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Venice is a suitable spot for study in this regard. Its place in the European 

tourism fancy is unmatched. Venice has long been a focal point in the evolution 

of Europe’s heritage landscape. The city is documented as having had official 

tour guides since 1204, and as early as the 15th century official guides were to 

be found at key city sites, interpreting and changing money for foreign tourists. 

By this time, guided tours of a number of sites in the city, including the Arsenal, 

the glassmaking works at Murano, and the Doge’s palace, were also available 

(Burke 1987:188).  

Until the 17th century, the practice of receiving tourists, showing Venice’s 

wonderful heritage, and fusing an international reputation as a city unmatched 

for its beauty, pleasures, and splendour was very much a consequence of its 

great power as a trading and manufacturing centre. By the mid-17th century this 

began to change, and gradually its economic dominance, founded on trade and 

manufacturing, started to diminish. According to McNeill (1974:224), Venice’s 

urban economy from then on came to depend very largely on its role as ‘‘a 

pleasure ground’’. 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

According to Zanetto (1986), tourism has been a central part of Venetian culture 

and society since at least the 18th century. Initially, it functioned as a ‘‘must 

see’’ destination for the nobility making their European Grand Tour (Cosgrove 

2003; Redford 1996). By the mid-19th century, it had become for most people 

a tourism destination (Cosgrove 1982:146). 

Early in the post-war period, streams into Venice reached extraordinary 

proportions. In 1952 more than 500,000 tourists spent 1.2 million bed nights in 

the historic city-centre. By the mid-90s, it was hosting 7–8 million arrivals 

(Montanari and Muscara 1995). Crucially, however, by then, the number of 

overnights was being far exceeded by the presence of day-trippers. By 1999, 

arrivals had reached 12 million or approximately 100,000 each day during the 

peak season, and by 2002, it was estimated that of this total, some 80% were 

day-trippers (Van der Borg 2002). These figures represent an above of the city’s 

carrying capacity by some two million tourists annually (Van der Borg 2002).  

Over time, the ratio of tourists to residents in the historic centre has risen from 

6.46:1 in 1951 to 45.53:1 in 1995. If excursionists are considered, then we can 

see an increase to 89.4:1 for 1995 (Van der Borg and Russo 1997). As these 

authors show, this ratio far exceeds that experienced in other leading European 

cities such as Bruges, Salzburg, Florence, or Oxford. The unique geography of 

the historic city centre, a 700-hectare clustering of islands in a lagoon, further 

complicates the situation. Vehicular movement is restricted to water. Large 

watercraft navigate the canals that dissect and surround the landmass, while 

smaller craft transport people and goods along and across the numerous smaller 

rios. Otherwise, movement is pedestrian. 



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

There is now sufficient evidence to argue that tourism has taken over the 

historical Venice. Demographic statistics point to the persistent losing of the 

city’s population since the 50s (Costa and Van der Borg 1993; Montanari and 

Muscara 1995; Van der Borg and Russo 1997), as people have moved onto the 

mainland, consequent from the overwhelming predominance of tourism and its 

‘‘crowding out’’ effect on the local economy (Russo 2002; Zanetto 1986, 1998). 

Rising house costs, the difficulties of finding employment outside of tourism, 

and downgrading in the quality of life because of congestion and over-crowding 

in public spaces, transport, and other services, have meant that 100,000 have 

moved from the historic city centre to the mainland part of the city (Zanetto 

1986). In 1950, the population of the centre stood at 184,000. By 2000 it was 

less than 70,000. The historic city’s population continues to decline at a rate of 

some 0.5% per annum (Russo 2002). 

Not only has the population contracted sharply, it has also lost a good deal of 

its social complexity, becoming increasingly off-centred towards older, socially 

elite cohorts. The average age of the core population is close to 50 years, some 

10 years higher than that in the mainland part of the city. Similarly, the 

socioeconomic status of the city-centre population is higher and more 

homogeneous than that of its mainland counterpart (Zanetto 1998). The 

demographic, social, and economic changes evidenced in available statistics 

have prompted researchers to conclude that historic Venice has in fact been 

overwhelmed by tourism and that it is now malfunctioning in the extreme. 

When Turco and Zanetto (1983) surveyed Venetians about the problems facing 

the city, they found that those posed by the presence of tourists were perceived 

as more onerous than the risk from periodic flooding.  



                                                                                                

 

 

 

 

Later in the 80s, Zanetto (1986) described residents struggling for space in the 

public domain and the city’s transport networks. Since then, arrivals, and 

particularly, excursionists have surged (Costa and Manente 1996, Van der Borg 

and Russo 1997). Russo (2002) notes that the overnight tourist: resident ratio 

can reach a peak of 50:1 in the historic core. When excursionists are included, 

this ratio increases to 175:1. Faced with tourists who consider it appropriate to 

wear bathing clothing in the city, to picnic on the steps of churches, and to block 

pedestrian routes to get a good photograph, Venetians feel they have become 

part of a minority culture or folklore group, living in a sort of Disneyland 

(Cosgrove 2003; Zanetto 1986:120). 

Not surprisingly, the city is said to have developed a love-hate relationship with 

tourism, with two groups in continual conflict: one living off tourism, the other 

in spite of it (Costa and van der Borg 1988). Surprisingly, only a relatively small 

number of those employed in Venice earn their living from tourism (De Rita 

1993). Equally astonishing is the fact that little if any work has been undertaken 

on local perspectives on tourism encounters (personal communication with 

Centro Internazionale di Studi sull’ Economia Turistica in 2002). 

All can be asked here is: Is this kind of tourism development killing the city? Is 

“sustainable development” possible? What does it mean? What does it imply? 

 


