tourist destination. 

The study will seek to examine the relationship between the different populations living in 

Jerusalem, and its impact on inbound tourism to the city, as well as the urban and governmental 

tourism strategy in the city, and will attempt to suggest ways to deal with the complexities 

mentioned above. 
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Appendix 

The Holy Basin (temporary map) 

  

(Retrieved from: Ramon, A. (Ed.). (2010). The Historic Basin of Jerusalem: Problems and Possible Solutions. Jerusalem.) 
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Old city (temporary map) 

(Retrieved from: britannica.com/place/Jerusalem/Landscape) 
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Jerusalem Official Tourist Map (temporary map) 

 

  

(Retrieved from: itraveljerusalem.com) 



117 

SMARTDEST – D3.1 Collection of 4 case study reports 

 
 

Figure 42: Jerusalem Timeline 
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Figure 43: Veneto region (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/ 

File:Provinces_of_Veneto_map.png) 

Introduction 

Work package 3 of the SmartDest Project aims at exploring mobility-related exclusion in the 

eight case studies and local strategies to tackle them. Moreover, the ecosystems of the 

destinations are analysed using a multi-method research approach. 

T3.1., a sub-task of WP3, is an investigation of the first four test cases (Amsterdam, Barcelona, 

Jerulasalem and Venice) extended over a six-month period, started in project month 4 (April 

2020) and ended month 10 (October 2020). The focus are the local contexts and trends of 

social exclusion, the different forms of coping and the innovative solutions that are developed 

in those cities. 

The Venice case study analyses the context going through the local social, political, economic, 

tourism and environmental issues. 

In particular, it explores the demographic and migration aspects of the City, discusses the 

historical background and uncovers the current political landscape. 

Moreover, it focuses on tourism as the main economic asset currently at huge risk because of 

the pandemic, fostering the need for more resilient and systemic solutions. 

The report deals also with the relevant impact of the environmental context of the City on the 

social and economic field.  

In addition, it takes into consideration the job diversity and its opportunities, the tricky issue of 

housing in rapid transformation towards still unknown outcomes, and mobility as a key aspect 

with very specific features to face. 

In conclusion, the report foresees a plan with concrete innovative solutions for each of the 

issues dealt with. These solutions will then be shared with all the relevant stakeholders for fine 

tuning and spurring exploitation by organizing and hosting an Innovation Camp. 

1 The Historical city of Venice 

Venice is the capital of the Veneto 

region in north-eastern Italy. The 

Comune di Venezia includes the 

famous historic city of canals 

(Venice proper) -- 126 small islands 

that are separated by canals and 

linked by 432 bridges -- several 

inhabited lagoon islands (Murano, 

Burano, Torcello, Vignole, 

S.Erasmo), and two barrier islands 

(Lido di Venezia and Lido di 

Pellestrina), plus a large tract of 

mainland, including the city of 

Mestre and the industrial area of 

Marghera (Figure 43). 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
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Administratively, the Comune is divided into 6 Municipalità (Figure 44): 

1. Venezia-Murano Burano 

2. Lido-Pellestrina 

3. Favaro Veneto 

4. Mestre-Carpenedo 

5. Chirignago-Zelarino 

6. Marghera 

The Lagoon of Venice falls entirely 

within the metropolitan city of 

Venice, which has replaced the 

Province of Venice in 2014 and 

includes 44 municipalities. In 2019, 

259,150 people resided in the 

Comune di Venezia [Wikipedia], of 

whom around 52,000 live in the 

historical city (HC) of Venice (centro 

storico) and another 27,000 in the 

lagoon islands. 

 

1.1. The Historical city of Venice 

Despite being a small and underrepresented part of the broader municipality, the historical city 

of Venice (Venice proper) remains a very popular tourist destination, a major cultural centre, 

and has been ranked many times the most beautiful city in the world. The latest population of 

the HC is barely more than 51,000 (October 2020). 

In 1987, the Lagoon and the historic city were listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Venice 

was the first city to be inducted into the UNESCO list in its entirety. 

The historical city is composed of 127 islands surrounded by 50km of canals (Figure 45). It is 

only 6.3 Km2, i.e. not even twice the size of Central Park in New York city. Shaped like a fish 

hooked to the mainland by the rail/car Ponte della Libertà, Venice is only about 4.3 km west to 

east and only about 2.3Km north to south. 

Figure 44: Comune di Venezia (Source: 
https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/content/superfici-amministrative ) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comune
https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venezia
https://portale.comune.venezia.it/millefoglie/statistiche/scheda/QUARTIERE-POPOLA-1$2$--------
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UNESCO_World_Heritage_Site
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Figure 45: Islands of Venice (Source: Bajakan et al., 2019) 

In Venice, no cars, nor bicycles are allowed. Mobility is exclusively by water or on foot. Several 

lines of water buses connect the city and the adjoining inhabited islands. 

Its worldwide popularity as a tourist destination, combined with its tiny size has generated 

growing social intolerance on the part of the dwindling resident population who find it harder 

and harder to cope with the invasion of close to 30 Million tourists per year pre-COVID. 

1.2. The Lagoon of Venice 

The historical City of Venice lies in the middle of a vast Lagoon (550 Km2) which is about 50Km 

long from north to south. Besides the 127 islands that make up the historical city, the lagoon 

comprises another 40 islands, 8 of which are permanently inhabited: Lido, Pellestrina, Murano, 

Burano, Mazzorbo, Torcello, S.Erasmo and Vignole (Figure 46). The total population of the 

inhabited lagoon islands (27,000) is more than to 50% of the population of the historical city 

(51,000), making the total population of the lagoon a bit less than 80,000, which in turn is less 

than ½ of the mainland population of roughly 180,000. Overall, more than ⅔ of the municipal 

population of Venice lives outside of the historical city. 
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The lagoon is an ecosystem of 

extraordinary importance for Italy 

and Europe. The Venice Lagoon was 

recognized as a wetland of global 

importance by the Ramsar 

convention due to the crucial role it 

plays as a stop-over point for many 

migratory bird species. 

The main sources of pollution of 

the lagoon waters are the civil 

and agricultural industrial discharges 

that reach the lagoon directly or are 

introduced through the 

hydrographic network of the 

drainage basin. The Porto Marghera 

industrial zone and in particular 

the petrochemical industry has long 

been one of the major sources of 

pollution of the Venetian lagoon. 

The sources of pollution are not 

only those produced by industrial 

activities but also those deriving 

from domestic discharges in 

inhabited centres of the lagoon 

that have no adequate water 

purification systems (WPI IQP); 

they also include the contribution of 

pollutants from the chemicals used 

to fertilize agricultural land in the 

drainage basin. Pollution of the 

lagoon bed in the area between 

Venice and Marghera. 

The runoff from mainland rivers and streams brings in nutrient-rich fresh water that essentially 

fertilizes the Lagoon and has led to a series of environmental phenomena over the years, such 

as algae blooms, mucillagine, chironomidae infestations and a general degradation of the 

biosystem. 

Efforts by the Regional government have curbed the problem somewhat, but the Lagoon still 

suffers from other ailments, such as the net loss of sediment to the Adriatic, which is flattening 

the bottom of the lagoon, severely impoverishing the benthic native flora and fauna. 

Invasive species have also taken their toll on the health and abundance of native flora and fauna. 

  

Figure 46: Lagoon of Venice 

https://www.ramsar.org/news/the-lagoon-of-venice-as-a-ramsar-site
https://www.ramsar.org/news/the-lagoon-of-venice-as-a-ramsar-site
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2 Contextual Dimensions 

The following sections introduce some of the most relevant contextual dimensions of the Venice 

Case Study. 

2.1. Social Context 

The social trends described in the following sections refer primarily to the Historic City (Venice 

proper), though many of the trends are shared with the mainland portion of the Comune. 

Demographic trends 

The Historical City (HC) of Venice was historically one of the more populous cities of the 

middle-ages, reaching peaks of almost 170,000 inhabitants in the XVI century11.  

 

Figure 47: Population in Venice (Source: Carrera, 2016b) 

Since the beginning of modern census surveys, Venice reached its peak population in 1950 with 

175,000 residents. Since then, there has been a dramatic decline in population down to today’s 

estimate of just over 51,000 people in the historic city (October 2020) with no rebound in sight. 

The inhabited lagoon islands bring the total population to 82,000. Depopulation is the primary 

problem affecting Venice and the main culprit for this precipitous fall is the disparity between 

the high-cost of living in the city compared to the average salaries available in the dominant 

economy of tourism (more later). Not only is the population dwindling, but also the average age 

of the remaining residents is getting higher, which hovers around 50 years of age. 

 
11 It is difficult to extract reliable population numbers from historical sources, given the uncertainty of the spatial 

boundaries used for those historical estimates, but it is clear that Venice’s population held steadily around 120-150k 
for the duration of the Serenissima Republic until its fall in 1797 at the hands of Napoleon, despite several plague 
pandemics that decimated the local residents. (Figure 47) 
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Migration trends 

The initial exodus from Venice in the post-war economic boom years of the 50’s and 60’s was 

primarily due to the availability of modern housing in Mestre, coupled with plentiful jobs in the 

industrial areas of Marghera, which employed almost 37,000 workers in over 200 companies at 

its peak in 1970. 

Figure 48 shows how the 

population on the Mainland (red) 

grew in sync with the 

demographic decline in the 

Lagoon (green), due to internal 

migration within the boundaries 

of the greater municipality. 

 

 

 

The flood of 1966 single-handedly expunged all of the ground floor housing in Venice, leading to 

another outflow of citizens towards the mainland. Starting in the late 1970’s, with the gradual 

decline of the chemical/refinery industries, even the mainland population began to decline with 

people moving to suburbs and jobs outside of the boundaries of the Comune. Today, Marghera 

employs ⅓ of the peak number of workers, down to just over 13,000 jobs. 

2.2. Political Context 

The city of Venice held mayoral elections on September 20-21, 2020, together with the election 

of the governor of the Region of Veneto. Both positions entail a 5-year term until 2025. 

Historical background on the politics of Venice 

Since the 1990s and until the mayoral election of 2015, the city of Venice was always ruled by a 

mayor who represented one of the top parties in Italy. Traditionally, the city has been governed 

by a center-left coalition, coalesced around what is today’s Italy’s democratic party (PD). 

In 2015, the current mayor, Luigi Brugnaro, ran an independent center-right campaign and was 

elected after a close run-off against the candidate of the Partito Democratico (PD). He was the 

first independent candidate outside of a major national party to be elected mayor. Mayor 

Brugnaro was reconfirmed in the election of September 20-21, 2020. 

Referendums for the separation of Venice (islands) and Mestre (mainland) 

Five referendums have been conducted to vote for the separation between Venice and the 

mainland, in 1979, 1989, 1994, 2003 and 2019. In the first three referendums, the NO prevailed, 

with diminishing numbers every time. In the fourth instance, the NO prevailed but the number 

of voters was below the quorum of 50%. In the last referendum, the number of voters was even 

smaller, so the NO prevailed once again, even though the YES received 80% of the votes cast in 

the Historic City. 

  

Figure 48: Population in the mainland and the Lagoon (Source: Carreera 2016b) 
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Current political landscape 

The incumbent mayor, Luigi Brugnaro, does not belong to any of the major national parties, but 

ran under his own name, as an independent, in 2015 on a ‘civic list’ called “Brugnaro Sindaco”. 

A “Lista CIvica” is an official and quite common form of candidacy outside of the established 

parties. National parties have coalesced around his personal candidacy and he was re-elected to 

another 5-year term until 2025. 

The new city council of Venice (October 2020) 

The newly elected (Sept. 2020) city council (Consiglio Comunale) of Venice is composed of 22 

council members from the Brugnaro coalition and 14 councilmen from the opposition parties, 

where the Partito Democratico (PD) holds 8 members (Il Metropolitano, 2020). 

 
Figure 49: Election for the city council 2020 (Source: https://www.metropolitano.it/consiglio-comunale-venezia-2020/) 

Roles and Jurisdictions of the municipal government in Venice 

Cities in Italy have jurisdiction over their territory for matters relating to services to their 

citizens and can issue regulations regarding socio-economic activities within their boundaries. 

Municipalities collect 3 types of taxes: IMU, TASI and TARI. IMU (Imposta Municipale Unica) is 

a property tax, based on the value of land and buildings, which is paid by the owner(s) pro quota.  

TASI (Tributo sui Servizi Indivisibili) has been incorporated in the new IMU since 2020. TARI 

(Tassa sui Rifiuti) is a municipal tax to cover the costs of pick up and disposal of trash produced 

by households and businesses. It is paid by the owner(s) and/or by the renters/users of the 

property. 

2.3. Economic Context 

Tourism is a dominant industry in Venice, with a significant share of the municipal GDP12. The 

municipality of Venice, despite having a population of less than 300,000 people overall, ranks 8th 

in Italy in terms of GDP, with tourism (CGIA 2018), commerce and the port economy 

accounting for about 50% of the revenue. 

 
12 Due to the nature of the territory of the municipality, which comprises both the lagoon islands and the historic city 

of Venice, as well as several urban centers on the mainland, the data is usually difficult to parse down to sub-
municipal levels, which is what would be needed to isolate data pertaining to just the historical city of interest to this 
Case Study. Therefore, the data is often presented at the aggregate municipal level, unless otherwise noted.  

https://www.metropolitano.it/consiglio-comunale-venezia-2020/
http://www.cgiamestre.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/comune-venezia.pdf


129 

SMARTDEST – D3.1 Collection of 4 case study reports 

 
 

 

Figure 50: GDP by sector (Source: SerenDPT analysis based on GGIA 2018) 

While almost the entirety of the Manufacturing and industrial activities are located on the 

mainland (with the exception of some remaining glass factories in Murano), pretty much all of 

the GDP from the Hospitality sector can be assumed to be generated in (or by) the old city. 

The Hospitality sector includes hotels, restaurants, bars and coffee shops which have 

proliferated in Venice proper and have recently began to expand around the train station of 

Mestre, adding around 10,000 additional hotel beds at a short train/bus commute from the 

tourist magnet that is Venice (Figure 50). 

2.4. Tourism Context 

Tourism in the historic city of Venice was booming before COVID hit in 2020. Although 

estimates are difficult, the yearly number of tourists in Venice was fast approaching 30 Million 

in 2019, which would average to over 80,000 tourists present in the city on any given day (Figure 

51). 

Even conservative estimates 

would place the yearly visitors 

at at least 20-25 million (VPC, 

2018). The presence of tourists 

and the resulting congestion in 

the narrow streets and bridges 

and at the water bus stops has 

exacerbated the friction 

between residents (numbering 

51.000) who were vastly 

outnumbered by the average 

number of tourists in the city 

every day of the year (Visentin 

and Bertocchi, 2019). 

Figure 51: Tourism in the historic city of Venice (Source: Carreera 2016b) 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1xf9BZcrgPbRQSiVhXj8xVeEQJ1yHVbHX7EE1WowsXhg/edit#gid=0
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Tourism Economy 

In the entire municipality, Hospitality accounts for 13.1% of the GDP and for almost 20% 

of the jobs. Tourism is the number one employer in the city and the overwhelming majority 

of the hospitality jobs come from the historic city, which accounts for only ¼ of the population 

of the municipality. 

The floods of November 2019, which affected all ground-floor establishments (restaurants, hotel 

lobbies, shops, warehouses) were quickly followed by the COVID crisis that saw Italy and the 

Veneto at the frontline of the pandemic as it spread outward from China. The net result of 

these one-two punch has been devastating for the tourism industry in Venice. In all, the diagnosis 

is that 2020 was a lost year for tourism in Venice, with low expectations for a quick recovery.  

More than 35% of hotels never reopened after the initial shutdown mandated by the pandemic. 

The situation for restaurants is not much rosier. The abundance of closed or bankrupt 

establishments has generated rumors of mafia-related activities on the real estate market. There 

are also rumors that the Cassa Depositi e Prestiti (Italy’s investment fund) may step in to prevent 

properties becoming prey to illegal money-laundering real estate acquisitions by organized crime 

at this moment of crisis [Vox]. 

Tourists Accommodations 

The total number of tourist beds has grown five-fold since the year 2000 reaching 52,292 beds 

pre-COVID in the HC, including hotels, B&B’s and Short-Term rentals (STR) like Airbnb and 

the like. To these numbers, one should add another 4,518 beds on the Lido and Pellestrina and  

another 14,942 on the immediate mainland, whose guests are likely to be visiting Venice. 

Together, there are a grand total of 71,752 beds available in and around the HC (Portale 

GeoIDS). COVID has certainly affected the accommodation sector, so it remains to be seen 

how many of these beds will be put on the market again once the pandemic is past us. We plan 

to monitor the numbers through the duration of the SmartDest project. 

 

Figure 52: Tourism 

accomodations (Source: 

Elaborazione OCIO su dati 

DellÚfficlo di Statistica 

della Regione Veneto, 

Datawrapper)  

https://voxnews.info/2020/10/01/negozi-e-hotel-mezza-venezia-in-vendita-la-comprano-albanesi-e-bengalesi/
http://geoportale.comune.venezia.it/Html5Viewer/index.html?viewer=IDS.IDS&LOCALE=IT-it
http://geoportale.comune.venezia.it/Html5Viewer/index.html?viewer=IDS.IDS&LOCALE=IT-it
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Social Tolerance: Tourists and Residents 

Before COVID, the love-hate relationship between Residents and Tourists was souring, with 

calls to put a stop to eat-and-run tourism and a crackdown or on Airbnb’s and hotels alike 

(Figure 53). 

Figure 53: Resistance against tourism (Source: Carrera 

2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This reaction was due in no small part to the proliferation of accommodations. As we saw above, 

in essence, as of 2020, the total number of beds in the city has reached the number of residents 

(Figure 54). The proliferation of supermarkets associated with the growth of airbnbs has 

exacerbated the closure of neighborhood stores, which had already started decades ago due to 

the aforementioned post-war exodus to the mainland (Figure 55). 

 

 

Figure 54: Number of beds and residents (Source: Elaborazione OCIO su dati: 1. Ufficio di Statistica dela Regione Veneto 

(stutture algerghiere e strutture non alberghiere) 2. Comune di Venezia – Servizio Statistica e ricercar su dati Anagrafe 

comunale (dati popolazione) Datawrapper) 
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Figure 55: Exodus of neighbourhood stores (Source LaRovere et al. 2015) 

Cruise Ships 

Cruise Ships traffic in Venice has garnered a lot of attention through world media outlets due 

to its imposing physical presence and also due to recent accidents that saw out-of-control ships 

ram into the shores, thankfully with no major consequences. A rather vocal ‘No Grandi Navi’ 

movement (Figure 56) has sprung up in the last 15-20 years to give voice to an overall discontent 

about overtourims. In sheer numbers, cruise ships only account for less than 2 million visitors a 

year. 

 

Figure 56: Civil resistance (Source: Myra Robinson, 2013) 

Cruise ships tourists account for less than 10% of overall visitors in Venice, far less than the 

numbers that enter the city by train (close to 50%), yet the mediatic power of cruise ships has 

captured the worldwide imagination, producing a number of articles in the global media. 

The VPC and SerenDPT have studied the issue and concluded that the main problems associated 

with Cruise Ships -- aside for Black Swan events that could bring the risks of having ships navigate 

so closely to priceless heritage to the fore as they have -- relate to the sheer number of tourists 

that these ships discharge more or less simultaneously into the city on weekends, when up to 8 

cruise ships will make port calls in the city. The 30,000 or so visitors that disembark (or embark) 

onto ships on weekends -- due to the homeport role that has made Venice one of the most 

popular cruise ship destinations in the Mediterranean -- exacerbate the overcrowding problems 

that are already quite severe on weekends during the warm seasons, due to the influx of day-

trippers from nearby locations 
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Legislation and general strategies on tourism  

The City Council approved a roadmap for tourism in 2016, the so-called Destination 

Management Plan 2016-2018 and also issued a 2017 document entitled Progetto di Governance 

Territoriale del Turismo. In recent years, the City took some initial steps to curb tourism by: 

1. Adopting a ZTL (Zona a Traffico Limitato) fee for tourist coaches arriving in Venice 

(Tronchetto) 

2. Implementing a Sojourn Tax (tourist tax) for all accommodations (hotels and airbnb’s) 

3. Freezing new hotel permits in most of the historic center 

4. Developing a Smart Control Room to manage the flow of tourists through the city 

5. Restricting the issuance of permits for take-out fast foods 

6. Instituting an Access Contribution for day-trippers and cruise ship arrivals (not yet 

implemented due to COVID) 

7. Cracking down on illegal tourist accommodations 

Since the previous administration has been reconfirmed, we expect that additional policies to 

curb and/or regulate tourism will be implemented, although a hard cap on tourist arrivals has so 

far been deemed inapplicable. 

Carrying Capacity and Limits 

By all measures, the massive numbers of tourists visiting Venice before COVID were surpassing 

all limits of tolerability. As explained above, the small size of the city, coupled with its narrow 

alleys and bridges, combined with the inevitable overlap between residents and tourists at boat 

stops and on crowded vaporetti clearly point that there really is a ‘physical’ limit to how many 

tourists can safely and comfortably visit the city on any given day. 

Figure 57: Carrying capacity (Source: Carrera 2016b) 

Several researchers have estimated the carrying capacity of the city, i.e. what is the maximum 

occupancy that the city can withstand, using a variety of methods, but still coming up with similar 

numbers for the maximum number of tourists that the city could accommodate, between 20,000 

and 35,000 a day. 

Teams of students from Worcester Polytechnic Institute have applied the safety evacuation 

standards used to regulate stadiums to the heart of the CIty between Rialto and San Marco, 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NivZftAFSQfAye_gBdQ4tcmwOUis6K3I/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1NivZftAFSQfAye_gBdQ4tcmwOUis6K3I/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1c2zP5CFavfMGM0JMVMoglyxLEciBAud_/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1c2zP5CFavfMGM0JMVMoglyxLEciBAud_/view?usp=sharing
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to determine the maximum occupancy that 

would be allowed if that part of the city 

were to be treated as a public event space, 

which has very well defined regulations. 

Extrapolating this experiment to the whole 

city yields a very similar maximum carrying 

number to those calculated in the past 

using radically different methods (Figure 57 

and 58). 

 

           Figure 58: Capacity and evacuation plan (Source: Carrera 2016b) 

2.5. Environmental Context 

In this section, we address the environmental challenges connected to tourism that are affecting 

Venice and its lagoon. As discussed above, Venice is surrounded by a vast lagoon that represents 

a very active ecosystem of flora and fauna, affected by pollution and runoff coming into the 

lagoon from rivers and streams, as well as from tides coming in from the Adriatic Sea. 

The growth of tourism has exacerbated some of the environmental problems traceable to the 

city itself. Simply put, visitors more than double the ‘equivalent inhabitants’ in the city, so they 

roughly double the environmental  

The main environmental issues in the historic city that are affected by tourism are:  

● Garbage production and removal 

● Pollution due to unfiltered sewage outflows 

● Air pollution due to cruise ships and boat traffic 

● Noise pollution due to boat traffic 

● Climate change and sea level rise 

Garbage 

Due to the de facto doubling of the equivalent inhabitant population because of tourism, the 

historic city produces twice the amount of garbage as the mainland on a per-capita basis, which 

is calculated on the official resident population. The cost of garbage pickup in Venice and the 

Lagoon is almost 10 times higher than that on the mainland, since boat crews need to be 

deployed to conduct door-to-door pickups every day (except Sunday). What a crew of one can 

do on the mainland with a garbage truck in a couple of hours, requires a crew of 8-10 people 

and one or more boats in the lagoon islands and in the historic city for an entire day. 

Sewage 

The city of Venice and the lagoon islands still discharge a non-trivial amount of raw (or barely 

decanted) sewage directly in the inner canals or directly into the lagoon. In the past two decades, 

the City, through its maintenance company Insula S.p.A., has mandated the installation of ‘septic 
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tanks’ for commercial activities, such as hotels and restaurants. However, despite the 

installation of dozens of local, small-scale, distributed sewage treatment plants on many islands 

in the historic center and on the main lagoon islands, a significant portion of the residential 

sewage still discharges into the lagoon untreated. 

The proliferation of residential tourist accommodations (hotels and STR) has therefore had a 

direct effect on the amount of raw sewage discharged into the lagoon water. 

Air Pollution 

In a city without cars, one would think that the problem of air pollution would be almost non-

existent. However, several factors contribute to making Venice’s air not as clean as one may 

think. First there was, and still is, the air pollution coming from the smokestacks in Marghera. 

During thermal inversions, the pollution from the mainland can reach the HC, although 

fortunately the prevailing sea breezes tend to push the pollution inland. Another, more local 

source of air emissions has traditionally been the glass industry in Murano. 

The majority of boats in Venice are diesel, including the ACTV fleet, the majority of the Alilaguna 

fleet, and practically all of the taxis and cargo boats. One can estimate that at least 50% of 

the pollution produced by motorboats can be imputable to tourists. 

Home heating is another source of air pollutants. Although this is not specific to Venice, once 

again one can safely assume that 50% of heating emissions are due to tourists. 

Finally another major source of emissions are the ships that come in and out of the Venice 

harbor. While cargo and container ships are not connected to tourism, all of the emissions from 

cruise ships are. 

Noise Pollution 

Being carless, Venice is a rather quiet city, although during the day the noise of motorboats is 

quite present. At night, however, the streets are so quiet that one can hear footsteps. In recent 

years, however, the proliferation of bars and restaurants, often with outdoor seating in the 

warmer months, has contributed to an increase in noise complaints from residents, 

especially in hotspots such as Campo S.Margherita and the Fondamenta dei Ormesini. Another 

source of complaints is the rumbling noise created by trolleys. In 2015, Venice tried to eliminate 

noisy luggage requiring visitors to mount quieter, air-filled rubber tires to avoid fines, but the 

ordinance seems to have been 

largely unsuccessful. Tourism 

is the primary culprit in both 

of these examples and noise 

remains a fairly controversial 

topic impacting the social 

tolerance of residents towards 

visitors. 

 

Figure 59: Noise in Venice 

(Source: venice noise.org) 
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Climate Change and Sea-level rise 

Lying essentially at sea level, Venice is at the frontline climate change. Contrary to popular belief 

Venice is not sinking, although subsidence caused by the Marghera industries created a net loss 

of elevation of a little over 10cm in the 1950-1990 period.  

The main problem affecting Venice today is sea-level rise. Venice has been historically prone to 

occasional floods, caused by strong storm and winds in combination with the lunar tide cycles. 

Between autumn and early spring, the city is often threatened by flood tides pushing in from the 

Adriatic. 

In May 2003, Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi inaugurated the MOSE Project (Modulo 

Sperimentale Elettromeccanico), an experimental model for evaluating the performance of hollow 

floatable gates; the idea is to fix a series of 78 hollow pontoons to the sea bed across the three 

entrances to the lagoon. When tides are predicted to rise above a set level (originally 110cm), 

the pontoons are filled with air, causing them to float and block the incoming water from the 

Adriatic Sea. This engineering work was due to be completed by 2018, but it is still in progress 

as of 2020. A Reuters report stated that the MOSE Project attributed the delay to "corruption 

scandals". 

On 13 November 2019, Venice was flooded when waters peaked at 1.87 m (6’2” ft), the highest 

tide since 1966 (1.94 m).  

More than 90% of the city was covered by water, which damaged cultural heritage sites, including 

more than 50 churches, leading to tourists cancelling their visits. The planned flood barrier would 

have prevented this incident according to various sources. The mayor promised that work on 

the flood barrier would continue, and the Prime Minister announced that the government would 

be accelerating the project. 

On October 3, 2020, the MOSE barriers were used for the first time to prevent a ‘real’ tide of 

135cm and were successful in keeping the high water away from the city, which only experienced 

a 70cm tide thanks to the barriers. Unfortunately, for now, the barriers will only be used for 

tides above 130cm, leaving the city unprotected for all tides below that level. Initially, the barriers 

were designed to be lifted 

for any tide greater than 

110cm, which flood 12% 

of the city multiple times 

each year (Figure 60). On 

October 15, 2020, the 

flood barriers were 

successfully used again to 

prevent a 135cm tide.  

 

 
Figure 60: High tide in Venice 

(Source: SerenDPT) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adriatic_Sea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silvio_Berlusconi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MOSE_Project
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pontoon_(boat)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reuters
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/MOSE_Project
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The next few sections address three main issues affecting the historic city of Venice, which will 

be the focus of the Venice Case Study: 

1. Job Diversity. The concentration of jobs in tourist-related activities in Venice has led 

to a disparity between the average wages and the salaries needed to afford to live in the 

city (living wages). 

2. Housing. The price vs. quality in Venetian housing, coupled with the aforementioned 

inadequate salaries, have made it difficult for Venetians to live in their native city.  

3. Mobility. While Venice retains a high-quality of living, even in the face of overtourism, 

it has failed to attract new inhabitants due in part to the slow nature of its waterborne 

transportation which represents a serious obstacle for business development, despite 

the potential for remote working enhanced by the covid crisis. 
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3 Job Diversity 

The economy of Venice and its mainland has progressively shifted away from industry and 

manufacturing into the service industry. The once-thriving chemical-industrial areas in Marghera 

have gradually closed down shedding almost 25,000 jobs. The port has managed to maintain a 

certain level of business, given its strategic location and fairly adequate infrastructure, but the 

overall trend has been toward a concentration of jobs in service sectors, such as hospitality 

(restaurants, bars, cafes and hotels), professional services (architects, lawyers, etc.), education 

(2 universities and many regional professional high schools, conservatory, academy of arts, etc.) 

and general services, stores and shops (Figure 61). 

 
Figure 61: Jobs by Industry Sector (Source: SerenDPT based on CGIA 2018) 

Keeping in mind that the above numbers refer to the entire Comune, and given the gradual 

transfer of many headquarters and service companies to the mainland across the Ponte della 

Libertà, the lack of job diversity in the historic city is even starker, although difficult to quantify 

since the islands and the mainland remain part of a single municipality. 

3.1. Employment trends and historical context 

The outward migration of residents from Venice proper in pursuit of jobs in non-hospitality 

sectors started in the post-war era, as mentioned above, when factory jobs gradually disappeared 

from the historic city’s primary industrial areas in Murano and the Giudecca. The current 

headquarters of SerenDPT on the Giudecca was a garment factory (Herion) until the 1980’s 

when a large number of other medium-scale industrial facilities on the Giudecca also closed 

down: breweries, a flour mill (the Stucky mills, now a Hilton Hotel), the Junghans clock factory, 

now a residential neighborhood, as well as several boat yards among other activities. In all, 

several thousands industrial jobs were lost by the mid-eighties, leading workers to move to 

more promising neighborhoods on the mainland (ML), primarily in Marghera and Mestre, where 

many jobs are available within a short car commute. 
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Insurance and banking, historically a major sector of the immaterial economy of Venice, migrated 

out of the city or closed down outright. Shipyards in the lagoon have gotten smaller and smaller 

and many disappeared. The remaining boatyards produce very few boats, mainly for leisure, and 

survive doing small maintenance work. In general, productive activities have dwindled to a small 

number of highly skilled artisans and little else. The biggest employers in Venice are AVM, the 

municipal transit company, the Municipal and Regional governments, which are creating 

subsidiary headquarters on the mainland, the two Universities and all of the specialized 

vocational schools in Venice, the harbor/port facilities, a few remaining glass factories in Murano 

and very little more. 

Gradually, businesses in Venice have veered towards a full embrace of the tourism economy. 

Commerce and hospitality dominate the job market in the HC, and employ tens of thousands 

of people, but salaries in those industries are below the living wage as compared to the high cost 

of living in the city, leading to more migration of residents from the HC to the ML. 

There are plenty of jobs in Venice, as witnessed by the nearly 30,000 commuters who come to 

work in the HC every day. Obviously, either they prefer to live on the mainland because of the 

convenience of a ‘normal life’ with cars and more modern housing, or they simply don’t make 

enough money to live where their work is, so they commute every day in more and more 

crowded conditions. 

3.2. Coping strategies and initiatives 

The City government has made only timid attempts to promote the creation of jobs in the 

Historic City (HC) in alternative, innovative, productive and non-extractive startups. The HC 

has been hailed for decades as a great location for non-material production in fields such as 

information technologies, creative design, entertainment and the like. Unfortunately, so far not 

much has come to fruition, due in large part to the pull of the mainland portion of the City. 

Since Mestre and Venice are different boroughs of the same city, past administrations have 

supported the expansion of the University into the mainland, as well as the creation of the 

VEGA incubator in Marghera.  

In the HC, recent municipal administrations have made great progress in bringing high-speed 

internet almost everywhere in the city and islands, but little else has been done to create job 

diversity in the HC. Past attempts at creating two incubators on the Giudecca have failed. The 

CNOMV incubator is now utilized by Emergency (a relief organization) and the other incubator, 

formerly known as ex-Herion, is being revived now thanks to the efforts of SerenDPT, which 

will occupy the newly renamed H3 Factory until 2028. Beyond these two examples, there is 

very little that one can point at when it comes to promoting new jobs in the Historic City. 

A new proposal called Venisia plans to create an accelerator program in the future, whereas 

SerenDPT is focusing on incubation of early-stage, pre-seed startups. Many people have called 

for the creation of incentives to attract big-name companies (Microsoft, Google, etc.) to move 

into the HC, but the proposition has thus far proven too complicated to carry out. Other 

suggestions for more job diversity have focused on attracting major agencies of the EU or other 

similar bodies, but those goals too have not been achieved to date. 
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3.3. Key stakeholders 

We plan to engage with the following stakeholders during our City Labs and Innovation camp: 

● Assessore Simone Venturini (Employment and Economic Development) 

● Sebastiano Costalonga (Commerce and Productive activities) 

● CGIA Mestre (data provider) 

● Carlo Bagnoli (Unive, Venisia) 

● Nicola Pianon (BCG, Venisia) 

● Paolo Cuniberti (M&M) 

● Heads of remaining productive companies in Venice HC 

● Chamber of Commerce 

● Rotary 

● Confindustria 

● ConfCommercio 

● Ascom 

● AVA 

● Artisans 

● Housing advocates and administrators (P.Mar) 

● Office Space - RE agencies and administrators (Mar) 

 

3.4. Related Sub-Issues 

Major related sub-issues, connected to job diversity, are: 

1. Government programs to incentivize job creation 

2. EU grants for the same purposes  

3. Availability of financing for new ventures 

4. Spaces to live and work at a reasonable price for startups 

5. Incubator/Accelerator programs 

SerenDPT is involved in all of these key aspects and our participation in the SmartDest project 

is an example of point #2 above. We are the only early-stage startup incubator in the HC and 

we are confronting these issues on a daily basis. 
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3.5. Summary and outlook 

In summary, the dominance of the tourism economy in the HC of Venice, combined with the 

false equivalence between the watery Venice (HC) and the land-based Venice (ML), have led to 

a transfer of population and businesses across the bridge to the mainland, seriously debilitating 

the potential for productive businesses within the HC. Over time this led to a loss of ⅔ of the 

population in the HC since WW2. These long-term trends towards the mainland did not seem 

(at first sight) to affect the overall municipality, but they have created a serious imbalance that 

is sapping all of the creative juices out of what everybody in the world knows as the one and 

true Venice. These trends, while apparently innocuous in the context of the greater Venice 

municipality, have in essence reduced the HC to a mere shadow of its former self in terms of 

economic and political power. Venice remains the capital of the Veneto only in name, but the 

real power has moved to the mainland, threatening even its role as the capital of the Veneto, 

since Verona is more populous and a more vibrant city, as is Padua, with its university and startup 

culture. Putting all the eggs in the tourism basket has made Venice -- both mainland and islands 

-- in a much weaker position with respect to other major cities in the region.  

The most recent results of the referendum to separate the HC from the ML have demonstrated 

that, despite being a minority in the municipality, the vast majority of residents in the HC (80%) 

want to be able to rule their own affairs without being dominated by administrators from the 

ML who have never experienced the issues of the HC first hand. 

The world is looking in on this with critical eyes and Venice has been cited by many other cities 

-- including some of the cities in the SmartDest project -- as the negative example NOT to 

be followed. 

SerenDPT plans to use the City Labs and the Innovation Camp to develop a plan, emerging from 

the stakeholders, that will put Job Diversity at the forefront of the discussion with the newly 

re-elected administration, which is still overwhelmingly composed of representatives from the 

ML, with only a few city councilmen hailing from the HC. 

3.6. Post-COVID challenges and opportunities 

The COVID pandemic has exposed the fragility of an economy depending on tourism as the 

source of the majority of municipal income for the City of Venice as a whole. The one-two 

punch created by the tides of November 2019, followed by the lockdowns for the COVID 

pandemic, which hit Italy hard in the early days, have brought Venice’s economy to its knees.  

A majority of residents in Venice now share SerenDPT’s goal of creating jobs that are alternative 

or complementary to tourism, creating the sort of economic resilience that can help 

repopulate the city with young people of all ages and Venetians of any origin, by giving them 

opportunities to express their talents towards resolving some of Venice’s problems and creating 

startups in the HC that can give jobs to dozens of people. 

After the pandemic is resolved, entrenched interests will want to bring Venice back 100% to its 

pre-COVID reliance on tourism. Millions have been invested -- legally or illegally -- to milk as 

much money from mass-tourism, thanks to the hugely attractive nature of the truly unique city 

of Venice. The mainland part of the municipal greater-Venice depends on tourism almost as 

much as the HC does. We can easily forecast that the economic forces that created overtourism 
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in Venice before the COVID crisis would want to bring visitors back in the same numbers as 

before, as soon as the pandemic is over.  

The COVID virus and the economic crisis it engendered have essentially pushed a metaphorical 

‘reset button’ on the Venice economy. The opportunity ahead is to come up with a well-

reasoned plan for a more tolerable and sustainable tourism strategy once we get to press the 

‘resume button’’.  

The goal SerenDPT has in the context of the SmartDest project is to elicit from the remaining 

inhabitants of the HC what forms of economic development they think may make a difference 

not only in their personal lives but for the greater good of the lagoon inhabitants.  

According to SerenDPT’s mission, we will make sure that the City Labs and Innovation camp 

reflect the views of the inhabitants of the HC and the islands of the lagoon. Our goal is to 

convince the newly re-elected city council that repopulating the HC of Venice is a primary goal 

for all Venetians. 
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4 Housing 

Housing has historically been considered a major issue in Venice, and it has been often blamed 

as the main cause of the demographic decline.  In Venice, housing is expensive to buy (€4000-

€6000 per sq.m) [immobiliare.it], or to rent (over €2000/mo for a 3-bedroom apartment), 

especially when compared to the mainland, where prices are almost half [numbeo].  

Despite their high cost vis a vis the prevailing wages in the city (€1671/mo), Venice homes are 

relatively inexpensive in the global market and have consequently been targeted by outside 

investors in the age of STR. Homes in Venice are costly to keep up due to the high 

maintenance/rehab costs of the centuries-old housing stock and the high cost of home 

ownership in general. 

However, as the data in previous sections demonstrated, the fact that over 120,000 residents 

have left the city since 1950, makes it clear that housing is still available in abundance in Venice, 

so the problem is not its scarcity, but rather the inability for some of the 30,000 commuters, 

who might prefer to live near their place of work in the HC, to be able to afford the housing 

that is available, due the low-wages that are prevalent in the tourism market. 

Living in Venice has many pros and cons. Despite the massive presence of tourists, the slow 

rhythm of the Venetian pace of life remains an attractive characteristic of living in the HC, 

especially in areas outside of the typical range of tourists. The outstanding architectural and 

artistic heritage everywhere, plus the beauty of the surrounding lagoon and the convenience of 

city beaches on the Lido, also make Venice a great place to live. Families find the safety of the 

HC ideal for raising children without fear of cars or crime.  

On the negative side, besides the tourists encroachment and the proliferation of motorboats, is 

the ‘inconvenience’ of living in a city with no cars, which makes simple activities like shopping 

more complicated and strenuous, especially for elderly residents. Many native Venetians leave 

their city of birth willingly, because of the general inconvenience of having to do everything on 

foot or using the slow water transportation. They crave the ‘freedom’ of being able to drive 

everywhere to enjoy the leisure and entertainment options that are available for young adults 

on the mainland. 

Nevertheless, there are certainly many original or adopted Venetians who would love to be able 

to afford a place to live in the historic city, but are finding it too expensive to afford. 

4.1. Housing Trends 

As mentioned before, in 1951, over 175,000 people lived in the HC and now there are just over 

51,000 residents left. Some moved to the Lido, which grew to almost 20,000 residents, but most 

moved out of the lagoon altogether. The process was in motion long before mass tourism 

invaded the city. Many left because they preferred the convenience and spaciousness of modern 

housing, built on the Lido and on the mainland in the starting in the 1950’s, instead of the small 

and high-maintenance homes in the HC. The flood of 1966 -- still the highest one on record -- 

wiped out pretty much all of the ground floor apartments in the city. By some estimates, up to 

16,000 ground-floor dwellers lost their home due to that event alone. 

https://www.immobiliare.it/mercato-immobiliare/veneto/venezia/
https://it.numbeo.com/costo-della-vita/citt%C3%A0/Venezia
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Venice’s homes have been de-densifying for decades. Whereas, in the post-war years, the 

estimated 33,000 homes in Venice [WPI, 2016] were crowded with multiple family units 

cohabitating in the same house, now there are numerous situations where a large multi-

bedroom home is inhabited by a single widow or widower where before 5+ family members 

would live. About 6,000+ units are devoted to public/affordable/social housing (see below). 

In recent years, the proliferation of short time rentals (STR) through platforms like Airbnb, 

Booking.com and VRBO to name a few, has placed at least 8,000 dwelling on the short-term 

'sharing-economy’ market (Figure 62), de facto subtracting these apartments from the residential 

long-term rental market. 

Figure 62: Airbnb in Venice (Source: http://insideairbnb.com/) 

The COVID crisis has seen many STR units quickly switch to long-term rentals for locals, since 

all tourist income from those apartments had dried up. Unfortunately, the numerous palaces 

and dwellings that were converted into hotels cannot as easily revert to renting to locals, so all 

of those beds (approx. 20,000) are in essence permanently removed from the available housing 

stock. 

4.2. Coping strategies and initiatives 

The city of Venice has been actively attempting to address the housing issue. Initially, the focus 

was on constructing or rehabbing homes in the HC and renting them to low-income families at 

a monthly rate well below market. What is now called ERP (Edilizia Residenziale Pubblica) roughly 

equivalent to Public Housing has a long history, dating back to even before the beginning of the 

Kingdom of Italy. Since the ‘unification’ of Italy under the Kings of Savoy, public or semi-public 

housing authorities have reincarnated over time to produce the current situation in Venice. 

There five major public housing or affordable housing providers in Venice today [Ocio]: 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FiBH_-nijEKeziwquzTf6Nq9lw1PZaSqmpstEeNEg8w
https://medium.com/ocio-venezia/se-si-parla-di-politiche-residenziali-c%C3%A8-poco-da-festeggiare-48e22556db0c
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● The City of Venice with its 5,500 apartments under ERP, 900 of which were 

unoccupied as of 31/12/2018 

● ATER (Azienda Territoriale per l’Edilizia Residenziale) which manages almost 5,200 

dwellings, of which almost 2,000 were unoccupied as of 2019 [Ocio: Ater] 

● Ipab and Opere Pie who manage almost 800 properties from past administrations or 

religious endowments, 74 of which are vacant 

● IRE which operates autonomous and semi-autonomous living facilities in addition to 

managing 446 dwellings 

● Istituzione Veneziana which manages about 170 dwellings still left over from the 

time of the Venetian Republic 

In all, there are at least 12,000 dwellings offered to low-income people at below-market rates 

in the municipality, at least 6,000 of which are in the HC. Almost 3,000 apartments were vacant 

as of 2019. According to recent statistics, the number of applicants for public housing in Venice 

is 2,230. 

City administrations, over the years, have also been active in promoting the creation of ‘social 

housing’ in the lagoon, whereby a developer would get incentives to build new housing units 

in exchange for a portion of the homes being made available as affordable housing at below 

market rates [Ocio]. Recent ‘social housing’ projects in the HC have had mixed results. 

In the recent past, the City has also tried to assist middle-income people who don’t qualify for 

public housing but cannot afford to buy or rent homes on the open market.  

In addition to the assistance the City has been trying to offer to residents, there have been some 

efforts by ESU-ARDSU the regional agency for the right to study, to acquire and/or manage 

housing for the combined population of at least 15,000 students attending college in Venice, 

either at Ca’Foscari or at IUAV, or at other higher-education schools. 

4.3. Key stakeholders 

We plan to engage with the following stakeholders during our City Labs and Innovation camp: 

● Sebastiano Costalonga (Lega) -- Commerce and Productive activities. 

● Massimiliano De Martin (Brugnaro) - Urban Planning, Urban Development (Edilizia 

Urbana) and Environment  

● Paola Mar (Brugnaro) - City Properties 

● Simone Venturini (Brugnaro) - Housing Policies, Economic Development 

● ABBAV 

● Ocio (housing observatory, data provider) 

● Housing advocates - associazione inquilini 

● Property owners - associazione proprietari 

● ERP, ATER, ESU-ARDSU and other public/student housing providers 

● Universities -- Ca’Foscari, IUAV, Accademia,  

https://medium.com/ocio-venezia/ater-venezia-i-numeri-di-un-fallimento-2009-2018-1f60e062ac61
https://ocio-venezia.it/files/2018-12-06_slides-edilizia-convenzionata.pdf
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4.4. Related Sub-Issues 

Major related sub-issues, connected to housing, are: 

1. Ownership of real estate in the HC 

2. Banking and mortgage obstacles 

SerenDPT will attempt to discover the nature of the ownership patterns in Venice, though the 

task is going to be uphill for a variety of reasons. 

Banks in Italy are very conservative when it comes to mortgages and even if one’s income may 

be adequate to cover the monthly mortgage payments, the main obstacle for many is the typical 

20% down payment that banks typically will not cover with a mortgage. Given that the price of 

an average apartment may cost at least €300,000, Venetian home buyers would have to come 

up with at least €60,000 up front before they can even begin to think about buying a home in 

the HC. SerenDPT has studied ways to make home-ownership possible for Venetians of any 

origin through a startup idea called Casa Peota, which would leverage STR’s as a way to cover 

50% of the mortgage [Casa Peota IQP]. 

4.5. Summary and outlook 

Housing remains an important issue in Venice, despite many efforts by successive city 

administrations to address the question. Attention has been paid to support low-income 

families, while the middle class struggled to make ends meet in the City. 

The general sentiment is that the City has achieved some measurable results over the past 6 

decades, but a lot remains to be done. Job Diversity would help make housing more affordable. 

4.6. Post-COVID challenges and opportunities 

The effect of COVID on real estate has been dramatic. Many hotels and STR apartments are 

being placed on the market and there has been some evidence of mob activities to purchase 

these properties as money-laundering schemes. The Cassa Depositi e Prestiti has been rumored 

to possibly step in and purchase these properties to prevent illegal speculation on the real estate 

market. 

SerenDPT plans to focus a series of City Lab stakeholder meetings to delve deeply into the 

Housing question leading to policy proposals that will emerge from the Innovation camp. 
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5 Mobility 

As mentioned above a few times, Venice’s transportation is limited to pedestrian mobility and 

public water buses. Venice has a very good public transportation system, run by the municipally-

owned ACTV transit company. The extensive network of over a dozen water bus lines 

connects the main city with the outlying inhabited islands with decent frequency throughout the 

day and night (Figure 63). 

 
Figure 63: Waterborne routes (Source: https://www.introducingvenice.com/water-bus) 

Traveling on the ACTV network has different costs for tourists than for Venetians. A 70 minute 

ticket costs €7.50 for a tourist versus €1.50 for a Venetian. 

The second most important transportation company in Venice is Alilaguna which operates 

shuttle services to/fromMarco Polo airport. 

In addition to these line-services, there are over 350 licensed taxis for point-to-point 

transportation around the lagoon. 

5.1. Mobility trends 

The Venice Project Center (VPC) and the precursor of SerenDPT (Forma Urbis srl - FU) were 

the first to develop and conduct traffic counting campaigns in the 1990’s and early 2000’s. 

After conducting several campaigns within 

the city and in the entire lagoon, both in 

summer and winter and on weekdays as 

well as weekends, FU and the VPC 

conducted a joint campaign with a 

municipal research agency called COSES 

(which unfortunately does not exist 

anymore) to train their observers to 

continue to conduct periodic manual 

counts from then on (Figure 64). 
Figure 64: Transportation by category (Source: Carrera 2016c) 
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After we trained COSES, they continued to conduct manual campaigns until 2009, at which 

point data collection pretty much stopped. There were some attempts at estimating traffic 

volumes from traffic cameras (ARGOS) but detailed turning movement data is lacking for the 

past decade.  The overall trend, shown 

by the red bars (Figure 65), shows that 

boat traffic has more than doubled 

in 30 years (SerenDPT analysis). Since 

taxis are almost exclusively used by 

(mostly foreign) travelers and at least 

50%+ of the cargo boats carry goods 

for tourists, we can only assume that 

traffic has kept growing from 2010 to 

today, tracking the growth in visitors.  

 

In all, more than half of the boat traffic in Venice serves the tourism industry. Unfortunately, the 

impacts of traffic in Venice are much worse than those of mainland traffic, since boat wakes 

(moto ondoso) gradually erode the 

foundations of buildings. In addition to the 

noise and air pollution that both mainland 

and HC traffic generate, boat traffic in the 

HC has the power to physically 

destroy the city. And since tourists 

generate more than half of the traffic in 

Venice, one could argue that tourism is 

gradually dismantling the heritage that 

visitors come to see, one wake at a time 

(Carrera 2016c). 

 

Long-distance travel in Venice entails taking boats and busses of the ACTV system. The Lido, 

with a population of about 20,000 people (almost 50% of the population of the HC) is is less 

than 13Km away from the center of Mestre -- both well within the municipal boundaries of the 

comune. Yet it takes at least 1 hour to get from the Lido to Mestre, without any hitches.  A 

similar distance on the London tube would take about ½ the time. This 50% mobility deficit 

constitutes a substantial detriment to the development of startups in the Lagoon. 

In general, one can assume that any travel segment in Venice would take at least twice as long 

as a similar tract in any modern metropolitan area in the world. 

This 50% deficit in travel time gravely affects the potential for business development 

and for the repopulation of Venice and its lagoon.  

Business development in the lagoon could definitely benefit from faster travel times, which 

would make in-person meetings more convenient for people coming from the mainland, even in 

the post-COVID era (Figure 67).  

Figure 65: Boat Traffic at Rialto Station (Source: SerenDPT, 

http://traffic.veniceprojectcenter.org/#!/index) 

Figure 66: Impacts of traffic in Venice (Source: Carrera 2016c) 
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Figure 67: Mobility in Venice and London (Source: SererDPT on Google Maps) 

 

5.2. Coping strategies and initiatives 

The City Government has always been aware of the problem of Moto Ondoso since there have 

been complaints from the citizens dating back to the 1970’s and even earlier. 

Several municipal regulations were imposed over time on the whole transportation industry. In 

addition to speed limits, several one-way canals were created, minor canals were restricted 

to only traditional rowing boats (the so called blue-canals), width and height restrictions 

were imposed, metal boats were banned, even though a series of exemptions are still 

allowing for some of these regulations to be waived in special circumstances. 

SerenDPT was instrumental, through the VPC research and past professional consulting, in 

making regulations more and more effective. Despite all these valiant efforts, the sheer growth 

of traffic over time has made many of the policies less incisive. Moto Ondoso remains a 

major problem in Venice. And tourists are responsible for close to ⅔ of the problem, with 

no clear solution in sight, except for the proposals put forth in several research projects from 

VPC students since the 1990’s [Mobility Studies]. 

The City, through its transportation company ACTV conducted several experiments with the 

waterbus systems, over the years, to improve mobility in the city. ACTV tried to create separate 

boat lines for tourists in the early 2000’s (Linea 3) with mixed results. The project was 

abandoned prematurely due to some logistical flaws, but the concept should be revisited in the 

City Labs of SmartDest. 

In the early 2000’s the city installed a series of cameras in key spots around the city to try to 

control traffic via the so-called ARGOS system. The whole effort was deemed a failure by recent 

administrations [Nuova Venezia]. 

The newly re-elected mayoral coalition, thanks to PON-METRO funds (EU funds distribute via 

the Regional Vneto government), has been able to create a Smart Control Room (SCR) -- 

with the initial participation of SerenDPT -- to improve the overall control over the flows of 

tourists in the city, on pedestrian walkways as well as on the canals. SerenDPT hopes to be able 

to tap into the real-time data collected by the SCR for the SmartDest project. A newer version 

of ARGOS now watches over the city. We shall see how effective the new system is, since it as 

inaugurated during a major lull in tourist influx due to the COVID crisis in the summer of 2020. 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/11Mb8crb8t_r400ORhwbEPqAjJI_VfRmT1SK-EWpSGE4
https://nuovavenezia.gelocal.it/venezia/cronaca/2018/11/09/news/il-sistema-argos-e-da-buttare-il-comune-cambia-tecnologia-1.17444253
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The first startup developed by SerenDPT, called daAaB 

(daaab.it) is a Mobility-as-a-Service (MaaS) application 

that allows visitors and residents alike to determine the 

best path from point A to point B anywhere in Venice 

(or in the world for that matter). 

 

 

The app allows users to find the best connection in and out of Venice, even if operated by 

different carriers, and to purchase tickets with just a few clicks. 

Apps such as daAaB can make moving around Venice easier and 

quicker, but they do not solve the underlying slowness of public 

transport in Venice. In the past two or three decades, the concept 

of a subway under the lagoon (sublagunare) has been explored 

repeatedly. The proposal that got the most traction was limited 

to an under-lagoon connection between the Airport and the 

Arsenale. Other ideas explored a tunnel under the Grand Canal 

where the number of traveller-miles would make the concept 

more financially feasible, as well as other routes connecting the 

airport to the HC and even to the Lido (Figure 69). 

Clearly, a subway system would cut travel times by at least 50% 

and would make business travel and commuting more bearable 

and could potentially attract more people to live in the Lagoon. 

It would also dramatically reduce moto ondoso by reducing the 

need for water transport, as well as noise and air pollution. 

The main problem with a subway system is its high cost which can only be compensated by high 

ridership. Unfortunately, Venice’s dwindling population would not support such a high 

investment, as beneficial as it may be in the long run to repopulate the city and to revive its 

productive businesses. The costs could be reduced by building the system entirely underwater 

(instead of under land), but the total bill may not be worth the overall benefits. Some argue that 

such a system would open the gates to more tourists, even though tourist traffic would make 

the whole idea more viable in terms of ridership. Combining cargo trains with passenger 

transport may make a subway system more palatable and new technologies (such as those of 

the Boring Company) may make it more affordable and feasible. 

In recent years, Venice inaugurated three tram lines connecting the mainland to the bus terminal 

in the HC at Piazzale Roma. The controversial project has brought a hint of the future to Venice 

and has made travel more comfortable and civilized, compared to the dozens of old-school bus 

lines ferrying people to and from Venice. Its cost overruns and frequent accidents and 

malfunctions have tarred the project which nonetheless introduced a bit of modernity into public 

transportation. The Venice airport, which was the third busiest in Italy pre-COVID, sill has no 

rail nor tram connection, being served just by busses and water shuttles. 

  

Figure 68: Mobility app (Source: daaab.it) 

Figure 69: Potential underground 

tunnel (Source: Bonina et al. 2017) 

http://daaab.it/
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5.3. Key stakeholders 

We plan to engage with the following stakeholders during our City Labs and Innovation camp: 

● Massimiliano De Martin (Brugnaro) - Urban Planning, Urban Development (Edilizia 

Urbana) and Environment  

● Michele Zuin (Forza Italia) -- Finances, Municipal Companies (Società Partecipate), 

Treasury and Accounting 

● Paola Mar (Brugnaro) - Municipal Properties 

● Renato Boraso (Brugnaro) - Mobility, Transportation Planning, Road Maintenance, 

Infrastructures, Relations with Municipalities, Agriculture. 

● Simone Venturini (Brugnaro) - Social Cohesion, Housing Policies, Employment, 

Economic Development, Tourism. 

● Moto Ondoso stakeholders 

● ACTV/AVM 

● Alilaguna 

● ATVO 

● Taxi Drivers 

● Cargo Drivers 

● Gondoliers 

● Airport 

● Commuters 

5.4. Related Sub-Issues 

Major related sub-issues, connected to Mobility, are: 

1. Moto Ondoso 

2. Parking 

As mentioned above, a primary sub-issue connected to Mobility is Moto Ondoso. Leaving aside 

the wake reductions that could accompany the creation of a subway system, in the meantime 

boat wakes are an inevitable consequence of the aquatic nature of the HC, where all 

transportation, of goods and people, involves boats. 

Given that cargo boats and taxis account for almost ⅔ of the boat traffic (and wakes), and given 

that moto ondoso cannot be eliminated, the only sensible approach is to reduce cargo and taxi 

traffic to their bare minimum (Figure 70). 

Figure 70: Cargo 

transportation without 

and with a central 

warehouse (Souce: 

Carrera 2016c) 
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Currently, cargo boats carry just a few products and deliver them throughout the town every 

day, often making very small deliveries in far flung locations, and making up to 10+ stops every 

day. Changing the cargo system from deliveries by product to deliveries by destination 

would reduce the total travel of each boat to 1 trip per day, thus reducing cargo traffic by nearly 

90%.To achieve this entails the creation of an Interscambio Merci (at a central interchange 

warehouse) where goods would be sorted by destination and loaded into a small fleet of boats, 

fully loaded to the brim, that would make a single trip to a single island destination every day, 

where all the cargo would be unloaded and distributed. Changing the cargo system from 

deliveries by product to deliveries by destination would reduce the total travel of each boat to 

1 trip per day, thus reducing cargo traffic by nearly 90%. All of the cargo boats in Venice, 

combined, travel the distance from Venice to Iceland (3,000Km) everyday. With the new system 

the total aggregate travel distance would be like traveling from Venice to Rome (400Km). 

 Significant reductions (35%) could be 

achieved with Taxis by eliminating 

empty runs, when taxis have to return to 

their home base with no passengers (due 

to the current system), in order to pick 

up their next customers. Empty runs 

account for 40% of taxi’s daily travel (fig. 

source: Carrera 2016c). 

 

Figure 71: Transportation saving potential (Source: Carrera 2016c) 

Other major reductions in Moto Ondoso could be achieved by changing the materials and 

shapes of boat hulls (29%) and by simply enforcing existing speed limits (26%). 

The issue of short- and long-term car parking in Piazzale Roma, Tronchetto or on the nearby 

mainland plays a significant role in the attractiveness and viability of businesses headquartered in 

the HC. While customers do not mind coming into Venice for meetings, they complain about 

the fact that, in the time it takes them to travel to the HC for just one meeting, they can have 

up to 3-4 meetings on the mainland. Short-term parking, when available, is expensive (€15 up 

to 4 hours, and €32 for more than 4 hours). Business visitors also face the additional cost for 

water busses of at least €15 for a round trip back to the parking location. The slow speed of 

movement in Venice typically means that a business visitor is liable to spend at least €50 to 

spend half-a-day just to accomplish one or two meetings.  

Often, business meetings are arranged in Mestre, or Piazzale Roma, to make them easier for 

mainland customers. The mobility complications in Venice eventually have led some of the more 

successful HC companies to relocate to the mainland, especially when a substantial portion of 

the employees also live there. 

  

https://www.garagesanmarco.it/it/le-nostre-tariffe
https://www.garagesanmarco.it/it/le-nostre-tariffe
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5.5. Summary and outlook 

In the HC of Venice and its lagoon islands, taking a boat or walking to work as part of a daily 

routine can be extremely pleasant and relaxing compared to commuting in car traffic or on 

buses. The slowness of the pace of life in Venice is one of its treasured charms. Nevertheless 

for the tens of thousands of residents who commute for over an hour every day to reach their 

place of work -- often in crowded boats during rush hour -- the quaintness of this mode of travel 

tends to lose its mystique over time. 

Perhaps faster modes of travel to and from work would make the daily grind less proving and 

would make for shorter and less crowded boat trips that are more enjoyable and less damaging 

to canal walls.  

Delivering cargo by boat adds last-mile costs that are not experienced on the mainland, making 

the cost of living much higher for Venetians in the HC, so finding a more efficient alternative to 

the current system should be a priority. 

An overall reduction of the number of tourists, as experienced during COVID, would drastically 

reduce taxi and cargo traffic, making the lagoon waters as tranquil as they were during the 

Serenissima Republic, as happened in the spring and summer of 2020. Yet tourists, with the 

higher ticket prices they pay (5 times what locals are charged) are the ones who support the 

expensive ACTV boat system, as demonstrated under the COVID lockdowns, when ACTV lost 

a majority of its income and had to reduce service to the residents. 

Mobility will play a significant role in the future of Venice, for better or for worse, so SerenDPT 

plans to explore the issue deeply during the rest of the SmartDest project. 

5.6. Post-COVID challenges and opportunities  

The COVID pandemic has laid bare the shortcomings of the current mobility system in Venice, 

which nearly collapsed due to the absence of tourists. The challenge of creating a more diverse 

job market in the HC (discussed in section 3 above) would benefit from a more business-friendly 

and resilient mobility system, with or without a fast subway system.  

SerenDPT plans to address the issue of sustainable mobility in Venice in its City Labs, with all 

the major stakeholders.  

In particular, SerenDPT would like to explore in detail commuter trends, as well as the issues 

connected with business travel in and out of the HC. 

The pros and cons of a subway system will be addressed, as will be many efficiency improvements 

that would reduce unnecessary boat traffic and moto ondoso. Additionally, SerenDPT plans to 

address the issue of parking and transportation for business visitors in the City Labs with the 

aim of making HC businesses more competitive and lower the cost of doing business in the 

Lagoon.  
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6 Conclusions and Case Study Plan 

SerenDPT plans to update as much as possible all of the data contained in the Context sections 

of this paper over the course of the SmartDest project and delve deeply into the 3 main issues 

through additional research and the City Labs program. 

The primary contextual datasets that we plan to update during the remainder of the project are: 

1. The population data, which (unfortunately) will continue to diminish in the next 2 

years 

2. Tourist data, which we will update as soon as the Annuario del Turismo 2018 comes 

out. We will try to estimate the information up to at least the end of 2019, using data 

from the City statistics office. Data for the COVID period might become available 

before the end of the project but we will try to estimate it in the meantime. 

3. Real-time estimates of tourist arrivals and stays in Venice, which will be based on our 

updated Venice Dashboard, which is being rewritten so it can be deployed at the 

other 7 Case Study cities with minor adjustments. The Dashboard will also estimate 

hospitality occupancy for Hotels, B&B and STRs (Airbnb, Booking, VRBO, 

HomeAway). SerenDPT is working with a team of VPC students to achieve this goal. 

 

 

Figure 72: Mobility data overview (Source: Carrera 2016b) 

 

https://sites.google.com/view/tourism-in-venice
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4. Retail and Hospitality data reflecting changes that occured due to combination of the 

high tides of 2019 and the year-long COVID lockdowns that affected all of the retail and 

hospitality sectors. We are currently working on updating our shops application to 

include all of the history of changes WPI students have recorded since 2004. A current 

team of WPI students is collaborating with SerenDPT to finalize our Inputapp 

application that allows to quickly update the situation in the field with a smartphone. 

We plan to deploy the mobile app in 2021 to get an update of the COVID impacts on 

retail and hospitality. SerenDPT could offer Inputapp to the other Case Study cities if 

they were interested in collecting the same type of data in their own study area. 

5. General Business Data -- from the City’s Commerce Department, Chamber of 

Commerce, Istat, CGIA Mestre or sector associations -- to update the overall business 

situation in Venice and analyze how COVID affected the various sectors as well as the 

proportion of businesses associated with tourism in one way or another 

In addition to the above updates to contextual background data, we also plan to delve as deeply 

as we can into the data associated with the 3 main issues addressed in the Venice case study: 

Job Diversity, Housing and Mobility. 

6.1. Job Diversity plan 

To address the issue of Job Diversity, SerenDPT plans to generate estimates of the number of 

jobs in sectors and sub-sectors within the HC. This is a difficult task which will require 

serious data gathering in collaboration with the stakeholders identified in section 5 above. 

The data will be used as a basis for the City Lab(s) associated with the topic. 

The Job Diversity City Lab(s) are currently being planned with the support of a WPI team 

and will explore issues such as: SWOT analyses for each subsector (with associazioni di categoria), 

interdependence between sub-sectors, weight of sectors that may not be adequately 

represented as a group, estimation of dependence on tourism of all sub-sectors. During the 

Innovation Camp the goal will be to propose policies to establish a sustainable balance 

between all-subsectors that would make the Venice HC more competitive and resilient. 

6.2. Housing plan 

To address the issue of Housing, SerenDPT plans to generate a precise estimate of the total 

number of housing units available in the HC and the Lagoon islands. We will also create a 

precise estimate of the number of public/social housing units available and occupied 

(according to the various classifications used in Italy) in the overall lagoon. This task will be 

completed in collaboration with the stakeholders identified in section 6 above. 

The data will be used as a basis for the City Lab(s) associated with the topic. 

The Housing City Lab(s) are currently being planned with the support of a WPI team and 

will explore issues such as: public/social housing (with associazioni di categoria + providers and 

NGOs); rental and ownership costs as well as subsidies and incentives (with RE professionals, 

and City and Regional subsidy/incentive providers). During the Innovation Camp the goal will 

be to propose policies aiming at making home ownership more affordable for full-time residents 

https://sites.google.com/view/ve20-comm
https://sites.google.com/view/ve20-comm
https://sites.google.com/view/tourism-in-venice
https://sites.google.com/view/tourism-in-venice
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and more expensive for non-residents, and to also use public/social housing as stepping stones 

towards homeownership. 

6.3. Mobility plan 

To address the issue of Mobility, SerenDPT plans to generate a precise estimate of the total 

daily number of commuters in/out of the HC and the Lagoon islands every month of the 

year. We will also create a precise estimate of the origin/destination volumes and travel-

times of all public transportation trips within the Lagoon and between Venice and the Mainland, 

under the current system. Additionally, we will quantify the extent of non-commuter business 

travel and its average cost (in terms of time and money). This task will be completed in 

collaboration with the stakeholders identified in section 7 above. 

The data will be used as a basis for the City Lab(s) associated with the topic. 

The Mobility City Lab(s) are currently being planned with the support of a WPI team and 

will explore issues such as: commuting within and without the HC -- with transportation 

companies and representatives of major employers (through their associazioni di categoria); new 

modes of transportation and their impacts, with urban and transportation planners, City 

representatives, and citizens from the entire Lagoon; actions to reduce moto ondoso, with 

transportation categories (taxi, cargo, gondoliers, ACTV, Alilaguna) and impacted groups 

(rowing clubs, property owners along canals, as well as activists such as No Moto Ondoso); 

business travel issues, including short-term parking and local transportation costs, with frequent 

business visitors that come in/out of the City to meet with HC companies (with AVM and City). 

During the Innovation Camp the goal will be to propose policies to make mobility more 

speedy, efficient, and affordable, to mitigate the penalties that residents and businesses incur to 

move in and out of the Lagoon and the HC. 

6.4. City Labs and Innovation Camps 

Detailed plans for all the City Labs mentioned above will be ready by the end of 2020, after 

the work by the current team of WPI students is completed. Probable methodologies to be 

used in the participatory City Lab sessions will include: SWOT analyses, focus groups, surveys 

and interviews. The Innovation Camps will be aimed at developing consensual policies based 

on the 6 tools of government action: (1) Ownership and Operation; (2) Regulation; (3) 

Incentives and Disincentives; (4) Education and Information; (5) Trading of Rights and (6) 

Mitigation and Compensation [Carrera, 2006a, 2006c]. 

  

https://sites.google.com/view/tourism-in-venice
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Figure 73: Venice Timeline 
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