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‘Kill Venice’: a systems thinking conceptualisation
of urban life, economy, and resilience in tourist
cities
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Mass tourism has been creating increasing complaints and resistances in many tourist cities

worldwide. The global Covid-19 health emergency has further affected the complex rela-

tionship between the activities of city dwellers and those of the tourist flows. Be the visitors

present or abruptly absent, the effects of tourism on housing, labour, and the urban economy

as a whole can threaten the very survival of a tourist destination. The ultimate goals of

tourist-based transformations are not clear, nor their relationship with the resilience of

destinations. A systemic perspective is here offered on tourism in cities, with a focus on the

city that likely exhibits the highest level of tourist attraction with respect to its vulnerability,

that is, Venice, Italy. Various aspects of its sustainability and resilience, along with the

involved interconnection and dependency links, are taken into consideration. Currently pro-

posed alternative scenarios are presented, and their weaknesses commented. Some impli-

cations are also addressed for sustainable and resilient transformations. The comprehension

of the dynamics that drive a tourist city system, together with the study of its systemic

leverage points, appear to be mandatory for effective urban policies and planning.
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Introduction

After tourism started to be addressed as a controversial
trend, controversial formulas appeared in international
agendas, such as for example the concept of “sustainable

tourism.” These are frequently used just for labelling operations,
thus becoming very little credible in a lasting perspective of socio-
economic and ecological sustainability. International organisa-
tions and scholars debate about the goodness of sustainable
paradigms for tourism and development (see for instance Butler,
1999; UNWTO, 2020), sometimes claiming the possibility of
minimum impacts from tourism while conserving a destination’s
“authenticity” (see UNWTO, 1993; UNEP, 2005; Beech et al.,
2006; ICOSMOS Documentation Centre, 2017). In this paper, we
do not consider nature-based forms of tourism (Force et al., 2018;
Honjo and Kubo, 2020), nor community-based ones (see for
instance Leposa, 2020), since the debate about mass tourism and
economic fragility is concerned with the largely prevailing form of
modern tourism as described below. The acceleration of material
and immaterial transformations to increase the accommodation
capacity and location branding is causing conflicts in many mass
tourist destinations. Against what is often defined as overtourism
(Dodds and Butler, 2019; Milano et al., 2019; Perkumienė and
Pranskūnienė, 2019; Seraphin et al., 2018), forms of resistance
have been reported worldwide: from Oceania and South-Eastern
Asia (Kerr and Wardana, 2019; Camisani, 2018; Winengan, 2019)
to Latin America (Loperena, 2017), from Northern (Oklevik et al.,
2019; Stanley, 2020) to Central (Smith et al., 2019) and Southern
Europe (Schiermeier, 2004; Carballo et al., 2019; García-Her-
nández et al., 2017; Ioannides et al., 2016; Navarro-Jurado et al.,
2019). More detailed insights might come from the real-time
observation of oppositional movements1. Beyond the mainstream
narrative of the creation of jobs—advocated by both governments
and unions, often in spite of the actual working conditions data—
the professed benefits to the local economy often conflict with the
well-being of local dwellers, the built environment, and the sur-
rounding natural environment2. According to Calzada (2020),
touristification often causes “gentrification, privatisation of public
space, inherent conflicts between visitors/tourists and residents/
locals, environmental damage, and precarious working condi-
tions”. Moreover, it is often blamed for threatening the very
survival of the social fabric, as well as of the urban texture and
functions as we know them. While addressing the most common
phenomena related to urban tourism, Postma et al. (2017) review
the concepts of “touristification”, “disneysation”, “gentrification”,
“lowering housing supply by increasing rents and real estate
prices”, and “lowering quality of life for local residents”. When
the side effects of overtourism become mainstream, it is often too
late to intervene, and emergency policies are therefore imple-
mented, for example through special laws or urgency bills, which
are scarcely democratic by definition (see Agamben, 2003). In this
field, we can mention the setting of caps on arrivals, or timid
attempts of management through taxation and ticketing (Nepal
and Nepal, 2019; Salerno, 2018b; Dal Bianco, 2019), as recently
proposed also for Venice, but indiscriminately affecting tourists
and friends or relatives hosted by residents (Comune di Venezia,
2019).

Sometimes, economically tempting responses to emergency
actions are proposed to local administrations, such as “compro-
mises” aimed at “maximising the monetary gain” from tourism
while trying to satisfy local populations’ “desire to control the
undesirable effects that tourism exerts” (Bertocchi et al., 2020).
Anyway, both in propaganda acts and in scientifically valid sce-
narios, a systemic perspective is still lacking, and so is a vision
aimed at solving the problem on the long or medium run. A
satisfactory solution sometimes is not even pursued, either for the
difficulty of a belated action or for the absence of any real will to

structurally intervene toward a lasting but not immediately
“profitable” resolution, able to gain the placet of the dominant
“stakeholders”. If “normality” is already an issue in many tourist
destinations, exceptional events can only worsen the situation. In
ecological or agricultural systems (Lin, 2011), resilience is usually
defined as directly proportional to diversity. Paraphrasing Scott
(1998), far too seldom is it noted how an extreme over-
simplification of a social system (let us say, a city) implies the
same failure risks as an oversimplified natural system (e.g., the
artificial monoculture of a given vegetable). As an economic
monoculture, a touristified destination is very vulnerable to
external events, including the aforementioned exceptional situa-
tions. Be them a pandemic, an extreme weather event, a war, a
famine, a resulting or simply re-emerging economic crisis, if the
tourist inflow slows down or even stops, the already jeopardised
life and economy in a tourist destination are further affected, and
might ultimately collapse. Therefore, even the narrative of job
creation, already biased per se, is extremely precarious, as is the
touristic destination itself.

Time has come to systemically and lucidly question the actual
effectiveness and desirability of tourism as a local economic
engine. As a deceptive “magic recipe” to attract foreign money,
tourism introduces controversial aspects that are often patched
up just by coupling the word “tourism” with the empty adjectives
“green” or “sustainable”. In particular, we here focus on the fact
that tourism would be expected to match the notion of sustain-
ability, at least in its definition of “ability to maintain something
in existence without interruption or diminution” (Engelmann,
2013). At the same time, in the aftermath of a global crisis, the
social and economic effects of tourist monocultures ought to be
also addressed, and we might match this aspect with the notion of
resilience (Holling, 1973; for urban resilience, see for instance
Sanchez et al., 2018). Concerning the first aspect, a recent
research stream can be identified, assessing the global ecological
impacts of tourism (for example, Lenzen et al., 2018) or calling
for a reduction of tourist flows as a response to both ecological
and social concerns (Andriotis, 2018; Fletcher et al., 2019;
Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019; Valdivielso and Moranta, 2019).
As to the second aspect, much less literature is available.
Nevertheless, the present global pandemic emergency has been
proposed as a turning point to rethink societies and economies.
The comprehension of the dynamics of a crisis suggests new,
transdisciplinary thinking on the design of social systems and of
their connected economies. As expressed recently for example by
Haldane, we might expect “periodic, self-generated tipping points,
in which they shift quickly into a new state from which they
cannot return” (Haldane, 2020), due to their “classic robust-yet-
fragile properties” (Haldane and May, 2011). Among these
economies and societies are of course tourism and tourist desti-
nations3. Even business voices now bow to the facts, admitting
that—in the aftermath of the Covid-19 emergency—travel-as-
usual will no longer be sustainable, with impacts on both the
environment and local communities, and sometimes even with-
out significant economic benefits (Tembo, 2020). Higgins-
Desbiolles (2020) maintains that a critical analysis of the shut-
ting down of travels, tourism, and hospitality can now uncover
“the ways in which tourism has supported neoliberal injustices
and exploitation”. However, she warns that “responsible”
approaches will not be enough, and a community-centred fra-
mework is needed to meet “the rights and interests of local
communities” within the “social and ecological limits of the
planet”. For a general city to be resilient, to resist and to adapt to
external disruptions, one basic condition is that it cannot depend
solely on imported inputs and capitals (Cristiano et al., 2020).
The question posed by Norman (2018) on how to imagine future
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sustainable and resilient cities remains open, while we propose
different possible replies to her statement that “[a]s cities grow
they will become stronger and more independent and autono-
mous economically as a result of their wealth” (ibid.).

If a significant increase in academic publications on tourism
dynamics has been recorded in recent years, a theoretical fra-
mework is still lacking for this phenomenon (Cassinger and
Månsson, 2019). The “tourist city” has been defined as “an ori-
ginal novelty of our modernity” (d’Eramo, 2019), a ubiquitous,
familiar, yet not elaborated phenomenon, eluding questions and
neutralising thinking (ibid.). Even in the presence of a wide lit-
erature, its conceptual elaboration is still poor and fragmented
(ibid.). This reminds us of the “pulsing paradigm” by which
systems thinkers and ecologists Odum and Odum (2008)
acknowledge that the culmination of our civilisation has passed,
and that all circumstances are inviting or forcing us “to adapt to
the future”. A novel conceptual elaboration of post-pandemic
prospects is therefore necessary for tourist cities.

In this paper, we suggest some paths for such cities to come
through the Covid-19 crisis and other possible global emergen-
cies. The current pandemic can represent a turning point to
highlight already present structural issues and try to face them by
a collectively rethinking of cities, starting from their dwellers.
Epistemological tools rooted in systems thinking (see section “An
epistemological tool rooted in Systems Thinking”) are applied to
the study of a general tourist city. An Italy-based focus is also
dedicated to the iconic tourist destination of Venice. For Eur-
opean cities, the link between urban planning and tourism has
been rarely addressed so far (e.g., Shoval, 2018). Even without any
focus on tourism, a systems thinking approach to the sustain-
ability and resilience of societies and urban systems is offered in
Cristiano (2018), Cristiano et al. (2020), and Gonella (2019).
Here, a conceptualisation is now proposed to envision a future
beyond the unbearability and fragility of tourist cities, and thus to
support their dwellers in imagining and planning such a future,
free from barriers but according to their needs and priorities.
Among the guiding questions are:

(i) to what extent a tourist city is or can ever be “sustainable”,
affected by a minimal impact while preserving long-term
sustainability and authenticity;

(ii) what the real goals of touristic transformation are, i.e., for
what and for whom cities and other destinations are
touristified;

(iii) whether or not pursuing local well-being is actually part of
such goals, as often professed, and to what extent
alternative strategies can compete with it.

By responding to these questions, the compatibility between
mass tourism on the one side and lasting urban life, economy,
and well-being on the other can be explored, considering that to
the best knowledge of the authors no study has been addressed so
far through this approach. Moreover, the outbreak of the Covid-
19 pandemic might represent an unprecedented opportunity for
meditation and transformation. By means of systems diagram-
ming, the resource inflows and outflows of a tourist city are
described, together with its metabolic structure. Some novel
insights are provided about the sustainability and resilience of
tourist cities, together with some prospects for desirable, ecolo-
gically sustainable, and socially just recoveries, compatible with
well-being and local priorities.

Methods
An epistemological tool rooted in Systems Thinking. A tourist
city is here studied both in normal conditions and during the
global Covid-19 pandemic. This is done by using a Systems

Thinking (ST) epistemological approach. A descriptive frame-
work of a tourist city is developed by the energy systems language
(Odum, 1983), using stock-and-flow symbols (see also Sterman,
2012). The development and formalisation of ST derived from the
pioneering works by von Bertalanffy (1968) and Forrester (1973),
then further refined and developed by several scholars, with dif-
ferent approaches to meet different scopes. In particular, we refer
here to the work by ecologist and systems scientist Howard T.
Odum (1994, 2007), who developed a sophisticated methodology
based on energy symbolism, able to describe and—when needed
—quantify the dynamic operation of complex systems, including
both natural and human-made structures. This can be made by a
single research tool, derived from a comprehensive stock-flow
diagram encompassing all the resources that participate in the
systemic dynamics, including matter, energy, infomation, labour,
and economic flows. Systems Thinking has been used in several
fields, ranging from social sciences or management to environ-
mental and ecological studies (see Checkland, 1981; Ballé, 1994;
Haines, 2016; Capra, 1985; Maani and Cavana, 2007; Boardman
and Saucer, 2008). From an epistemological perspective, it shifts
the attention from the linear description of factual features of a
system, in terms of chains of local cause-effect processes, to the
study of the structure of pattern configurations, resulting from the
self-organised network of feedbacks that ultimately define the
system stability, resilience, and adaptation capacity (Sterman,
1994; Meadows, 2008). The understanding of the pattern con-
figuration of a system does not necessarily require quantitative
analyses. As detailed later, the adopted method should not be
confused with self-standing approaches such as System Network
Analysis or Stock-and-Flow Analysis.

First and foremost, a study based on systems thinking entails
the definition of a systemic diagram, including stocks, flows, and
processes that are relevant to define how a given system operates
at a given level of detail (Luna‐Reyes and Andersen, 2003;
Bellinger, 2004). The boundary of a system has not (only) a
physical meaning, but rather separates what is considered as the
external drivers and what happens inside the system itself,
defining the inflows and the outflows of resources that participate
in the processes within the system, a choice that is ultimately
related to the very object of the study. Stocks might be ultimately
expressed—when required—by extensive, countable variables
whose values describe at any time the state of the system at the
desired level of the study, providing a description of the main
elements and the main resources participating in the urban
metabolism, including the network of feedbacks that constitute
the dynamic features of the city. Processes are whatever able to
change a flow, and represent the intersection points of different
kinds of flows that produce a certain outflow from the process,
including the controls exerted by other stocks in the system. This
is the core of systemic diagramming: the network of resource
flows and controls creates a network of feedbacks, arranged in a
hierarchical structure (Bossel, 2007) operated at different
complexity levels and with different time delays. Flows and
stocks can be either material or immaterial. The systemic
components can be then grouped to highlight their main mutual
influences (Gonella et al., 2020). By a proper definition of the
analytical expression of the flows, one can eventually set up a
computational simulator of the system dynamics, which repre-
sents a potentially powerful tool in any decision-making
procedure. This task is well beyond the scope of this paper, but
the idea to start facing the problem of the sustainability of tourist
cities by this kind of quantitative analysis certainly deserves all the
attention. In fact, in addition to an overall understanding of the
operation of a given system, one of the main goals of a systems-
based analysis is to find the material or immaterial systemic local
sub-structures upon which the system depends, where an even
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very small change can affect the whole system. They represent the
systemic places where to intervene, namely, the leverage points
(Meadows, 1999).

It is important to clarify that the words “system” and
“systemic” as used in the ST framewok at hand have not the
same meaning than in a System Network Analysis context, and in
general within the related computational approaches. While both
Network Analysis and Systems Thinking aim at describing a
system as a whole, the former still retains the scale of the
microlevel, considering a system as the collection of a large
number of elements, whose dynamics are investigated thanks to
the availability of big data and specific mathematical and
statistical tools. On the contrary, ST starts from the identification
of a limited number of state variables, those necessary to model
the resource flows and the feedback networks that describe the
configuration patterns of the system dynamics. Our systemic
framework is intrinsically flexible, and can be applied to different
tourist destinations, even though the urban level is here
prioritised. In the construction of the diagram, the pivotal role
played by the tourism sector will be, therefore, specifically
highlighted.

Different versions of systemic approaches, with different and
often diverging theoretical bases, have been applied sectorially to
tourism planning, yet without a comprehensive territorial view,
and with no focus on urban European contexts. This is for
instance the case of some seaside destinations in Oceania and
South-Eastern Asia (Walker et al., 1998; Schianetz and Kavanagh,
2008; Van Mai, 2010; Nguyen and Bosch, 2013; Mai and Smith,
2015) or urban tourism sustainability assessment in China (Lebe
et al., 2014). Nevertheless, most of the literature tends to focus on
local sustainability indicators, sometimes through quantitative
simulation (Lazanski and Kljajic, 2006) or simple causal loops
(Roxas et al., 2020). These approaches actually use some kind of
systemic perspective, but present two main drawbacks: first, the
use of static indicators does not capture the dynamics of a
system’s operation, being unable to describe the action of the
most relevant feedbacks in determining the evolution of a
problem; second, a systemic description based only on causal
relationships, without a common quantitative ground for their
description, cannot be converted into an analytical tool able to
address suitable leverage points for intervention. Jakulin (2017)
ventures in the definition of a complex tourist system but offers
no prospects and does not encompass the urban level. Conversely,
Pollock (2016) addresses urban dynamics through looped
thinking, however, not considering the tourism sector. Although
still different, a methodological example closer to our work is
offered by Farrell and Twining-Ward (2005), who describe
complex system dynamics (SD), suggest a paradigm shift, but
start from different research questions4.

This work is placed, therefore, in a new thread, where a first
conceptual step is moved toward an evaluation of the sustain-
ability and resilience of urban systems (Cristiano et al., 2020) by
exploring possible structural scenarios, and pointing out systemic
flaws, potentially studied in terms of resources flows dynamics.
The manifold aspects of sustainability and the various levels of
interconnection and dependency are then addressed, as part of
the general prerequisites for resilience in a tourist city. Alternative
scenarios are presented as a basis for possible future quantitative
and qualitative analyses, as well as for groundbreaking proposals
aimed at satisfying local priorities. As concerns the Covid-19
pandemic, the same approach used for the present study has been
also applied in a systems thinking-based description of the
epidemiological communication and management (Gonella et al.,
2020).

It is worth stressing that this systemic representation can have
a two-fold epistemological valence. On the one hand, it allows to

understand how the configuration of the resource flow network
adapts to the socio-economic choices of a tourist city. On the
other hand, it lays the basis for the creation of an analytical
representation of the metabolism of a given city (see Xue et al.,
2018), able to describe quantitatively its dynamics in response to
external changes in socio-economic or environmental driving
forces. Needless to say, this is going to become of vital importance
in the definition of adaptation policies able to build up some
degree of resilience upon the effects of climate change and of
other uncertain external drivers.

Venice, Italy: an extreme yet not isolated case. Several Southern
European cities face a delicate situation, due to financial crises
and/or debts, where the attraction of foreign money is seen as a
major opportunity for economic recovery. Still, urban changes
aimed at tourist trasformations do not follow any comprehensive
urban planning, and lack an integrated perspective able to con-
sider the three traditional dimension of sustainability—social,
environmental, and economic—altogether. The real goals of
touristic transformations are never explicitly addressed, in spite of
their relevance in the systemic configuration and operation of a
tourist city. In this work, we address Venice, Italy as an emble-
matic example, while some minor comments are dedicated also to
Rome and Naples, the latter undergoing—at a smaller scale—a
different stage of a similar tourist transformation. Venice is a
globally recognised example of a dying city. In addition to the
global human-induced threats to its delicate environment
(Reimann et al., 2018), its current inclusion in the World Heritage
Site list is being questioned due to its poor management
(UNESCO, 2015, 2019). The often non-reversible consequences
of the transformations of Venice and its Lagoon are most of the
times linked to direct and short-term profit, with tourism as the
main trigger of such mechanism. Controversial measures have
been discussed and undertaken at both the city and the national
government levels, supposedly aimed at limiting and selecting the
inflow of tourists, e.g., access taxation and number limitation
policies.

Based on official records only (Città di Venezia, 2018),
registered tourists in the regular accommodation facilities of the
City of Venice increased from 4.2 in 2013 to 5.0 million in 2017,
and overnight stays from 9.8 to 11.7 millions. No real off-season
can be defined for Venice, and 86% of visitors usually come from
abroad, mostly by airplane. Both hotel beds and complimentary
accommodation facilities increased significantly in the same
period: the former from 29 to almost 31 thousands (+7%), the
latter from 2.8 to 6.0 thousands (+114%), with available beds
going from 18.7 to 32.5 thousand units (+74%). In 2017, 274
hotels were present, in the sole insular Old Town (or Historic
City), plus 4,808 registered tourist apartments, 377 room rentals,
and 291 bed-and-breakfast structures. Altogether, they were
offering over 43,000 beds at the end of 2017, increased to 49,260
in 2019, i.e., +500% compared to 2008 (Bertocchi and Visentin,
2019). On the other hand, the most recent statistic figures report
52,143 inhabitants at the end of 2019 (Città di Venezia, 2020):
–21.5% in 20 years.

This means that, in a progressive diversion of housing assets,
nearly half of the beds in the city are currently dedicated to
tourists. More hotels and other accommodations are being built,
refurnished, or converted while this manuscript is being written.
As frequently happening in touristified cities, this process of
expulsion of the local population has been encouraged by
changing the urban functions of buildings, apartments, and
businesses, often made by dispensation from the original urban
plans, and sometimes through the selling off of public buildings
offering public services to private enterprises seeking profit in the
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tourist sector (see for instance Salerno, 2018a; Borrelli, 2018;
Cristiano, 2019). For instance, restaurants had a+ 160% growth
between 2008 and 2019 (Bertocchi and Visentin, 2019), usually
replacing regular shops and workshops. We will not further focus
on the connected decline of urban services for residents, nor on
the rise of prices for housing rents, housing purchases, and overall
living, directly or indirectly connected to the above and anyway
pushing residents out of the city. We just provide some evocative
images: cultural palaces such as Teatro Italia5 and Cinema
Rossini6 are now hosting grocery stores; and the former
headquarters of the postal services at the thirteenth-century
palace Fontego dei Tedeschi alongside the Grand Canal has been
transformed into a luxury mall7.

Moreover, further assets that switched from local life and
economies to tourist hospitality can be found in the choice of land
consumption for new hotels, both in the mainland and in the Old
Town (Hotel Domani, 2018; Il Gazzettino, 2019, 2020; La Nuova
di Venezia, 2020a), and for the enlargement of the city’s airport.
Since 2002 (Architonic, 2019) and up to 2019, the main Marco
Polo air station has undergone frequent major expansion in both
the terminal and the trail areas. After that, the capacity of the air
terminal has grown by +170% in the period 2000–2018 (after
Venezia Airport, 2019).

These data indicate, directly or indirectly, an increasing trend
in arrivals, at least until the recent abrupt slowing down.
Moreover, an increasing number of daily cruise passengers has
been also approaching the city in the past decade. Annual cruise
passengers in Venice reached 1.6 millions in 2018 (Porto di
Venezia, 2019), mostly concentrated in weekends, thus averagely
pouring more than 30,000 additional visitors8 all of a sudden into
the city—and even much more in peak season. Rough calcula-
tions only based on the reported official data suggest registered
tourists are at least twice the resident population throughout
many months in the year. Such ratio is further increased if we also
include non-registered tourists, tourists sleeping in cheaper
accommodations out of the city, and daily travellers. Cruise
tourists do not directly affect housing but rather other urban
functions, not to mention residents’ discomfort and possible
expulsion for the noise and the poisonous gases released from the
constantly running ship engines (the harbour is adjacent to
residential areas).

With such numbers in an economic monoculture, significant
portions of the salaries come from (and are therefore closely
dependent upon) the tourist sector. Workers and businesses
depending on tourism are not limited to hospitality, but also
include, among others: public and private transportation; guided
tours; souvenir and other regular shops; bar, restaurants, other
catering services, and their suppliers; cultural exhibitions and
events. After an exceptional high tide in November 2019 and the
worldwide iconic appearance of the flooded city in the mass
media, Venice underwent tourist cancellations in the following
months (RAI, 2019; La Repubblica, 2019), presumably due to the
fear of a spoilt “experience”. At the outbreak of the Covid-19
pandemic9, international flights almost immediately started to
decrease globally (Iacus et al., 2020) until full bans in many
countries, together with travel, tourism, retail, and transportation
in general (Duan et al., 2020; Moslem et al., 2020). Of course, the
related lockdown brought heavy consequences on several
economic sectors, including tourism (Fernandes, 2020). With
decreasing and later ceasing travels due to fear, precautions, and
even lockdown constraints, Venice as a mass tourist destination
has almost immediately ended up “on its knees” (Casert, 2020):
an emptied city with many unemployed or underemployed
people, and the beginning of an economic depression not limited
to the sole hospitality industry10. Some scanty voices in the city
and beyond were already denouncing the unsustainability and

fragility of such a monocultural socio-economic system. Likely,
no one was expecting that similar predictions were going to
become tangible so soon. While the present manuscript is being
written, the city is undergoing severe conditions, and more and
more people are becoming familiar with such warnings as well as
with the need for a change11.

In this contribution, we propose a conceptual integrated
description of a tourist urban system, aimed at describing its
criticality and supporting a just, desirable, sustainable, and
resilient shift. Knowledge production follows a 5-year weekly
monitoring of news, the participation in public debates and
meetings in Venice, Rome, Naples, and Barcelona, direct
exchange with tourist practitioners and workers and with active
citizens and groups (including scholars and activists from the
above cited SET network), and several contributions to academic
and non-academic conferences and meetings, in order to receive
feedback and refine our results. Our study shows that Venice is
not a unique example, thus the systems diagram for a general
tourist city presented in the next section may hopefully provide
further support to other tourist destinations.

A tourist destination through an original systems diagram:
results and discussion
A look at the diagram: goals, assets, and metabolic flows of an
urban system. The qualitative results of the systems thinking
approach—in particular, the systemic diagram reported in Fig. 1
—are here discussed. They represent a comprehensive description
of the dynamics and threats of a tourist city by means of a
conceptual elaboration of the related system, encompassing urban
(local) life, economy, and resilience in the presence of uncer-
tainties and hazards, such as for example the recent Covid-19
pandemic. The possible functioning and leverage points of the
system at issue are illustrated, thus assigning an expected impact
to the existing and prospective measures to face its problems. As a
general human system, a city may require local renewable and
nonrenewable sources to be created and maintained. In its gra-
dual transformation from a “traditional” society into a con-
temporary Global Northern one (see Cristiano, 2018), a city also
requires imported materials, fuels, electricity, food, water, and
other goods and machinery to keep its pace. Also, it often needs
imported labour in addition to the services (indirect labour)
required to import the aforementioned items. Usually, urban
processes produce extra products and services to be exchanged
for money, through which the imported products and services
cited above can be purchased from the outside. Theoretically, the
goal of an urban system should be the safety and well-being of its
dwellers.

A city is here represented as a system directly relying on a
“local environment” (on the left), where natural assets and
resources provide the minimum preconditions for the urban
metabolism (air, solar radiation, land, etc.). Within the urban
system, all the typical stocks of a city are grouped in the “Urban
assets” stock. This is mostly composed of the built environment
and of the urban ecosystems, among which: infrastructures
(transport systems, power, internet, and other utility networks,
etc.); houses, offices, markets, hospitals, and other buildings;
rivers, channels, parks, and other public spaces. Fuelled by local
and imported resources, including labour, such urban assets allow
for the “Urban life and general economy” processes to happen.
These are mainly related to human and other animal living
(eating, dwelling, socialising, studying, recreating, etc.), urban
services (education, transportation, health services, welfare,
beaurocracy, etc.), logistics and transport, ecoservices (biota
conservation, pollution control, etc.), and to the general urban
economy (industry, commerce, and tertiary—usually the primary
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sector is dwarfed by the rest). In a steady-state or regularly
oscillating economy, these address and maintain the socio-
economic life of any city, and are represented by the blue stocks
and flows in the figure. Blue-marked urban stocks and flows are
generally present before and irrespective of any tourist “vocation”.
Usually, the economy of a general city produces surplus products
and services, to be sold for making the money needed to pay for
the first imported inputs into the city. So far, so good.
Throughout the years, a city also produces culture and well-
being (see also Cristiano, 2018). This is of course something ever-
changing, continuously depending on the processes through
which they are produced. Anyhow, such an immaterial stock
shapes the experiences of a given urban population, including its
priorities, its features, and its desires: i.e., through recursive
processes and feedbacks, culture, well-being, and related experi-
ences can all represent a leverage point able to change the
configuration of the entire system. Let us keep this in mind for a
short while.

In parallel, the culture and the well-being of a tourist city help
the city itself to build a plausible or artificial image. Some
economists, managers and alike would maybe call it a “city
brand”, but the image better reflects something that can emerge
without a deliberate plan, and is not necessarily profit-seeking.
This image can be either material or immaterial. The former can
refer to art and architectural masterpieces, while the latter is made
of intangible fascinating aspects, like for example the legendary
Italian “dolce vita”. This image represents a proper stock, and is
made of all the information that can make a city attractive for
tourists. The action of the image stock is that of increasing the
tourist flow (#t in the figure) by the control exerted over the
process T (tourist attraction) in the figure. It is worth noting that,

in particular situations, a “negative” image may also take place,
since part of the image is due to environmental, social, and
economic conditions that might be not under control. This is the
case for example of the high water phenomenon in Venice, which
above a certain threshold of frequency and intensity discourages
the coming of further tourists. When such an image is known
outside of its original location, it is combined with other
information coming from either inside or outside our system at
issue, and might cause someone to be attracted by that location.
This may be seen as the beginning of the tourist phenomenon.
Visiting a city did not use to seriously affect the urban
configuration for centuries or even millennia, so tourism can be
regarded as quite a novel phenomenon12.

The peculiarities of a tourist city. We are here interested in what
makes a city a tourist city. We can say that this distinction ori-
ginates from a competition in the function—and, thus, in the
allocation—of the urban assets. The presence of an important
tourist phenomenon within the city is represented in Fig. 1 by the
red stocks and arrows, whose main effect is that of splitting the
outflows from the urban assets to power the tourism industry, i.e.,
those urban functions specifically dedicated to accommodate,
feed, and entertain the city’s visitors. Such splitting represents a
divertion of physical resources from citizenry to tourists. From a
systemic point of view, the main effects of the urban tourism
industry is the activation of some peculiar reinforcing feedback.
First of all, a direct one is represented by the process A (assets
allocation), which indicates how an increase of the stock of
tourists determines an increase of the flow of dedicated resources
to the tourism industry, which in turn makes the tourists stock
further increase, in a reinforcing loop. Through this, the tourism

Fig. 1 Systemic diagram of a tourist city. Blue stocks and arrows represent the main sectors and flows of any city, while red colour highlights the elements
connected to tourism activities. Process A is highlighted since it represents a crucial leverage point where both urban planning and policies or other actions
toward social equity can intervene.
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industry diverts to itself the resources originally dedicated to the
citizenry (i.e., decreases the flow from the urban assets to the
urban life and economy).

So tourists are attracted, and tourists arrive, temporarily
brought into the systems diagram by means of transport services.
The split of the outflows coming out of the stock (containing the
mentioned urban assets) diverts heritage, spaces, and material or
immaterial resources from the urban life and general economy to
the urban tourism industry. The process requires to accommo-
date tourists after they are attracted to the destination.

To be fuelled, the tourism industry process usually requires
further labour and services—even simply remote labour to help
with promotion, translation, booking, etc.—and, above all, parts
of the urban life and general economy. Local workers are
involved, but also tourists might partially share portions of the
urban life and general economy (e.g., by visiting museums,
shopping and eating in places for locals and/or for both, using/
purchasing otherwise exported general products and services,
etc.). Such coexistence implies the rearrangement of urban life,
general economy, and tourist-resident interactions, and interferes
with the evolution of the culture, well-being, and overall
experiences of the urban population. Interestingly, while most
agree that a local community influences tourists with its arts,
architecture, etc., the opposite is rather unperceived. When a
tourist transformation starts, by changing and diverting urban
assets to ease and please the tourist presence, consequences soon
become tangible. A frequent one is represented by the gradual
replacement of housing13 and local urban functions with
hospitality facilities and tourist businesses and shops, mostly
driven by increasing prices, thus representing a substitution by
census, and by class. This is the first and most frequent aspect of
what is often defined as touristification, usually happening
together with a similar phenomenon called gentrification (Jover
and Díaz-Parra, 2019). The interconnectedness of touristification
and gentrification can lead us to coin here the word gentri-
touristification.

Leverage points: image and tourist-resident competition for
the allocation of resources. Gentri-touristification can imply the
relocation of residents towards less central areas within the same
city—as illustrated in the systems diagram of Fig. 1—and this can
ultimately result in the expulsion of resident population out of the
city. Such drainage of the urban population recipient stock is
directly linked to, and activated by, the split in the urban assets.
From a systemic point of view, the urban dwellers of Venice are
pushed out of the system by the action of the tourist stock, and
are represented in the figure by process E (expulsion). This
indirectly participates in a reinforcing feedback, decreasing the
users stock of urban population and thus potentially accelerating
the diversion of urban assets from the urban life to the tourism
industry. The expulsion of city dwellers also implies an increased
need for workers from outside the urban system at issue, hence
for commuters attracted and transported into the city. At the
same time, the levels of local culture, well-being, and other
immaterial assets are depleted, also affecting the very image ori-
ginally attracting tourists. In principle, such depletion should
negatively affect the image of the city, ultimately providing a
balancing feedback with a decreased attractivity for visitors. This
is an intrinsically self-destroying aspect of touristification: the
image and “authenticity” of a given destination attracts tourists,
and the local transformations to host them cause a depletion of
the image itself, thus potentially discouraging tourism for the
original attractors change. The city and its population are
transformed and weakened, now depending upon visits and
barely able to pursue their well-being, or even survive, with an

uncertain tourist industry. This can be well defined as a balancing
feedback, preventing a phenomenon to grow endlessly. Never-
theless, successfully reaching such a balance is not at all granted.
On the one hand, it competes with the reinforcing feedback that
tends to maximise the resource use by tourism, significantly
depleting the urban life and economy. On the other hand, despite
the decrease in the city’s image, the city might still be attractive
for other kinds of visitors, not necessarily interested in something
“authentic”. In both cases, this clearly highlights the duality of the
“authenticity” of a place and, elaborating Debord (1967), its
banalisation, of which touristification can be identified as a
prodrome. From a similar perspective, the issues of the positive
and the negative effects of touristification, as well as of the
optimal amounts of tourists simply lose their reasons to exist. The
competition for the use and allocation of the urban assets in a
tourist city represents, therefore, a major leverage point. A small
change produces much larger effects onto the whole system: both
its configuration and its priorities can change. If matched with the
widely unquestioned profit-maximising goal of the city, opening a
diversion channel from urban life and general economy to the
tourist industry would therefore doom the city to exhaust the
former to the advantage of the latter. This is after all compatible
with the “vicious circle” of tourism development in heritage cities,
as addressed by Russo (2002).

Systemically poor sustainability and resilience. The boundary
between regular tourism and overtourism is hard to be set. From
a systemic perspective, “regular”, “sustainable”, or even “green”
forms of tourism may just correspond to different equilibrium
regimes for the same systemic configuration. This configuration is
self-organised such to guarantee a certain resilience that is lost as
the system shifts to an overtouristic one. The reinforcing feedback
A can be seen as a trigger for touristification. It might even
happen that—due to the well-known Jevons’ paradox (1865, see
Alcott et al., 2012)—an increase in the efficiency of the tourism
industry accelerates the draining of urban assets from urban life
and general economy, while depleting the urban system and—
ultimately—the tourism sector as well. Systemically speaking, this
is also perpetuated by market attempts to “democratise” tourism,
for example by redistributing some dividend shares from tourist
apartment rentals to urban projects. This is what the Fairbnb
platform proposes (Foramitti et al., 2020), thus making critiques
harder while still diverting the urban assets and therefore con-
tributing to the aforementioned “vicious circle”. As concerns the
flows of money, they are represented by dashed lines in the
diagram. In fact, they are virtual, geobiophysically non-existing
flows, only representing information that is exchanged for other
resource flows (monetary transactions are expressed in the figure
by the diamond symbol). The exchange occurring for regular
products and services is common to any non-isolated city. A
transaction typical of a tourist city is separately drawn, consisting
of the exchange of money for leisure, i.e., what is monetarily paid
by visitors to stay, eat, etc.—in few words, as expressed in the
figure, for their leaving the city system as “leisured tourists”. The
monetary flows in the figure can reveal that only a portion of
them enters and/or stays in the urban system, as most of the
money builds up external profits. Such information is collected by
a couple of sensors (F, fleeing money), detecting monetary flows
related to tourism but not increasing local monetary wealth. This
is an often neglected aspect of tourist issues, but who advocates
economic benefits for a tourist destination tends to forget or
opportunely disregard that hospitality facilities, food and bev-
erage catering services, shops, etc. are frequently owned by for-
eign or at least external capitals, and that profits and dividends
from shares are usually directed elsewhere, or anyway
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concentrated in few pockets. This is even more evident if we focus
on the transport services required to bring tourists in: be it a bus,
train, or boat trip, or rather a flight, a transport service is usually
provided by external companies. On the one hand, this means
that some money simply does not reach the final destination; on
the other hand, that tourist arrivals, and so the regular func-
tioning of a tourist city, are bound to something upon which the
city has no control. From a systemic point of view, the possibi-
lities to at least partially alter the urban economy in terms of
money distribution are linked to the overall change in the
operation of the urban assets. This is in turn related to the con-
figuration of the system, which can be changed by the urban
population.

The increasing expulsion of residents and the corresponding
increase in commuters both sharpen the dependence upon
something or someone coming from outside the system. This is
added to the abdication of primary or secondary production,
replaced by the import of all what is needed. The resilience
decreases and the uncertainties and risks of a tourist monoculture
become higher and higher. In order to keep its pace, a tourist city
requires at least a steady rate of arrivals from the outside, in order
to attract capitals and provide the importation of livelihoods. This
process progressively weakens the urban system. At the same
time, the control over the whole process progressively diminishes,
proportionally to touristification. Altogether with the urban
system, also its environmental components are depleted by a
cumulatively increasing tourist presence (in the figure, this is
expressed as a waste increase). It is worth stressing that, in
Venice, the lagoon environment is as fragile as the city itself, and
this condition makes the interconnection between the city and its
support area even more critical. From a systemic point of view,
the lagoon provides essential ecosystemic services in terms of
pollutant dilution (even though Venice remains one of the most
polluted areas in Europe), support to local fishery and
aquaculture, and—of course—support to cultural activities.

The import of livelihoods depends on the import of capitals,
and the import of capitals on the attraction of workers and
tourists. However, two issues can be observed. First, in an
overtourist city the monetary inflows depend on tourist arrivals.
A lack of arrivals might ultimately result in a lack of money to
purchase even basic livelihoods. The rate of overall dependence
upon foreign capitals is detected in the diagram by the sensor M
(economic monoculture sensor). Second, such attraction is in
turn depending on the image of the system, progressively
depleting, and on a wide range of internal and external
information and socio-economic conditions. Among the types
of internal information, we can recognise a diminished appeal of
a general tourist destination due to the loss of “authenticity”, or
rather to possible increasing crime rate, spoilt landscape14,
health and sanitary emergencies, hygiene scandals, extreme
weather conditions15 or so-called natural hazards16, famine,
strikes and riots, price increases, new bills and laws17, austerity
measures, and so on. At the outbreak of the global Covid-19
pandemic, all of this started to become less and less hypothetical
and blur.

Referring to the systems boundary provided in Fig. 1, the more
the dependence upon external inputs and information, the less
the resilience of the system. In addition to the impacts of its
“proper” operation, a tourist system also exhibits risks and
uncertainties to survive even before its self-destruction. Unlike
profits and dividends, risks and impacts onto the city are well
distributed. Even profit-seekers are affected, starting from small
and medium enterprises. If the social fabric is compromised, the
ecological conditions degraded, and also the economic sphere
endangered, then the three dimensions of sustainability depict a
failing scenario.

Venice, Rome, and Naples. In Venice, all of what is illustrated in
this section is present, and possibly amplified. Its local dwellers
tend to be directly expelled even before relocation to more per-
ipheral neighbourhoods, since its surrounding lagoon represents
a physical limit for which touristification corresponds to expul-
sion to another city, town, or directly to the wide anonymous
urban sprawl of region Veneto (thus abruptly losing crucial
information packages represented by hundred-year experiences of
living and interacting in a unique urban context). The numbers of
tourist presences and permanent population, described above,
provide a clear picture of such a phenomenon. With some
exceptions, Venetian urban life and general economy have been
mostly converted to—not just diverted resources from—the
tourism industry. As a consequence, urban life and general
economy, urban population and its experiences, and Venetian
culture and well-being are all jeopardised: this is marked by the
progressive emptying of the “Cultural assets” stock in the
diagram.

Conversely, the first Italian tourist destination, Rome, mitigates
touristification by expanding its assets into its surrounding
countryside, which from a systemic perspective constitutes the so-
called support system. The city centre is touristified or at least
gentrified, and residents are pushed out towards the outskirts.
This happens while fertile soil is lost, road traffic and air pollution
are increased, and the available free time decreases together with
the overall life quality for its dwellers: “la dolce vita” is now less
than a temporary experience for tourists, significantly detached
from local reality. Naples, an emerging tourist city in Southern
Italy, is also being progressively touristified its historic centre. The
main attractor there is widely associated with its “authenticity”,
its less explored daily urban life in the narrow streets of the city
centre, together with cheap, tasty food. Unfortunately, there is no
much to add to what stated above: even without reaching
dramatic limits, the attractivity of Naples is determining—and
being affected by—the loss of its characteristic life, the increase of
prices, and the decrease in overall quality, starting from food.

Back to Venice, on the one hand the jeopardisation of the city’s
social fabric and economy have already caused a significant
worsening of the city’s image, so that even the inclusion of Venice
and its Lagoon in the UNESCO World Heritage List is currently
put into question. On the other hand, the “conversion” of the city
into a tourist destination causes a decreased resilience and a
matching uncertainty, where the dependence upon external
drivers has gone more and more out of control. If the Covid-19
pandemic is influencing most of tourist monocultures throughout
the world, the crisis of Venice had started months before, with the
spectacularisation of its flooding: following its highest and most
abrupt and violent tide ever18, visitors were scared to the point of
cancelling reservations for the following semester. The interrup-
tion of tourist flows to Venice between late 2019 and 2020—
initially voluntary, then forced—has caused the many precarious
workers to lose their job, and many small and medium
entrepreneurs and artisans to get into debt when not directly to
default. A tertiary, consumer city producing almost none of its
livelihood has then started to rely on poor governmental
subsidies19 and on mutual solidarity20. If local associations,
movements, and representatives were recently debating on
“alternative solutions” to tackle overtourism, what is needed
now are much more important considerations and decisions. This
is what this contribution is aimed at supporting.

Profit, well-being, and the real goals of a tourist destination.
Tourism would bring money to any given destination, yet tourist
transformations imply clear impacts, as outlined in our Intro-
duction. Zanardi (2020) proposes that “tourism relies on a
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mainstream narrative according to which—even through special
regulations—tourist development would be the only possible
form of economic growth in some geographical contexts”, sup-
posedly able to yield large and prompt profits, boost employment,
and help endangered economies21. However, she maintains this
narrative prevails when all other options are removed and neu-
tralised. Rome, Naples, and other destinations can learn from
this, and avoid to reach a point of no return. From a systemic
perspective, monetary flows activate (and are activated by)
material and immaterial flows into and out of the system, but it is
not always clear even in the public debate what the real goals of
tourist transformations are. Being urban tourism an extractivist
industry (Loperena, 2017; Salerno, 2018, 2018b), the goal of a
tourist city is evidently profit maximisation for some. Thus,
profit-seeking also represents the driver of urban transformations
to receive tourists, and this does not automatically imply well-
being for all. Reality may be very different.

Original sins, or the systemic flaws of attempted failing
“solutions” to tourist issues in Venice. In the following, some
recent proposals for supposedly handling overtourism are read
through the systems diagram lens. First, the City of Venice
experimented barriers to enter the two major itineraries to the
main tourist attractions: visitors not staying in a registered hos-
pitality facility or simply coming for a day trip would undergo a
selection and a cap on entrance for expectedly overcrowded dates
in 2018 and 2019. This was of course an attempt to act onto a
portion of the information flowing outside the city so as to dis-
courage daily excursions of potential unaware travellers: of
course, a city cannot be “entered” just like a mediaeval fortress, so
a way to reach their destination was anyway possible—but, in
doubt, some might opt for postponing their visit. Anyway, data
from section “Venice, Italy: an extreme yet not isolated case”
show that only a minor portion of visitors is made of day trippers.
Systemically speaking, this was an attempt to alter the informa-
tion outflows or simply the internal consensus information flows,
just to pretend to act. In the figure, this happens at the level of the
bidirectional information flows in the top right part of the dia-
gram. The city mayor himself soon declared the failure of such a
tool. As also reported above (Salerno, 2018b; Dal Bianco, 2019), a
tax on similar arrivals was already planned for 2021 before the
abrupt drop in tourist presences. In addition to only targeting a
negligible share of tourists, this was going to affect the lives of
residents, having to pay up to 10€ a day per capita in order to
host their friends and relatives at home, or just to have them
entering the city to take part into even important events, cere-
monies, or life occasions. With the excuse of supposedly tackling
the overtourism issues, the expulsion of local population would be
perpetrated by an additional tool. Both the selling off of public
properties and the approval of changes in the urban plans to
convert private and formerly public buildings into hotels22 con-
firm that the reduction of arrivals was not the real goal of such
measures. On the contrary, this would be complying with the
profit-maximisation goal of a tourist city, while appeasing com-
plaints through vane or even worsening actions. Anyway, this is
somewhat pertinent to any neoliberal policy of any urban or
national government. From a systems perspective, a peculiar
interesting behaviour can be observed, instead, in oppositional
associations and movements. Some vaguely call for a “quality
tourism”, which is often translated into a tourism able to leave
more money “to the city” (e.g. booking expensive accommoda-
tions, not bringing packed lunches, etc.). Again, although mar-
ginal in the light of the average composition of tourist flows, this
might also be read as a mere class system proposal to pre-
ferentially welcome wealthier visitors, without really changing the

self-destroying dynamics of the tourism phenomenon. This cor-
responds to empower the monetary flows, which anyway mostly
flow out of the city, as seen in the description of the systems
diagram. Some others mostly focus on cruise tourists, repre-
senting one-tenth of the arrivals but surely bringing severe social
and ecological impacts. The main proposed options currently
focus on two alternatives: (a) moving the cruise terminal to the
industrial park of Porto Marghera, thus requiring megaprojects to
build new structures and to dig new channels in highly con-
taminated lagoon floors, while mixing cruise ships with cargo and
oil maritime transportation; and (b) moving it slightly out of the
lagoon, thus requiring a brand-new offshore terminal, hordes of
smaller pilot vessels to bring thousands of tourists to the old
town, and attracting even larger cruise ships to Venice. Sys-
temically speaking, none of them would result in a configuration
change of the tourist city, yet they would both increase the pro-
blem by adding new inflows, as well as new risks (incidents,
pollution, etc.). In the diagram, this is marked by an increase in
the inflows coming from the tourists source through the transport
services, and a corresponding increase in the waste produced by
the tourist users’ stock. Finally, some propose a cap on arrivals. It
is not clear what the ideal cap would be nor how this would be
managed if the goal and the configuration of the system are not
questioned: there is a mismatch among limiting arrivals and
enlarging the transport and accommodation capacity, which
might either cause financial issues or—for the same reasons—
make any cap policy fail.

Learnings towards a rethinking of Venice and other overtourist
destinations. To be effective, proposals would first require dif-
ferent priorities, goals, and structures to be set toward a different
city, otherwise the systemic configuration will neutralise them. In
other words, the question is not that of moving from a neoliberal
approach back to some governmental control over a single eco-
nomic sector (if systems are designed in a certain way, sooner or
later they will adapt to restore their original function), but rather
that of restarting the urban system from scratch. After the Covid-
19 pandemic, there is a general consensus inside and outside
Venice that a significant change is required, that rethinking the
city and its functions has become a must. At the first stages of the
pandemic, an agreement was reached among the municipality, one
of the local universities, and the association of tourist apartment
owners in order to temporarily rent empty tourist apartments to
students23 for the next academic year after the global lockdown. It
is beyond the purposes of the present work to analyse a measure
like this, but it might be worth stressing that much more is
required: if no rethinking is operated at a higher level, this
initiative might just help those apartments become tourist
accommodations again should the tourist demand be ever back as
usual (another systemic re-adjustment). This study is, therefore,
presented to support the aforementioned rethinking towards
groundbreaking proposals arising from a brand-new goal for the
city, while preventing new crises related to either overtourism or
lack of tourism, and preserving the local quality of life, bringing
residents back24. This should be accompanied by a careful look at
the local hundreds-year-old sustainable traditions (such as slow
paces, rowing boats, manifold kinds of artisanship, human-
environment equilibria, etc.), and targeting the issue at an ade-
quate level. Unfortunately, any other option, considering Russo’s
“vicious circle”, would just mean to kill Venice as we know it, as a
live, populated city—and, with similar approaches, also other
tourist cities and destinations. In a capitalist economy there is no
such a thing as a “good” or a “sustainable tourism”. By means of a
metaphor, it would like parasiting a victim until it dies or at least
until it is no longer desirable or able to even survive by itself.
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Conclusions
In this paper, a conceptual description is provided for urban life,
economy, and resilience in tourist cities and, more generally, des-
tinations. In particular, Venice is addressed as a paradigmatic
example where an intrinsic environmental fragility is being dra-
matically increased by the development of the tourism sector. The
urban justice, resilience, and integrated sustainability issues related
to tourism are addressed through systems thinking and diagram-
ming. Our two-fold approach aims at both understanding the
existing and prospective problems in the “regular” operations of a
tourist city, and preventing further serious consequences in urban
life and economy after major shocks such as that of the Covid-19
pandemic. Our study may be summarised as in the following:

● A novel systemic diagram of a tourist city is proposed as a
potentially powerful underexploited epistemological tool to
support the understanding of current urban transformations
and of their dynamics. Systems thinking allows to make
significant advances in the level of comprehension of the
tourist issues, as well as in consequent counter-proposals in
urban debates and planning to grant well-being, sustain-
ability, and resilience. Besides laying the bases to rationally
frame future quantitative analyses, a conceptual elaboration
can suggest whether and to what extent such computations
are required, in which crucial paths, or if other issues are to be
discussed beforehand.

● The systemic goal of a city should be first of all the safety and
well-being of its dwellers; anyway, being the urban tourism an
extractivist industry framed in a capitalist economy, a tourist
city seeks profit maximisation for the few, and traces of this
real goal can be found in both problems and current actions
passed off as solutions. Accordingly, job creation and capital
attraction are part of a deceptive narrative: benefits (profits)
mostly flow out of the destination, while regular and
exceptional risks and impacts are borne by the whole city,
including workers and small and medium enterprises. The
social and ecological aspects of a poor sustainability are more
evident, but the economic one is endangered as well.

● Two major leverage points are found: (a) the city’s image,
built up by its life and general economy, attracting tourists,
and consequently being affected by touristification: this can
ultimately become a self-destroying feedback, while depleting
the city’s culture, “authenticity”, well-being, and resilience to
external conditions; and (b) the competition between resident
life and tourist industry for the allocation of the urban assets:
such diversion of material and immaterial key stocks and
flows from urban life and general economy to the tourist
sector can be seen as an irreversible process. Based on the
definition of sustainability and the current status of such
leverage points, systemically speaking there cannot be such a
thing as “sustainable tourism” in a capital accumulating
society.

● Like purely ecological systems, a tourist monoculture is a
weak and hardly resilient human-ecological system. Possible
alternative strategies to improve overall conditions for urban
life, economy, and shared well-being in tourist cities ought to
pass through the rethinking of their systemic goals. Only from
there can we proceed downstream with proposals and
reconfigurations able to restore the cities’ capabilities to get
their livelihood independently of external driving forces, of
which the Covid-19 pandemic is a recent but expectedly not
isolated example in the twenty-first century. Systems teach us
that all ages have a start and an end.

● From a systems perspective, all the measures publicly
proposed by local institutions and main citizen groups to
professedly tackle overtourism and the tourism drop in

Venice (respectively before or during the Covid-19 pandemic)
seem to be either sharpening or at least not even minimally
affecting these issues, inasmuch as inspired or simply
conditioned by conflicting goals. Although often ineffective
and still lacking a comprehensive view, if urban resistances
and the institutional attempts to soothe them were at least
nominally focused on overtourism, the pandemic suggests a
need to rethink the entire city. From the conceptual
elaboration to local implementability, a methodological path
is here offered for a change to be lasting and to progressively
pursue sustainable and just societies and economies out of the
current Venetian recession.
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Notes
1 Some of which have recently converged into an international network: SET-Southern
European Cities against Touristification (Financial Tribune, 2018; Peeters et al., 2018),
animated by grassroots groups from over 20 tourist destinations, mostly located in
the Mediterranean area.

2 At the dawn of the phenomenon of modern mass tourism, it was reported that more
tourism would mean more money (Nature, 1969); over fifty years later, we
acknowledge that the issue is now much more complex than then.

3 It might be worth recalling that sustainability and resilience for urban
transformations have been found to be sometimes in conflict (Elmqvist et al., 2019).
This can be one reason more to comprehensively address such issues through systems
thinking.

4 Through Stock-and-Flow Analysis, Soufivand (2012) focuses on the value co-creation
aspect of some tourist services.

5 https://teatroitalia.despar.it/teatro-italia/.
6 https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/content/multisala-rossini.
7 https://www.dfs.com/it/venice/stores/t-fondaco-dei-tedeschi-by-dfs.
8 i.e., nearly 60% of resident population
9 For which, right before its outbreak, the world was declaredly unprepared (NTI, 2019;
World Economic Forum, 2019).

10 At the beginning of the coronavirus emergency in Italy, tens of thousands of workers
from the tourist sector were estimated to have already lost their salary in the sole
metropolitan area of Venice (La Nuova di Venezia, 2020b).

11 Even the international channels of US-based media news CCN are reporting a wider
perception that it would now be “time to rethink what Venice can be” (Nadeau,
2020).

12 See for instance d’Eramo (2019).
13 Some further correlations of housing use and tourism rates (see Bourne, 2019) with

rising prices in Venice might also affect refurnishment and, therefore, indirectly ease
conversion of regular apartments into tourist apartments; although this aspect does
not represent the core of our study, it can be seen as part of the listed direct and
indirect effects.

14 See for instance Naidoo et al. (2016).
15 In addition to floods risk, iconic in Venice but also valid throughout the world (see

Jongman, 2018), Icelandic eruptions also represent globally renown events (see Bird
and Gísladóttir, 2018).

16 Whose effects on tourism have been recently analysed by Eyre et al. (2020).
17 See for instance Amsterdam and its coffee shops (Taylor, 2019).
18 Leigh (2020) and many others talk about the second highest tide ever after 1966, but

they refer to the tide rise above average sea level, which has also risen in the
meantime (see Camuffo et al., 2017).

19 https://www.comune.venezia.it/it/content/buoni-spesa-informazioni-utili (Accessed
May 2020).

20 https://www.ilgazzettino.it/nordest/venezia/coronavirus_spesa_sospesa_venezia-
5203454.html (Accessed May 2020).

21 Even amid the pandemic, tourism is emblematically expected to help “improve our
lives” (D’Adamo and Rosa, 2020).

22 The most recent of which—the emblematic conversion of a hospital into a tourist
resort—officialised right during Covid-19 pandemic crisis (https://www.
metropolitano.it/lido-ospedale-centro-turistico/, Accessed May 2020).

23 https://live.comune.venezia.it/it/protocollo-intesa-iuav-comune-locazioni.
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24 https://www.internazionale.it/reportage/francesco-erbani/2020/05/14/centri-storici-
airbnb (Accessed May 2020).
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