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“Mass tourism is destroying our city.” It’s a refrain heard in historic cities across Europe, from
Prague to Barcelona, Athens to Amsterdam. Mass tourism, promoted by cash-hungry councils
since the 2008 crash and fuelled by cheap flights and online room rentals, has become a monster.
After plummeting during Covid, tourism numbers are soaring again and set to exceed pre-
pandemic levels this summer. The number of low-cost airline seats in Europe, which rose 10%
annually from 2010 and hit 500m in 2019, could pass 800m in 2024.

Before lockdown, Airbnb, the biggest but far from only platform for short lets, saw triple-digit
growth in some European cities. The net result is that the most popular city break destinations now
annually host 20 or more visitors for each local.

What to do about it, though, is no easy question. Delicate balances need to be struck between the
much-needed revenues and jobs generated by tourism, and the quality of life of residents; between
managing tourism and discouraging it.

One strategy that Seville — 3 million tourists a year for 700,000 inhabitants — may adopt is to
charge for the big attractions.

Since January, foreign visitors to Istanbul’s Hagia Sophia, which gets about 3.5m visits a year,
have been paying €25 for the privilege.

Venice is so overrun by visitors it has introduced what amounts to an entrance fee for the entire
city, ranging from €3 to €10.

Paris has almost tripled its tourist tax rates.

Other cities are relying on better management — Athens, for example, last summer introduced a
time-slot system for visits to the Acropolis, while summer access to Marseille’s Calanques is now
regulated through a free reservation scheme.

Some places are launching information campaigns aiming to reshape tourist flows. France, where
80% of visits are concentrated in 20% of the country, will this spring roll out a €1lm campaign
urging domestic and foreign tourists to head more off the beaten track.

From Mont Saint-Michel and the seaside resort of Etretat in Normandy to the Atlantic beaches of
the south-west and the Riviera, peak-season influxes now threaten the environment, locals’ quality
of life and the visitor experience, authorities say.

They are also setting up a tourism observatory to accurately measure flows and identify possible
overloads. “France is the world’s biggest tourist destination, but we have a serious lack of data to
help manage the crowds,” the government said.
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