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1 INTRODUCTION 

This thesis examines the negative environmental and socio-cultural impacts tourism 

causes for its destinations. The thesis also provides a possibility for a reader to increase 

one’s knowledge about the phenomenon of overtourism. The more people are aware of 

the problem the more effectively the negative impacts of traveling can be reduced. 

Tourism affects the surroundings in which it is practiced in multiple ways. While the 

negative impacts of tourism are much broader than the ones that are covered in this 

study, the thesis focuses on the ones those whose magnitude could potentially be re-

duced by the traveler by altering his or hers own traveling choices. The issue of over-

tourism has been investigated through the negative consequences it has for its destina-

tions. While the theoretical framework provides foundation for understanding the con-

text in which the issue appears, the study also focuses on giving concrete examples 

where the impacts occur. Traveling is an important and increasing activity for many 

people. In 2017, one fourth of Finnish people traveled abroad and most of those trips 

had Europe as a destination (Suni, 2018). How those trips affect the destinations is im-

portant for every responsible traveler to acknowledge.  

1.1 Background 

Tourism is one of the largest and fastest-growing industries in the world. World Tour-

ism Organization UNWTO has forecasted that by the year 2030 the number of interna-

tional tourist arrivals will be about 1.8 billion (UNWTO Tourism highlights, 2017). As 

the number of tourists is continually growing, the negative impacts of tourism become 

increasingly noticeable. Environment and the host communities are functioning under 

pressure to manage the constantly growing tourist flows (Cooper 2016, p.121). Some 

destinations have reached the point in which the carrying capacity has been exceeded by 

the number of visitors, in other words the destinations are then coping with overtourism. 

Traveling has been a popular activity for centuries and it should continue to be so. 

However, it should be executed in a way that secures the existence of the tourism desti-

nations. The decisions made now should be long-term oriented and thus provide the op-

portunity for future generations to visit the same tourist destinations as earlier genera-

tions. 
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Overtourism and ever-growing tourism flows are posing a threat for many well-known 

tourism destinations around the world. The epidemic is not limited to any specific area 

or continent in the world. The problem occurs worldwide from the geysers of Iceland to 

the beaches of Thailand (Diskin 2016; Livadeas & Smith, 2018). World Travel and 

Tourism Council published a report in 2017 about managing overcrowding in tourist 

destinations. The report states that overcrowding is not a new phenomenon in the tour-

ism industry, but many destinations are reaching to the point in which something needs 

to be done about it (WTTC & McKinsey, 2017). 

Tourist destinations are facing overcrowding and some destinations cannot cope with 

the stress that increasing tourism is causing. The incapability to control the impacts in 

time has driven some destinations to take some strict actions. Thailand, for example, 

closed one of its islands due to the harm caused by too many visitors (Livadeas & 

Smith, 2018). Some destinations have restricted the number of visitors due to the stress 

that overtourism causes. However, additional solutions should be sought. 

Impacts of overtourism can physically be seen in the environment, for example, littered 

tourist attractions. In addition, overtourism has also intangible impacts that are not visi-

ble but still exist. A tourist might feel that overcrowding is diminishing his or her expe-

rience, similarly the locals can feel that tourism is impacting their daily lives. 

One might think that only mass tourism and package tours are solely to blame. Over-

crowding does not exclude backpackers nor other types of tourists. Even if one does not 

identify oneself as a part of mass tourism concept, it does not exclude him or her from 

being contributor to the negative impacts. Unfortunately, even backpackers can contrib-

ute to this problem, depending on the destinations visited.  

1.2 Aim and Research Questions 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the phenomenon of overtourism in Europe, espe-

cially in the Mediterranean region, and how overtourism negatively affects the destina-

tions it occurs in. The effects for the destination can be environmental, socio-cultural or 

a mix of those two. Overcrowded destinations are facing many problems as the number 

of visitors is exceeding the carrying capacity.  
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The thesis is written in an informative tone and as an exploratory study of the chosen 

topic, in addition it intends to bring the problematic nature of overtourism to the 

knowledge of the ordinary traveler. While the meaning of the thesis is not to function as 

a guide to tell what to do and what not to do, it aims to provide an opportunity for the 

reader to reflect the topic in their own traveling behavior and question one’s choices 

made in the field.  

Research questions are the following; 

 

1. How is increasing tourist numbers and overtourism affecting the environment of 

tourism destinations? 

2. What kind of consequences does overtourism have for the residents in tourism 

destinations? 

 

The sub-question that is briefly answered is the question of what overtourism is. 

1.3 Limitations 

Tourism is a multidimensional activity and has many perspectives. While the impacts of 

tourism are far broader than covered in this thesis, the broadness of the topic means that 

some limitations needed to be set, and a significant amount of information has been left 

out. The data gathered relies on secondary sources, thus the data was limited to the ones 

available at the time of the writing process.  

2 OVERTOURISM 

2.1 What is overtourism? 

Emeritus professor of Responsible Tourism, Harold Goodwin, explains the concept of 

overtourism as following: “A situation where either local people or the tourists feel that 

the place is just over visited and that it is changing its character. So, for the tourist it 

loses its authenticity and for the local people it just causes irritation and annoyance.” 

(Crowded out: the story of overtourism)  
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Overtourism is not an objective term, and in every destination the meaning has slight 

variations, after all, the term is subjectively defined by the locals and tourists. Neverthe-

less, there are some signs that can indicate the occurrence of the problem. Degradation 

of fragile environments, traffic caused by tourist vehicles and rent prices that no more 

are affordable by the locals are few examples of the signs that overtourism is a problem 

in the destination. (Francis)  

2.2 A brief history of development of mass tourism 

International mass tourism developed after the Second World War due to technological, 

cultural, political, economic and social changes that took place. The introduction of 

Boeing 707 was the result of the development in an aircraft technology in 1958. The 

breakthrough of mass tourism occurred at the same time. Cheaper charter flights were 

enabled by new jet engines that had features which improved the aircraft’s speed and 

range. In 1970 the use of Boeing 747 jet air craft enabled mass tourism to expand into 

new destinations (Cooper 2016, p.8; Kostiainen et al. 2004 p. 224). 

Airplanes were able to carry more passengers than before, which was an attempt to in-

crease the number of travelers. In the 1960’s, the capacity of an airplane used in charter 

flights was only 55% when in 1970’s, that of the new jet airplanes and jumbo jets, was 

90% (Kostiainen et al. p. 227). The better use of the capacity decreased the prices of air 

traveling, which made package tours more affordable to many. The use of airplanes 

made it possible for mass tourism to expand to destinations that before were difficult to 

access; for example, in Mediterranean islands such as Mallorca, Corsica and Sardinia. 

(Kostiainen et al. 2004 p. 225-227) The islands that once required multiple transporta-

tion options to access were now accessible to all.  

Cost reduction in fuel, increase in income and paid summer vacations were partial con-

tributing factors that lead to the expansion of mass tourism. Package holidays started to 

be produced as mass products. Travel agencies that offered package tours were to de-

velop mass tourism. The tours were standardized and included transportation, accom-

modation, food and activities; things that before had to be bought separately. Low-cost 

tours enabled people that, before, couldn’t afford to travel abroad. (Kostiainen et al. 

2004 p.227) 
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The rapid growth of mass tourism in Europe was enabled by tour operators, free time 

traveling, charter flights and package tours to Mediterranean coastal areas. In the 1960’s 

the international mass tourism became a European phenomenon and was focused on the 

Mediterranean area. The globalization of mass tourism occurred in the 1980’s, spread-

ing mass tourism to new destinations outside the Europe, for example to Thailand. The 

first coastal destination that became a mass tourism destination with air travel was Mal-

aga in Spain. Mass tourism spread from there to other coastal areas in Spain and later to 

other countries in the Mediterranean region. (Kostiainen et al. 2004 p. 225) The expan-

sion of mass tourism can be observed to this day in the destinations where overtourism 

is an issue. 

2.3 Growth of tourism 

The issue of negative impacts of tourism on the tourist destinations is not only a concern 

of today’s tourism. The industry is expected to grow rapidly, and the visitor numbers are 

forecasted to increase significantly.  

In 2017, the number of international tourist arrivals (overnight visitors) worldwide was 

1.322 million. The growth to the previous year was 7% and the growth is expected to 

continue at a rate of 4 to 5 percent in 2018. The 7% growth was strongest compared to 

seven previous years. In Europe, the growth in number of international arrivals in-

creased by 8% compared to year 2016. This was 55 million international tourist arrivals 

more than in 2016. (UNWTO, 2017) 

The growth was exceptional as Europe is a somewhat mature and large region. The 

leading destinations are located near the Mediterranean area. Southern and Mediterrane-

an Europe contributed to the results with an exceptional 13% increase. The growth was 

strong also in the Western Europe with 7%, as well as in Northern, Central and Eastern 

parts of Europe with 5% increases. (UNWTO, 2017) Europe counts as the leading gen-

erator in outbound tourism. In the year 2016 approximately 1.2 million trips were made 

by European residents and 62% of Europeans were involved in tourism (Eurostat, 

2017). 
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The growth was not limited only to Europe. The number of tourist arrivals grew in other 

parts of the world as well. In Africa, the growth was 8%; in Asia and Pacific 6%; in 

Middle East 5% and in Americas it was 3%. (UNWTO 2018)  

As mentioned before, the issue of overtourism and the increasing numbers in tourism 

flows are not only concerns of the contemporary world. The strong increase of the tour-

ist arrivals indicates the continuum of the trend. According to forecast made by the 

World Tourism Organization, UNWTO, international tourist arrivals will increase re-

markably by the year 2030 (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1.  International tourist arrivals. Source: UNWTO, Tourism highlights 2017 

 

Certain factors that contribute to the growth of tourist numbers can be stated. Firstly, the 

cost of air transportation has fallen, enabling frequent flying to many. Many passengers 

take more than just one short haul flight during a year. The scale of transport has grown 

during the past ten years. The deposit of passengers and frequency of arrivals lead to 

growing tourist arrivals. Secondly, house rental platforms, such as Airbnb, offer more 

accommodation options for tourists to choose from. These kinds of platforms create 

problems in the housing markets as the rent prices rise and the residential neighbor-

hoods change their characteristics as those on low income are forced to relocate them-

selves to more affordable neighborhoods. (Goodwin, 2017) 
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2.3.1 Example from Barcelona 

Europe is a significant tourism destination in global scale. According to the UNWTO, 

five of the top 10 destinations listed in the world are in the EU states (Eurostat) In 2016, 

Spain was Europe’s most popular destination among non-residents (Eurostat 2017). The 

visitor numbers are growing in Spanish destinations even though there have been con-

cerns about the overtourism. According to Euromonitor International (see Kottasová, 

2017) in Spain the number of annual visitors has increased by 20 million over the past 

five years and is now receiving 77 million visitors annually.  The city of Barcelona has 

been ranked as one of the worst cities in Europe for overtourism. (Statista, 2018) 

According to Mastercard’s Global Destination Cities Index, in 2016, Barcelona was 

ranked the 12th in the list of the most visited cities worldwide, with 8.20 million over-

night visitors. When compared to the list of the top most visited cities in Europe, Barce-

lona is in the fourth place. The city has experienced a gradual growth in the visitor 

numbers, despite the negative reception towards tourists by the locals. (Hendrick-Wong 

& Choong, 2016) 

A clear majority of the trips made are leisure with percentage the of 90.3% whereas the 

trips with business related purposes were only 9.7%. In 2016, in Barcelona there were 

8.2 million overnight visitors which was 6,4% more than the number of the visitors in 

the previous year 2015. 62% of all the international tourists in Barcelona are from Eu-

rope. (Hendrick-Wong & Choong, 2016).  

The peak months for the visits in Barcelona are from July to August which is consistent 

with the preferences of traveling months for European residents. Summer time as travel-

ing season is the most popular among EU residents. Almost one in four of the trips were 

made in July or August (Hendrick-Wong & Choong, 2016; Eurostat, 2017). 
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3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Conceptual framework illustrates the relationships between the elements of tourism and 

the variables it consists. Impacts occur when then tourists interact with the local destina-

tion and its people (Mathieson & Wall 1992, p. 20) 

Tourism is comprised of multiple components. The conceptual framework showcases 

the linkage between various components (Figure 2.) and shows the impacts of tourism 

as a part of a larger context. In order to understand the impacts of tourism it is beneficial 

to look at the larger context of the tourism concept in which the impacts occur. The 

framework suggests that the impacts are a result of an occurring change. The impacts of 

tourism are consequences of different variables in the process of change rather than in-

dividual points of events resulted of specific causes. (Mathieson & Wall 1982, pp. 14-

16) 

 

Figure 2. Framework of tourism. Source: after Mathieson & Wall 1982 p. 15 

 

Tourism concept contains multiple variables that are not separate factors of the frame-

work but interact with each other.  

Three basic elements can be recognized to compose tourism: 
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1. Dynamic element: identifies the factors that contribute to the aspects that in-

crease the tourism growth; 

2. Static: the phase of staying in a destination; and 

3. Consequential element: results from the dynamic and static elements, namely the 

economic, social and physical impacts. 

Dynamic element includes the demand and the forms of tourism. Changes in the de-

mand are partly responsible for the growth of the travel boom (Mathieson & Wall, p. 

17). Factors that support the increase of the demand include the growth of leisure time, 

increase in the disposable income and the decline of price levels, especially those of air-

plane tickets. In addition, infrastructure allows easier and more convenient transport be-

tween destinations and makes traveling faster and safer than before. Moreover, media 

and information society enable an easy way to gather information about destinations of 

interest. (Verhelä 2014, p.16) 

3.1 Environmental effects of tourism 

To take care of the environment and maintain its sustainable form is important for the 

tourism industry since environment’s quality affects the tourism sector. The rapid 

growth of tourist activities in certain areas on specific time is one of the reasons why 

tourism is affecting the environment. (Boers & Bosch 1994 p. 19,23) 

Some of the consequences on the environment caused by tourism are: erosion and 

changes in landscape as well as in flora and fauna, waste disposal problems, litter, prob-

lems related to water such as contamination and shortage of drinking water (Hemmi 

2005, p.42) 

 

Examples of negative effects of tourism on the environment are: 

1. Tourism depletes area’s resources and pollutes the air, soil and water.  

2. Tourism can negatively affect diversity of nature; animal and plant species and 

deteriorate habitats of those. 

3. Tourism can diminish the attractiveness of landscapes 
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Environmental pollution is affecting tourism and tourism is, to some extent, increasing 

the pollution. Pollution of the environment might threaten some tourist destinations; af-

ter all, as mentioned earlier, a good quality of environment is important for the destina-

tions in order to maintain tourists’ interest in returning to the area. Pollution can nega-

tively affect the destination’s air, soil and water. Damages can be seen in forests and in 

places with cultural heritage value. Exhaust gas emissions cause environments acidifica-

tion, which can harm the cultural heritage sites in destinations and forest areas. Acid 

precipitation is harming buildings and other monuments with historic value. (Boers & 

Bosch 1994 p. 23) 

Water pollution affects lakes, rivers, seas as well as ponds in destinations which can 

lead to the prohibition of swimming. This can be harmful for the reputation of destina-

tions where water elements are the main attractions. Pollution of the soil means that 

substances that are toxic can be found in the ground. Other threats that pollution can 

have are issues with smog, depletion of ozone layer and greenhouse effect among oth-

ers. (Boers & Bosch 1994 pp. 25-26) 

Tourist destinations are also affected by transportation and traffic, as they cause fuel 

consumption, pollution of the air and noise issues. In addition, infrastructure that is built 

for a higher capacity than would be sufficient only for the locals has an impact on nature 

and landscapes.  

Airplanes are the most common transportation option among travelers. The impact of 

air traveling is considerably great since the pollution stays in the atmosphere. Flying 

also allows tourists to visit more remote and exotic destinations than before. (Hemmi 

2005, p. 43)  

3.2 Social effects of tourism 

The social impacts of tourism are changes in the quality of life that the residents of local 

communities experience. Tourism’s social and cultural consequences can be divided 

into three categories:  
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1. Tourists – Cultivate change in the host society by exemplifying differentiating 

traits such as cultural, linguistic and wealth differences. This exposure induces 

change in the individual as well as their own society. 

2. Hosts – Provide the tourism experience in their native environment and interact 

directly with tourists while living and working in the particular destination.   

3. The relationship between tourists and hosts – This interaction helps bridge the 

cultural gap between societies but both experience long-term consequences 

when they interact. (Cooper 2016 p.101) 

 

Both the type and the number of tourists influence tourism’s social and cultural impacts. 

The impact of the contact between a tourist and a host can vary depending on the en-

counter itself. There are numerous scenes where the contact can occur. Firstly, tourist 

can be side by side with host in public areas such as at a beach. Secondly, commercial 

transactions represent often brief contacts. Thirdly, tourist and the host can have face to 

face conversation. (Mathieson & Wall 1982 p. 135-137)  

 

A member of a host society can be affected by tourism even if one has no personal con-

tact with tourists. The host society that is regularly dealing with tourism can draw influ-

ences concerning the common opinions and attitudes which then spread through the 

community. Tourism can drive locals to change their behavior and living patterns. 

(Cooper 2016, p.103-106) 

 

Types of tourists can be roughly categorized based on the impacts on the local commu-

nities and environment that the tourist has and based on the experience the tourist gains. 

Classification made by Cohen (See Mathieson & Wall, p. 19) suggests that tourists can 

be divided in four categories based on the roles tourists take. Tourists in different cate-

gories seek elements of familiarity and novelty in different levels in destinations. 

 

1. The organized mass tourist – attends in package tours which the organ-

izer has fixed for the tourist. Mass tourists want familiarity, and mini-

mum amount of novelty  
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2. The individual mass tourist – to whom a travel organizer makes all the 

major travel arrangements, and who still has a little control regarding 

timetable and planning.  

3. The explorer – plans their own trips and avoid tourist attractions. Has a 

desire to be in contact with the local residents. Here, a complete inte-

gration to host society does not occur but novelty is dominating ele-

ment.  

4. The drifter – has full control over his or her trips. Lives with locals and 

immerses him or herself with the local culture. Avoids the main tourist 

attractions. Values novelty and avoids familiarity in destinations. 

(Mathieson & Wall 1982 p. 19) 

 

Different tourist groups adapt to local environment in different ways. The drifters and 

explorers represent early stage tourists; they adapt fully to the local conditions. The op-

posite of them is the group of organized mass tourists. The adaption of those is poor and 

organized mass tourists demand their own amenities. (Cooper 2016, p.102) 

3.3 Carrying capacity 

When examining the impacts of overtourism on the environment carrying capacity be-

comes term of interest as carrying capacity determines the relationship between envi-

ronment and the tourism (Cooper 2016, p.79). Mathieson and Wall (1982 p. 21) have 

described carrying capacity as following: “The maximum number who can use a site 

without unacceptable deterioration in the physical environment and without unaccepta-

ble decline in the quality of experience gained by visitors”  

Carrying capacity is a criterion and a way to measure the relationship between the stress 

caused by the tourism for the environment and its capability to tolerate it. The relation-

ship between these two should be balanced so that the carrying capacity of the place 

would not be exceeded. The problem with the concept of carrying capacity is that as a 

measurement it is not objective, in addition it is equivocal. (Hemmi, 2005, p. 87) 

Carrying capacity of specific resource determines the relationship between environment 

and tourism. When the number of visitors surpasses the carrying capacity, the environ-
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ment is under a stress to cope with it. The subjective nature of the matter makes it diffi-

cult to measure; there are no proper tools or measurements to determine when the envi-

ronment is suffering from tourism, in fact different stakeholders; locals, visitors, man-

agers, can have very different perceptions on when the environment is under pressure. 

(Cooper 2016, p.79) 

The type of carrying capacity can be divided in groups. Five types of carrying capacity 

can be described:  

1. Physical – refers to measuring the space; for example, the seat in an airplane or 

a parking space. The most straightforward type of carrying capacity to measure 

and can be expressed with numeric values such as percentages. 

2. Environmental or biological – refers to the usage level of environment before 

harming it. The limit of the use in the ecosystem is when the environment is not 

harmed yet. 

3. Psychological or behavioral – refers to the perceptual level of the tolerance that 

a visitor feels comfortable with, and the level of not being bothered about the 

number of other visitors in the scene. When this capacity is exceeded the tourist 

feels that a great number of other visitors in the scene is ruining one’s experi-

ence. The limit that a tourist is willing to tolerate before feeling that the number 

of other visitors is diminishing the experience is a perceptual point and individu-

al for every visitor. However, too few additional visitors might also be perceived 

as negative, thus crowding of a place is not the only thing that should be con-

cerned   

4. Social – refers to a host community’s capability to tolerate tourism.  

5. Economic – refers to the point at in which the needed economic investments for 

maintaining the level of environmental quality become excessive. (Cooper 2016, 

p.80) 

 

The characteristics of the tourists and those of the destination both affect the carrying 

capacity and the impacts on the destination. Tourist characteristics are important as they 

influence the interaction between the physical places and the locals in the destinations 

as well as the magnitude and frequency of those. The type of tourist characteristics can 
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vary the magnitude of the influence that the visitors have on the destination and its car-

rying capacity. (Mathieson & Wall 1982 p. 22) 

3.4 Seasonality in tourism 

Tourism activities are often centralized in certain areas due to the infrastructure built for 

them. Where infrastructure can, on demand, be built in different areas to regulate the 

tourism, the concentration on time can be more difficult to control. Concentration on 

time means that most of the tourist stays occur in certain months or during a specific 

time, which means that some destinations face overcrowding during the peak season 

whereas during the low season they face desolation. This is problematic for various rea-

sons, and for different parties; both for the host community and for the visitor him or 

herself. (Boers & Bosch 1994 p. 28) 

Many tourist destinations have variations in climate in different seasons which makes it 

more appealing for tourists to visit during certain months. The visitor’s own preferences 

and availability to go on holiday are also reasons for time concentration. Seasonality 

causes problems since it is creating such fluctuations in the demand of services for tour-

ists. The peak season’s demand should determine the capacity of the place. However, in 

some destinations the infrastructure is insufficient for the large number of visitors dur-

ing the high season which can lead to pollution in water and soil. (Boers & Bosch 1994 

p. 28) 

3.5 Doxey’s Irridex 

The most well-known theory on guests and hosts interaction is Doxey’s theory (1976). 

According to the theory the increase in traveler amounts impacts the attitudes of the 

hosts. As the visitor numbers increase the feelings shift from positive to negative (Fig-

ure 3). 
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Figure 3 Doxey’s Irridex “Irritation Index” (Reisinger 2009, p. 221) 

 

The theory suggests that when touristic activity in the area is low, tourists evoke interest 

among the locals and their presence is welcomed (Euphoria stage). As the tourist num-

bers increase, the contact between hosts and tourists evolve into more formal interaction 

and the locals lose their interest in the tourists (Apathy stage). When the growth of tour-

ism rate is expected to increase, and the maximum number of tourists is reached, the 

locals become concerned of issues such as crime, price rises and tourist rudeness (Satu-

ration stage). After that the hosts become irritated by the number of tourists which leads 

to annoyance (Irritation stage). Eventually tourists are seen as a burden and are treated 

hostilely by the hosts (Antagonism stage). The locals blame tourists for wrongdoings in 

the host society, which is seen as an entitlement to exploit the visitors. (Reisinger, 2009 

pp. 220-221) 

4 METHODOLOGY 

Research methods are those methods and techniques chosen by the researcher to per-

form the research operations, in other words methods are tools that are used to collect 

the data (Kothari 2004, p.7; Dawson 2009, p.37). This study was conducted as a desktop 

research. Desktop research is a method where the researcher does not collect primary 

data but uses secondary one to answer the research questions. Therefore, the obtained 

results were gathered by utilizing existing data and information. Secondary sources are 
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primary data of other researchers and thus initially collected for other purposes than for 

which they are used in this study. (Sachdeva 2008, p.109; Dingemanse, 2014) 

4.1 Method 

The main purpose of the thesis is to investigate the environmental and socio-cultural 

impacts that overtourism has on destinations. This thesis is desktop research based on 

secondary data. The desktop research method was chosen for few reasons as the use of 

secondary data provides some benefits. Desktop research is suitable approach when 

studying phenomena as it allows a collection of data from various sources. Advantage 

of conducting desktop research was that it was possible to base the study on large scope 

of data, which was essential when studying the impacts of the chosen phenomenon. The 

aim of choosing this method was to gain broad understanding of the topic at hand.  By 

using secondary data as the source for the study, the scope of the data was larger than 

primary data would have been. Furthermore, basing the thesis research on secondary 

data and not collecting primary data gives the opportunity to use data that has been col-

lected over a long period of time. Longitudinal and historical data provided a better un-

derstanding about the topic at hand especially since the overtourism was thought as a 

phenomenon that has been evolving over time. (OxbridgeEssays, 2017) 

 

Desktop research method has some disadvantages as well. The researcher has no control 

over the data collected and therefore cannot be sure about the accuracy nor the bounds 

of error. The accuracy of already collected data can be difficult to evaluate. In addition, 

the data might be outdated and therefore not valid for the study. It should also be noted 

that the validity of the data might vary depending on the source. Some of the data used 

in this study have been collected from newspaper and online articles. Data published in 

those outlets might be according to so called journalistic standards. Furthermore, the 

data might not be matching exactly to the problem in hand since the information has 

originally been collected to other purposes. Also, all the selections concerning the data 

collection has been predetermined by someone else based on their research question or 

problem. In this study the some of the data which was collected and evaluated concern-

ing the impacts were impacts of tourism not specifically impacts of overtourism. Other 
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limitations of this study have been discussed earlier in section 1.3. (Sachdeva 2008, p. 

110; Dingemanse, 2014)  

4.2 Data collection 

This desktop research for this study was conducted by the following steps. Selection of 

key words and terms, search for relevant sources, selection of most suitable data for an-

swering the research questions, procession of the gathered information and conclusion 

of findings. The model of the desktop research process is illustrated in the Figure 4.  

Initial interest for the chosen topic came from the report by WTTC & McKinsey “Cop-

ing with success”. From the report, the writer decided to focus more profoundly on 

some of the impacts mentioned. Based on the report the impacts of tourism on the envi-

ronment are occurring on ground, water and air. Furthermore, the search was narrowed 

on the impacts that the tourist, him or herself, can influence by altering their own behav-

ior while traveling. Those include the choice of accommodation at the destination, water 

usage, littering, mode of transportation and the tourist activities at the destination.   

 

The study started off with searching relevant articles about the topic at hand. After 

browsing through multiple articles about the topic, these impacts seemed to be prevalent 

in many destinations. When searching overall information about the topic and focusing 

on understanding the effects some socio-cultural issues seemed to arise more frequently 

than others. These issues included rising rent prices, demonstrations against tourists, 

declining resident numbers and increasing numbers of short-term rental apartments of-

fered for tourists.  

 

The desk research was conducted by selecting couple key words to start the online 

search. The data was attempted to be generated by using key terms such as “overtour-

ism”, “impacts of overtourism”, “too many tourist”, “water consumption and tourism”, 

“tourism and water quality”, “tourism and pollution”, and “social impacts of tourism”. 

As it was discovered, the term “overtourism” has somewhat recently emerged to de-

scribe the issue regarding environmental impacts and as a result, additional information 

was implemented utilizing alternate keywords.  Some of the data has been collected 
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from the official pages of organizations such as The World Travel & Tourism Council 

(WTTC) and World Tourism Organization (UNWTO). Data collection meant the selec-

tion of the most suitable data for answering the research questions. In data analysis 

phase the gathered information was evaluated and later the conclusions of the study 

were drawn based on the analyzed results.  

 

 

Figure 4 Desktop research process 

 

5 RESULTS 

The following chapter will present the findings of the study. Environmental impacts are 

presented first, followed by the socio-cultural impacts.  

5.1 Environmental impacts 

5.1.1 Water consumption & quality 

Mediterranean area is a significant tourist destination on a global level with millions of 

visitors annually. Tourist numbers in the region are expected to reach from 235 to 355 

million people by the year of 2025. The high season is on the summer months, at the 

same time when the water availability is at the lowest level. (De Stefano, 2004) 

 

On average, Europe is not suffering from so-called water stress. Daily water supply for 

households per capita is about 102 liters per person. In Europe, renewable water is 

abundant, yet water usage has caused problems in the Mediterranean region. Recent ex-

amples can be found: in the summer of 2014 approximately 40% of the residents in the 

Mediterranean region had to live under water stress conditions due to overexploitation 
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of groundwater. Tourism is part of the water scarcity problem and the issue is most no-

ticeable in small and highly populated areas in the Mediterranean region. (EEA, 2017) 

 

Problems with water consumption in the tourism sector are field specific: 

 

- Water consumption is concentrated seasonally. The high season and the peaks in 

water consumption coincide with the summer period, when the water resources 

are scanty.  

- Tourism is spatially concentrated on the coastal areas, usually on the sites where 

the local water resources are scarce, such as small islands and on naturally sensi-

tive areas.  

- Many tourist destinations are based on aquatic facilities; swimming pools and 

golf courses. These aquatic centers consume enormous amounts of water. 

- Competition between tourism industry and the local population might occur as 

the water used by both is mainly drawn on municipal supply. (Eurostat 2009; 

EarthCheck Research Institute, 2014) 

 

In various European destinations tourism has increased the pressure on the public water 

supplies, tourism is acting as a driving force in that matter. Each year millions of people 

temporarily relocate themselves from homes to different locations in Europe. About 9 

percent of the total annual water use in Europe is attributed to accommodation and food 

service activities. The increase is caused by mobility of travelers. Tourism practiced es-

pecially in Mediterranean islands influences greatly on the water use. (EEA, 2017) 

 

Fresh water usage has been measured by water exploitation index plus (WEI+). The in-

dex indicates the pressure or stress on freshwater resources. WEI+ is assessed based on 

the total amount of freshwater used out of the total available renewable freshwater re-

sources. The relation is shown as percentages. Percentages over 20 indicate that the wa-

ter unit is experiencing stress. Index being over 40% implies to serious stress and is a 

sign of unsustainable manner or resource use. On average the annual number of tourists 

on those Mediterranean islands is 16 times more than that of the permanent residents. 

The growing number of tourists is creating high pressure on the use of the renewable 

water resources. Despite the seasonality of tourism, on small Mediterranean islands 
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WEI+ stays constantly above 20 percent per year which indicates that the water unit is 

under stress. (EEA, 2017) 

 

From the year 2002 to 2012, there was 78% increase in water abstraction for tourism 

purposes. In western Europe, the increase was 150%. The highest water abstraction lev-

els per visitor is in southern Europe, the region that is the most prone to water scarcity. 

Spain, Greece and Italy are in a high or an extremely high risk at having water shortage 

by the year 2040. (Welt) One of driest countries in Europe is Spain which at the same 

time remains one of the top destinations in Europe. (Eurostat 2009; EarthCheck Re-

search Institute, 2014) 

 

The most rapidly growing sector of tourism is coastal tourism. 80% percent of tourism 

is in coastal areas. Beaches and coral reefs are among the top visited destinations for 

tourists (WWF). In the Mediterranean basin half of the Mediterranean’s coastline has 

infrastructure (Turunen 2010, p.10). 

 

The fast phase of the growth in the coastal tourism increases the need for infrastructure 

such as hotels and second homes, recreational water and sport activities. These types of 

tourism activities impact the coastal environment.  (Sánchez-Quiles & Tovar-Sánchez, 

2015) In some cases, tourism leads locals to take actions that are harmful for natural re-

sources. For example, corals and shells are collected by the locals to sell them as souve-

nirs to tourists, which can damage corals. Guided boat tours can locally damage coral 

reefs when the anchors are dragged through the reefs. (Holden 2000, p. 89) 

 

Water pollution due tourism is another concern of increasing tourism. Not only does 

tourism cause stress on the water resources but also water pollution. According to a 

study conducted by Sánchez-Quiles and Tovar-Sánchez (2015), sunscreen used by 

beachgoers might damage marine organisms such as the coral reefs. According to the 

study the use of sunscreens might have increased the concentration of hydrogen perox-

ide in coastal marine waters, which increases stress levels of marine organisms. The 

study estimates that during a summer day in a popular beach among tourists nearly 4 

kilograms of nanoparticles are released into the seawater due to the use of sunscreens. 



27 

 

Sunscreens cause ecological consequences on coastal marine ecosystems due to chemi-

cals released by them.  

 

Some of the chemicals contained by sunscreens are oxybenzone and octinoxate. These 

chemicals can be released into the water when swimming or when showering. Moreo-

ver, sunscreens packed in aerosol containers can spray the substance onto sand, where it 

will be washed into the sea. Once the chemicals such as oxybenzone are introduced to 

the water, they can be absorbed by corals. This can eventually lead to bleaching of the 

corals as the substances of the chemicals might disrupt the growth cycles and reproduc-

tion of the corals. (Butler 2018; Zachos, 2018)  

 

Some destinations outside Europe have taken actions to reduce the impacts of those 

substances. Governments of Palau and Hawaii have passed a bill which will ban the sale 

of sunscreens that contain oxybenzone and octinoxate. Safer alternatives than sun 

blocks containing oxybenzone are on the markets. Sunscreens that are mineral-based 

and use zinc oxide and titanium dioxide are more environmentally friendly options. 

(Zachos, 2018) 

5.1.2 Marine litter and waste 

Human activities generate a great amount of litter and waste. On densely-populated 

tourist areas especially on coastal areas the tourism industry and overtourism stress the 

environment partially due to lack of a proper waste disposal. Litter items are often in-

correctly disposed to the ground or to the sea. (UNEP/MAP, 2015) 

 

In some seaside destinations tourism temporarily doubles the population during the 

summer, compared to winter season. The temporary increase in population also affects 

the amount of waste generated. In some tourist destinations over 75% of the total annual 

waste production is created during the summer period. It is estimated that on average a 

tourist generates 10-15% more waste than a local resident. (UNEP/MAP, 2015) The 

Mediterranean Sea is among the areas that have been affected most by the marine litter. 

In the area the annual municipal solid waste per person is 208-760/kg per year which is 

among the highest in the world (Eco-union, 2017). 
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Researchers from the Institute of Environmental Science and Technology of the Univer-

sitat Autònoma de Barcelona gathered data from eight Mediterranean islands. Accord-

ing to the research litter generated by tourists triples during the summertime, and in 

some of the most popular tourist beaches there is a sevenfold increase in the amount. 

Waste management related infrastructures in destinations experience a vast burden due 

to a huge number of consumers concentrated in a few peak season months. Litter caused 

by tourists during the high season (May to September) was, on average 250,000 items of 

waste per day per square kilometer. The highest figures where from July to August 

when the number rose to 316,000 items per day per km2. These numbers compared to 

low season, which was 81,000 items daily per km2, indicate distinctively how seasonali-

ty affects the waste generation in tourist destinations. (UAB, 2018) 

 

Determining the primary origin of various littered items is not as simple as the sea cur-

rents transporting some litter to shorelines. However, litter items found on Mediterrane-

an shores indicate that the majority of it originated from recreational tourism and smok-

ing-related activities. (UNEP/MAP, 2015) High tourist and visitor numbers can increase 

the marine litter on beaches up to 40% in summer season (WWF, 2018). 

 

Litter is consisted of three main materials; plastic, aluminum and glass. From these, 

plastic is the main litter component. Approximately 95% of waste and litter gathered 

from the coastlines, surface of the ocean and from the sea floor is plastic or contains 

plastic. From the overall litter pollution synthetic materials such as bags, bottles, lids, 

caps, polystyrene, fishing nets and other unknown small parts of plastic account for the 

largest proportion of recreational litter in various locations in Mediterranean Sea.  Plas-

tic items are usually disposed after single use. Plastic is not biodegradable and takes 

years to degrade when discarded in the environment. For example, plastic bag takes 10-

20 years to degrade, plastic cup 50 years, plastic straws 200 years and plastic bottle 

more than 450 years. Even cigarette filters take 1 to 5 years to degrade. (UNEP/MAP, 

2015) 

 

Therefore, plastic waste is a concern to the Mediterranean region due to the region’s 

unique features. Despite the relatively small size of the sea, containing only 1% of all 
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the world’s water, Mediterranean Sea holds about 7% of all the microplastic of the 

world. Microplastics are small plastic particles under the size of 5 millimeter. Plastic in 

the sea has direct and undirect impacts. It poses concern for the marine animals but also 

for humans. Fishes caught from the Mediterranean Sea might contain relatively large 

quantities of microplastics. It is estimated that, on average, a person eating fish in Eu-

rope might ingest as much as 11,000 pieces of microplastic annually. Mediterranean Sea 

contains 1.25 million fragments of microplastic per square kilometer. Annually 

150,000-500,000 tons of macroplastics, the larger litter items, and 70,000-130,000 tons 

of microplastics enter the seas of Europe, mostly to Mediterranean Sea. (WWF, 2018) 

 

As for smoking the UNEP report also shows that from all the marine litter, smoking re-

lated activities account for 40% of the total litter amount. Litter caused by it includes 

cigarette filters, lighters, cigar tips and packaging of tobacco product. These litter items 

are commonly found on land as well as in the sea. (UNEP/MAP, 2015) 

 

Coastal Clean-up campaign from 2014 (see Hanke, 2016) shows top 10 litter items 

found in beaches out of eight Mediterranean countries. Results are displayed as items 

per 100 meters: Cigarette butts 175/100m (54,3%) straws 44/100m (13,7%), caps 

29/100m (9,1%) and plastic bottles 20/100m (6,2%).  

 

Most of the polluting waste is from Turkey and Spain. They are followed by Italy, 

Egypt and France. There are differences between coastal areas when it comes to litter. 

The litter amounts vary depending on the beaches. In Malta, the high touristic season 

can create 600,000 litter items per km2 daily. That is seven times more than the Europe-

an average. Next, Mallorca amasses an average of 400,000 litter items produced per 

km2, Rab in Croatia with 270,000 items and Cyprus with 113,000 items per day. Clean-

est beaches in the Mediterranean were Mykonos in Greece with 8,700 items (per square 

kilometer), Sicily in Italy with 29,000 items, Crete with 49,000 and Rhodes in Greece 

with 66,000 items of litter per day. (UAB, 2018) 
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5.1.3 Air pollution 

In 2016 there were 1.235 million international tourist arrivals in the world, compared to 

the previous year when the number of tourist arrivals increased by 46 million visitors,  

by 3.9%.  Flying was the most common mode of transportation. 55% of all the over-

night travelers travelled to the destination by airplane. The next common mode of trans-

portation was by road with a percentage of 39%. Travel options by water (4%) or by rail 

(2%) were less common. As for travelling purposes, in 2016, from all the international 

tourist arrivals, 657 million (53%) were made for recreation, holiday or other leisure 

reasons. The second most common reason for traveling was visiting friends and rela-

tives (27%) and the third being business that accounted for (13%) from all the interna-

tional tourist arrivals. (UNWTO, 2017)  

Statistics from International Air Transport Association for commercial airlines, show 

the increase in both passenger traffic and passenger capacity. From 2012 to 2017 there 

have been increase in both on global level. (IATA, 2018)  

According to a report, “The carbon footprint of global tourism” conducted by research-

ers of Sydney University (see Reiner, 2018) during the years 2009 to 2013, tourism has 

increased its carbon footprint from 3.9 to 4.5 billion tons of carbon dioxide. The amount 

is quadrupled compared to previous estimates. Tourism is responsible for almost one-

tenth (8%) of all the greenhouse gas emissions produced in the world. Major contribu-

tors are transportation, goods, food services. Above all, aviation is a huge contributor 

for the environmental issue. The report also shows that tourism transportation alone 

emitted 2.173 million metric tons of carbon dioxide annually. Emissions from goods 

were 534, and food and beverage 421 metric tons of CO2. That is to say, emissions of 

transport are nearly as much as those of goods, food, agriculture, services, accommoda-

tion and construction combined. (see Rathi, 2018) 

A great portion of the environmental impacts tourism causes is generated during the 

transportation to and back from the destination. The emissions depend on the air craft 

model, nevertheless, on average, a non-stop trans-Atlantic trip causes 1000 tons of car-

bon dioxide per passenger. For an example, a flight from Helsinki to Bangkok causes 

2,600 kilograms of CO2, which is the same amount as a 15,000 kilometers drive with 

car would cause or how much a household refrigerator would cause in 20 years. (Kal-
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mari 2009, p.49) Significant differences in emission amounts have been reported. Some 

airlines emit 50% more than others. (Neslen, 2015) Thus, the choice of airline impacts 

travelers carbon dioxide footprint.  

About 70% of the emissions caused by flying is carbon dioxide, 30% is hydrocarbons 

(HC) and about 1% is oxides of nitrogen (NOx), Sulphur oxides (SOx) and soot emis-

sions. Nitrogen oxides increase ozone but decrease methane in the atmosphere. Sulphur 

particles are generated from Sulphur oxide emissions which cool the globe by reflecting 

the solar radiation. Soot emissions contribute to climate change by absorbing thermal 

radiation. (Mikkonen, 2018) 

Emissions generated by aviation impact the air quality. Aircrafts emit the greenhouse 

gasses to the higher atmosphere which makes the impacts more harmful for the climate 

change. (Hemmi p.43, 2005) The emitted carbon dioxide warms the climate 2-5 times 

more than the same amount of emissions generated on the ground. (Mikkonen, 2018) 

Carbon dioxide emissions from air traffic have increased between years 1990 and 2014 

by 80% and Nitrogen oxide emissions doubled during that time. The amount of emis-

sions is only predicted to grow. From 2006 to 2018 the emissions have grown roughly 

over 30%. In 2015 the international aviation generated approximately 500 million met-

ric tons of emissions. The growth has been gradual since 2011. By 2035 it is estimated 

that carbon dioxide increases by 45% and by nitrogen 43%. (Mikkonen, 2018) Further-

more, it is estimated that in 2050 the emissions will be between 900 to 1800 million 

tons (Rutherford, 2018). Besides environmental effects, tourism has significant social 

and cultural impacts. The findings of those impacts are discussed in the next section.  

5.2 Socio-cultural impacts 

5.2.1 Alienated local residents 

In some touristic destinations, tourists are outnumbering the locals. In Venice, tourists 

outnumber the permanent inhabitants. The number of the residents is half of what it was 

30 years ago (WTTC & McKinsey, 2017). When in 1950 the number of residents in 

Venice was 175,000, in 2016 it was only 55,000 (Ulkolinja, 2016). The number of tour-
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ists a day, 60,000 is exceeding the number of local inhabitants by 5,000 (Straitstimes, 

2016). During the peak season around 30,000 cruise ship passengers visit Venice (Ro-

driguez, 2016). Annually approximately 1,000 residents leave the city (Angela, 2017). It 

has been estimated that by 2030 there will be no full-time residents in Venice (Winston, 

2015). 

Dubrovnik in Croatia is also a popular tourist destination and during the peak season 

from April to October the city is visited by 1.7 million tourists. Daily, the number of 

visitors can be up to 15,000. Tourists outnumber the locals while the number of resi-

dents has declined. Currently, only 1000 people live in the city, whereas two decades 

ago the number was five times higher. Locals are pushed out of their city by overtour-

ism. In addition to high rental prices and annoyance for tourists, work offerings or the 

lack of those force local people to move. Having tourism as the main industry, Dubrov-

nik is suffering of brain drain, as educated people move out of the city. Skills of the ed-

ucated ones are no longer in demand. (Ulkolinja, 2016) 

Overtourism in destinations is affecting the product selection offered by shopkeepers. 

Adapting to the needs of tourists is essential to most shopkeepers in order to secure the 

continuance of the businesses. Thus, store holders adjust their range of goods according 

to the demand. This change of supply, on the other hand, is partially functioning as a 

catalyst of why the locals are relocating themselves: many everyday services are no 

longer available. In Venice, souvenir shops have replaced places such as pharmacies, 

bakeries, butcheries and tailors. The adaptation to increasing tourist numbers can be de-

tected in Barcelona’s famous market of La Boqueria that used to be the main market 

among the locals. However, the adjustments to match the preferences of the tourists 

have made the market less appealing to the locals as the supply does not meet the de-

mand of every day needs of the residents. Sellers are selling fresh fruit juices instead of 

fresh fruits to make better business out of tourism instead of offering value to the local 

residents. In addition, tourism has also increased the prices of the goods at the market. 

(Ulkolinja 2016; Crowded out: the story of overtourism) 

 

In Barcelona the locals blame overtourism for the rising rent and higher prices at bars 

and stores, forcing them to relocate themselves to more affordable neighborhoods. In 
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the neighborhood of the Ramblas around 45% of the local residents have had to move 

elsewhere (Becker, 2017). The Mayor of Barcelona, Ada Colau, acknowledges the con-

sequences of growing tourism and its impacts on the city and the residents. According 

to her, the city shouldn’t tolerate the fact that tourism drives the locals away. Colau has 

addressed her concern that uncontrolled tourism increases rent prices and therefore the 

locals move away. Eventually cities become depopulated and turn into theme parks, 

where are no longer residents, only visitors. (Ulkolinja, 2016) 

 

Moreover, overcrowding in tourist destinations can raise security concerns in destina-

tions such as Dubrovnik. The structure of the city and the excessive visitor numbers 

raise safety and evacuation issues. A study has estimated that the center of Dubrovnik 

can fit maximum of 7000 people. However, some days the number is double to that. The 

city is surrounded by walls with only 3 entrances and exits. This poses critical safety 

and evacuation issues. According to city representative and a member of environmental 

party, Ljubo Nikolić, only 3,500 people can be evacuated safely in a case of emergency. 

In some days the number of visitors from cruise ships alone is more than 8,000. 

(Ulkolinja, 2016) 

 

The dissatisfaction of the uncontrolled tourist influx has led to anti-tourist protests in 

various popular tourist hotspots. Among others, the residents of Barcelona have protest-

ed against the uncontrollable influx of tourists. Discontentment with tourism has led to 

vandalism against tourists and sabotaged actions towards popular tourist activities 

(Schaal, 2017). Anti-tourist protests indicate great dissatisfaction with tourists.  

 

Privatization of areas such as beaches can restrict the locals’ possibility to access re-

sources that they used before. For instance, hotels deny the locals’ access to the beaches 

so that only the hotel guests can access the beach area. (Holden 2000, pp. 76-77) Be-

sides the restrictions in the areas that were accessible for the locals, tourism develop-

ment may lead to a displacement of people.  In underdeveloped countries, especially the 

poor may lack a right to own land and be unable get a legal representation to secure 

their land ownership. Therefore, the locals have no other option than move away from 

the tourism destination. (Holden 2000, pp. 76-77) Displacement of people is not only 

the concern of the lower income. In some destinations different home sharing platforms, 
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such as Airbnb, has made it appealing for the homeowners to rent their apartments for 

the tourists rather than for the locals (Aittokoski 2018, p. A8). 

5.2.2 Short-term rentals 

Statistics from Europe show results of the popularity of holiday and short-day accom-

modation compared to hotels. In the European region as a whole the number of holiday 

and short-stay accommodation establishments has experienced significant growth, ap-

proximately 128,001 more establishments, between 2011 and 2016 (Appendix 1). 

Whereas the number of hotels and similar accommodation has been slightly decreasing 

during that time (Appendix 2). (Eurostat, 2018) 

On country level the statistics show similar results. In Spain the number of hotel and 

alike accommodation establishments has increased in more modest phase, with 889 in-

crease (Appendix 2), than that of vacation and short-term rental establishments (7,528 

increase). Italy has also experienced increase in the numbers. From 2016 to 2017 the 

growth was 18.66% compared to previous year. In hotel sector the involvement has 

been negative as the number of hotel and hotel alike accommodation decreased by 

0.54%. Croatia is among the countries that experienced exponential growth from 2,117 

in 2010 to 98,341 in 2017. From which the biggest growth has happened in the holiday 

and other short-term accommodation sector- 95,538 more establishments (Appendix 1). 

(Eurostat, 2018) 

The statistics exclude illegal housing rentals. Although those have been a concern in 

some cities. Attempts of controlling the number of illegal vacation apartments have be-

ing made. For example, in Barcelona the city fined platform Airbnb with 600,000 euro 

fine of all the non-registered establishments. This led to removal of 2,577 listings that 

did not operate with city-approved license (O’Sullivan, 2018).   

As referred before, home-sharing is a popular accommodation option among travelers. 

However, the increasing demand of short-term private tourist apartments means in-

crease in supply as well. Short-term tourist rentals offer additional profitability for the 

landlords compared to traditional house rentals. Increasing demand raises prices in most 

requested tourist areas, which to many residents is unbearable. As the tourist rentals of-

fer additional profitability for the landlords it becomes more common. This changes the 
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ratio of the housing offerings. Short-term tourist apartments raise rents and cause hous-

ing shortages. In Ibiza, for example, the home-sharing platform, Airbnb, has one rental 

apartment for every thirty residents. (Reuters, 2017) In Barcelona, in Gothic Quarter 

neighborhood, there is currently more beds offered for the tourists than for permanent 

residents (Jessop, 2018). Rental prices are increasing in the most requested tourist areas. 

In Barcelona the rental prices increased by 8.2% for the duration of six consecutive 

quarters by 2016 (Lourdes, 2017). 

 

Overpricing and the use of sharing economy services are deteriorating the possibilities 

for the locals to live in their own cities. This was experienced in the island of Mallorca 

which had 12 million visitors in the year 2017, that is 10% growth from the previous 

year (Kirchhoff, 2018). In Palma de Mallorca the rental prices have increased by 40% 

during the years 2012 and 2017 (Reuters, 2017). Consequently, the city of Palma de 

Mallorca banned the renting possibilities of apartments to tourists. This is done due to 

resident’s complaints about the high prices of the rents. (BBC, 2018) 

5.2.3 Example of spatial concentration   

Example of spatial concentration of tourism can be observed in Italy. Between 2010 and 

2015, over 60% of international arrivals directed in just four areas: Veneto, Lazio, Tus-

cany and Lombardy. Venice, one of the tourist hot spots, is in the region of Veneto. 

(MiBACT) 

According to Italy’s tenant union in the city of Florence, 478 people were evicted from 

their homes by the landlords in order to create room for vacation rentals. The displace-

ment of the residents occurred during a nine-month period. The number of short-term 

holiday rentals has increased significantly between 2014 and 2017. In 2014, there were 

4,659 short-term rentals, when in 2017 the number was more than quadruple to that; 

18,000. Researchers at the University of Siena estimate that in the historic center of 

Florence, approximately 20% of all the homes available are for tourists and listed only 

on holiday rental sites.  (Rizzo, 2018) 

Likewise, to other popular European tourist destinations, tourism has risen the prices of 

food and housing in the city. The cost of permanent housing has increased as private 
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owners have converted apartments into Airbnb rentals or hotels (Ross, 2015). Apart-

ments are rented out to tourists as short-term holiday rentals. Shopping facilities have 

been converted to fit the needs of tourists rather than those of the locals. (Straitstimes, 

2016) 

Venice is under threat to be removed from UNECO’s World Heritage Site if not reach-

ing adequate progress in the implementation of recommendations given by The World 

Heritage Committee by 1st of December 2018. The city is at risk of being listed on the 

“List of the World Heritage in Danger”. (UNESCO, 2017) 

The city of Venice has taken some measures to manage the impacts caused by tourist 

influx. In 2017, Venice’s authorities have submitted a plan that is to ban tourist accom-

modation in the city center. In addition, Venice has introduced so called tourist-only 

routes to separate visitors from the locals, as a counter action to local’s complaints 

about the invasion of tourists. During the Easter weekend, 28th of April to 1st of May, 

in 2018 the city segregated tourists from locals by redirecting tourists to alternative 

routes at the popular landmarks such as at St Mark’s Square and the Rialto Bridge. Lui-

gi Brugnaro, the mayor of Venice, states that the actions are part of a signed decree 

which are to assure public safety and security as well as to protect the livability of the 

historic city. (see Squires, 2018) 

According to UNESCO’s report, “Venice and its Lagoon” urban functions have been 

altered in the city after the decline in inhabitants. High tourism volume has caused func-

tional transformations in the city. Tourism related activities have replaced locals’ houses 

and services; residences are converted for commercial use and for tourist accommoda-

tion. This has endangered the cultural and social integrity as well as the identity of the 

properties. (UNESCO) 

6 DISCUSSION 

The aim of this study was to investigate how has overtourism affected the environment 

of tourism destinations in Europe and what sort of consequences it has had on the resi-

dents of those destinations. The study addressed the initial assumption that overtourism 

is negatively affecting the environment and social construct of the tourism destinations. 

The results were gathered by using the desktop research method. It was considered to be 
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the most relevant data collection method considering the large scope of information ac-

cessible. In addition, it allowed the use of longitudinal data.  

6.1 Environmental impacts 

The vastly increasing tourist numbers are generating pressure on the destinations. Water 

consumption and litter amounts were discovered to increase significantly during the 

summer months, which is the high season in European tourism industry. The peak sea-

son coincides with the period of time when the water availability is at its lowest level. 

These increases in undesirable findings can be explained partially by spatial and time 

concentration of tourism. 

 

On average, a tourist uses more water per day than a local. The number of tourists is 

only increasing, especially during the peak season this leads to even greater increase in 

water use already during the driest months. This way overtourism is contributing to the 

issue of water scarcity. In addition to water consumption, the water quality was also af-

fected due to large tourist amounts. While the negative impacts on the water consump-

tion and quality were expected, the sunscreen as a polluting factor was unexpected, es-

pecially in such large quantities. As noted in the findings section, there are differences 

in sunscreens. For example, mineral-based sunscreens without the harmful chemicals 

which are better alternatives as they are less damaging for the environment. Thus, the 

choice of the travel here as well can alleviate the negative impacts for the environment.  

 

Human activities generate great amount of litter and waste. On densely-populated tour-

ist areas especially on coastal areas the tourism industry and overtourism stresses the 

environment partially due to lack of proper waste disposal. Litter is incorrectly disposed 

to the ground or to the sea. Litter from recreational activities, including tourism and 

smoking related actives are generating most litter in the coastal areas, thus the genera-

tors of those should be addressed when seeking for solution. Regional policies and other 

campaigns that raise awareness of the issue could be alternatives.  

 

Mathieson and Wall (1982) present the framework of tourism, illustrated in a graph lo-

cated on page 13, in which the impacts of tourism occur. The characteristics of tourists 
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are only one variable that effect the tourism impacts. Level of usage is one of those 

characteristics. This level of usage of a tourist was found out to be greatly larger when 

compared to a local resident. As stated previously in this study and according to re-

search conducted by United Nations Environment Programme and Mediterranean Ac-

tion Plan (UNEP/MAP) (2015) waste produced by a local was ten to fifteen percent less 

in comparison to a tourist.  

 

As it was found air travel is the most popular form of transportation but at the same time 

it is the largest contributor to pollution. The stress of the subject was brought on by the 

magnitude of the impacts caused by aviation due to the proximity of the elevation of the 

aircraft in the atmosphere. In addition, compared to other sectors in the tourism indus-

try, it is generating more emissions. The footprint of tourism was explained to be larger 

than expected and has quadrupled to the previous estimates.  

6.2 Socio-cultural impacts 

Social impacts of overtourism in the cities investigated for this study were similar de-

spite the country; Rising rents, housing shortages and rising prices on goods. As the 

Doxey’s Irritation index suggests, the number of visitors affects the way the tourists are 

perceived by the locals. In destinations such Barcelona and Venice, locals have held 

demonstrations against the increasing tourist numbers. Anti-tourist protests and vandal-

ism are indicators that the destination has reached the Antagonism stage (Figure 3). 

Vandalism and protests are acts to demonstrate negative feelings towards the visitors. In 

addition, protests are a sign that the social carrying capacity, in other words the toler-

ance of the host community towards tourism, has been exceeded. 

According to Cooper (2016) a resident of a host society can be affected by tourism even 

if they are not in contact with tourists themselves. Shopkeepers’ in some of the cities 

popular among the tourists have deemed it necessary to adjust their offerings to suit the 

needs of the tourists. This adjustment of offerings is an example of change in the behav-

ior and living patterns and is affecting all the involved parties, even the ones that other-

wise have no interaction with tourists nor work in the tourism field. Therefor the social 

impacts have a wider outreach than originally assumed. A consequence of this is the 
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residents choose to go to another shop, willingly or forcefully. In more extreme cases 

this has led to the relocation of the long-term inhabitants, which has happened in the 

investigated cities.  

 

Other changes in neighborhoods in the investigated cities were found. The examples 

from Venice and Dubrovnik showed how the increasing tourist numbers have changed 

the number of local inhabitants. In fact, the locals are outnumbered by the tourists in 

these places. In addition, it could be argued that the physical carrying capacity (Cooper, 

2016) of Dubrovnik, as an example, has been exceeded as the number of people that 

could be safely evacuated from the city, in case of emergency, is significantly less than 

the actual daily visitor number. This a concerning fact for both the locals and the visi-

tors because despite the current awareness of the safety hazards, no known measures 

have been taken to regulate the exceeding influx of persons. 

 

The tourist amounts have increased the popularity of the availability of short-term rental 

apartment platforms. The preferences of the tourist to stay in short term accommoda-

tions incentivizes the local homeowner to convert or investors in providing these ser-

vices. Simultaneously goods and services reflect concurrent price increases. Reiterating 

the fact that the individual traveler’s choices can alleviate the scale of the social impacts 

at the mentioned destinations.  

 

Overcrowding can occur in destinations that can be very different in nature. Places with 

cultural and historical importance as well as destinations with environmentally fragile 

eco-systems can be experiencing pressure caused by too many visitors. The definition of 

‘too many’ is somewhat subjective, therefore the solutions need to be tailored according 

to a destination. Single solution that could be applied to all destinations which would 

then provide equally successful solutions is unlikely to be found due to the differing 

characteristics of the destinations. Thus, destinations different in nature need different 

solutions. Nevertheless, a solution that is suitable in all circumstances is undoubtedly 

the correct method to take, some basic rules could be applied to majority of cases.  

Recreational tourism causes a lot of problems as discussed in the thesis. To educate 

people about the negative impacts of tourism is most often recommendable. Yet many 
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people travel to take a break from normal life; the routines, hurry, worries and stress. If 

people are motivated to travel in order to alleviate those factors, is it reasonable to ex-

pect them to worry in the destination as well? While to make changes in one’s traveling 

habits would not require major actions and are reasonable, it could be argued that the 

care for the wellbeing of the tourist destination should be executed by other players in 

the tourism industry.  

7 CONCLUSION 

The increasing tourist numbers in Europe demonstrate the importance of traveling for 

recreational purposes. Yet the tourism industry is impacting the environment in which it 

is most practiced in. These impacts are often multidimensional and complex as they are 

constructed by many components of the tourism field. Overtourism, as a term, was 

found to have been emerged quite recently, even though the overcrowding in tourist 

destinations is not a new phenomenon, as the history of mass tourism reflects.  

It was found that the increasing tourist numbers in numerous destinations accelerate the 

impacts provoked by humans. Based on the findings spatial and time concentration of 

tourists seem to be important factors in many of the impacts and the magnitude of those. 

The impacts were discovered to be most prevalent during the summer months in the 

Mediterranean destinations.  

 

Overtourism has caused impacts for the environment and for the locals. The study 

brings to light just a few of the many negative impacts incurred. Increased water con-

sumption, litter amounts and emissions are all environmental ramifications. Dislocation 

of locals, housing shortages, rising rental and goods prices were the social aspects of the 

issue.   

The information gained on the negative impacts of tourism might encourage changes in 

one’s behavior and the manner in which one travels. Actions of the individual traveler 

can help to alleviate the negative impacts and are therefore important to be acknowl-

edged. Traveling and tourism provide opportunities for individuals to explore the globe. 

For that reason alone, it should be continued to be practiced but in a way that secures 

the opportunity for the future generations to do so as well. That being said, tourism 
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should not be impoverishing its surroundings to insure the continuance of sensible trav-

el patterns. 

7.1 Shortcomings and ideas for future study 

While the secondary data proved to be the most adequate and efficient method of col-

lecting relevant information, it was initially preferred to also gather primary data to 

comprehend the issue first hand. As the study was conducted under a specific time 

frame, it was determined to investigate only small portions of environmental and socio-

cultural impacts. The search and data were needed to be limited which affected the con-

tent and results of the study. The study reflects subjective description of the covered re-

search problem, as the studied impacts and the areas were chosen by the researcher her-

self. It could be argued that other impacts could have provided slightly different results. 

The writer was able to cover the chosen issues to some extent, nonetheless the abundant 

information available made it impossible for the writer to discover and utilize all the 

available data. The study results should not be generalized as the thesis only focused on 

few of the impacts and only on the destinations in Mediterranean region. However, the 

study can be perceived as directional overview of the topic. 

Furthermore, the study did not cover any of the proposed solutions for the discovered 

impacts. Since the impacts in this study have been investigated to some extent, future 

research could explore how these impacts have been managed in various destinations to 

develop proposed solutions. Seasonality seemed to be a partial reason for the environ-

mental impacts, therefore it could be beneficial to research the travel motives behind the 

preferences of traveling during these favored months. Future studies could benefit by 

publishing additional research and exposing this issue to the general public. 
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