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Abstract

Tourism is a major engine of urbanization in Europe and significantly con-
tributes to local incomes, regional cohesion and sustainable development at
large. As a matter of fact, the local economic structure of Southern European
regions relies heavily on tourism revenues. In those areas, tourism supports
infrastructure development, revitalizes urban centers, and promotes socioe-
conomic progress, while also posing challenges related to sustainability and
over-tourism. A large metropolitan region such as Athens, Greece, represents
a peculiar example of such kinds of urban-metropolitan dynamics in Southern
Europe. Based on this assumption, the present study focuses on pre-crisis
Athens’ expansion centered on tourism development. This issue was assumed
inextricably associated with the latent decline of manufacturing and the
slow contraction of the industrial hub of mainland Attica, the administrative
region of Athens. Based on official statistics, the empirical analysis adopts
diachronic indicators of consistency and performance of tourism companies
on a regional scale compared with industry and service, overall. Other indi-
cators that allow an indirect interpretation of the latent dynamics of territorial
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infrastructure and local development will also be considered and discussed
in this work. The contribution finally delineates the evolution of tourism
settlements in Attica, as a basis for understanding the most recent dynamics
of tourism in Mediterranean urban hotspots.
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Introduction

Tourism plays a crucial role in driving short-term economic growth,
local development, and urbanization processes worldwide (e.g. Cuadrado-
Ciuraneta et al., 2017). By generating employment, stimulating investment,
and increasing demand for goods and services, tourism acts as a catalyst
for economic activity, particularly in regions with rich cultural, historical, or
natural attractions (Fujita and Mori, 1997; Gabaix, 1999; Egidi et al., 2020).
In Europe, tourism is a major economic sector, contributing to local incomes
and regional cohesion (Partridge et al., 2009; Dijkstra et al., 2015; McFar-
lane et al., 2023). Mediterranean Europe, including countries like Spain,
Italy, Greece, and Portugal, relies heavily on tourism revenues, especially
during peak travel seasons (Carlucci et al., 2017). In these areas, tourism
supports infrastructure development, revitalizes urban centers, and promotes
socioeconomic progress, while posing challenges related to sustainability
and over-tourism (Scott et al., 2013; Brenner and Schmid, 2014; Yue et al.,
2022). A large metropolitan region such as Attica, Central Greece, and its
capital city, Athens, represents a peculiar example of such kinds of economic
dynamics in Southern European countries (e.g. Gounaridis et al., 2019).

With this perspective in mind, the present contribution delineates the
recent, pre-crisis dynamics of metropolitan Athens (e.g. Colantoni et al.,
2017), focusing on the transition from an economic structure grounded on
industrial functions (from the 1950s to the 1980s) to a more recent spatial
configuration grounded on services (especially between the 1990s and the
2000s). This process has involved many industrial cities on the northern shore
of the Mediterranean basin before the great recession in the late 2000s (Serra
et al., 2014; Lauf et al., 2016; Zambon et al., 2018). The associated transition,
interpreted at a local scale, but framed in the dynamics that occurred on a
broader, regional and national scale, allows us to discuss the current role
of the capital city and its region in the Greek economic system (Boussauw
et al., 2012). The analysis should delineate - at both urban and metropolitan
scales - the possible determinants of the transition from compact to dispersed
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settlements (Colantoni et al., 2016). The main themes at stake concern, in
fact, the processes of industrial localization and delocalization in Attica,
the slow transition to an economy dominated by the tertiary sector, and the
dynamics of district specialization, with particular reference to the tourism
sector (e.g. Di Feliciantonio et al., 2018).

Athens’ expansion (at least in the phases of greatest demographic expan-
sion) was inextricably related with the location of manufacturing and, more
generally, of a unique industrial hub on the Greek territory (Salvati et al.,
2018). This has attracted, from the second half of the nineteenth century,
significant flows of population from the countryside and the islands (Polyzos
and Minetos, 2013). Population movements determined a process of rural
exodus and depopulation especially of the mountains, which is still ongoing,
more than a hundred years after its beginning, although with rates decidedly
lower than in the past (Jimenez, 2009). Based on this assumption, the anal-
ysis can be carried out using the diachronic indicators of consistency and
performance of tourism companies on a regional scale, after comparison with
similar indicators describing industry and service sectors (Li et al., 2022).
Other indicators that indirectly read the dynamics of territorial infrastructure
and local development will also be considered here. The empirical results of
this study specifically refer to a pre-crisis (economically homogeneous) time
interval, assuming the great recession of 2008–2009 as a breakpoint in the
socioeconomic dynamics of Greece, determining important changes in the
production structure of the country – with significant (and often unexpected)
impacts on tourism development. A discussion through secondary sources
of a historical nature schematically illustrates the evolution of tourism set-
tlements in Attica, as a basis for understanding consolidated dynamics of
tourism in a characteristic Mediterranean hotspot.

Study Area and Methodology

In this work, we analyzed official statistics provided by Hellenic Statisti-
cal Office (ELSTAT). The official statistics from the Urban Audit project
developed by Eurostat, and based on ELSTAT data for Greece, provides a
brief profile of European cities and their metropolitan regions. For each key
variable, the position of the city under examination is identified with respect
to the statistical distribution within the whole sample of European cities
(e.g. Biasi et al., 2015). Demographic, economic, social, and environmental
dimensions were considered in the statistical portfolio of indicators (Salvati
and Serra, 2016). The ‘city profile’ that emerges from this analysis therefore
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outlines the critical issues and strengths of each city, being useful for policy
purposes (Wissen Hayek et al., 2011). As regards the resident population,
Athens is placed high in the rank for demographic size, growth rate and
average family size. On the contrary, the city is ranked low for the presence
of single-parent families or families formed by a single member. Significant
differences were observed, for all variables, comparing central settlements
(hereafter ‘Athens conurbation’) with the remaining part of the metropolitan
region (Grekousis et al., 2013). From a social point of view, the percentage
of families living in owner-occupied homes is rather low (52%), even if
it increases significantly moving from the urban area to the metropolitan
region (63%). The average size of homes, however, places Athens high in
the European ranking, with 32 m2 per inhabitant (33 m2 in the metropolitan
region). Finally, the participation of children aged 0–4 in preschool is one
of the lowest in Europe, reflecting the limited family policies developed
at central level by the Greek government, a situation relatively comparable
throughout Southern Europe (Parr, 2014).

Labor market variables also place Athens in the medium-low range of
European cities: unemployment rates (total and for women) are quite high in
the urban area and increase when considering the entire metropolitan area.
Employment and activity rates also indicate a relatively low participation in
the labor market (with marked gender segregation) – with further disparities
observed between Athens’ conurbation and the metropolitan area at large
(Salvati et al., 2019). Despite the adoption of energy policies in favor of air
quality, following the intense process of industrialization and urbanization
(also due to the peculiar orographic conditions of the region) indicators
quantifying air pollution still record values well above the European averages,
with particular reference to fine dust, ozone and PM10. In common with many
other Mediterranean cities, even the waste cycle does not seem to have taken
a ‘virtuous’ path given the low use of separate waste collection and the high
proportion of waste disposed to landfill (Robin and Acuto, 2018). Finally,
despite the complex strategy for greenery developed by the municipality of
Athens, we still observe a completely unsatisfactory position in the ranking
of European cities with regard to the availability of public greenery per-capita
(Biasi et al., 2015), a proportion that further decreases moving from the urban
area to the metropolitan region.

Empirical Results

The analysis of regional added value before the great recession of 2008–2009
(Table 1) confirms a prolonged trend highlighting the progressive importance
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Table 1 Per cent share in total value added, pre-crisis Attica, 1988–2007 (‘tourism’ is a part
of services); source: elaboration of ELSTAT data; selected years

Year Agriculture Industry Services Tourism
1988 1.2 26.6 72.2 –
1995 1.2 17.7 81.1 6.3
2002 0.6 14.2 85.2 5.3
2007 0.5 12.7 86.9 7.9

of services (which went from 72% in 1988 to 87% in 2007), and a correspond-
ing decline in the secondary sector (which went from 27% in 1988 to 13% in
2007), partly due to the intrinsic dynamics of construction and manufacturing
sectors.

Despite the slow decline of the industrial city, light manufacturing with
high labor intensity maintains a fairly significant role in the economic struc-
ture of metropolitan Athens. This is demonstrated by industrial statistics
which show, over the last fifteen years, a substantial stability of this economic
sector in Attica, especially when compared with the dynamics observed at
a national level. The growing role of suburban Attica follows a process
of industrial delocalization. This process is moving in the direction of a
more evident de-concentration of the industrial centers of Piraeus, Athens
and the northern districts, in favor of a widespread distribution of industrial
settlements in the extra-urban centers of Thriasio, Messoghia and Oropos.

In 2005, the number of companies registered in the Chambers of Com-
merce with headquarters in Attica was just over 317 thousand, with an
increase of 3.1% compared to 2002 (Table 1). As regards the sectoral com-
position, it is highlighted that 76% of the companies operate in the tertiary
sector (an increase of 2% compared with 2002). In this context, the per
cent share of communication (12%) and tourism sectors (6%) is noteworthy,
while the diffusion of companies operating in the real estate and financial
intermediation sector (1%) as well as in the high-tech sector, which includes
the sectors of ’research and development’ and information technology (2%),
appears rather limited.

Consolidation or Decline? The Tourism Sector

Tourism is a sector on which much was bet before and during the Olympic
decade (1995–2004) for the local development of Attica. Athens boasts a rel-
atively good tradition of hotels, even of high quality, since the city represents
both the main tourist attraction of Greece in the cultural segment and a crucial
transit hub for seasonal flows of seaside tourism directed toward the Aegean
islands. In the 1990s, the sector contributed about 6–7% to the regional
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Table 2 Hotel bed density (per square km) in pre-crisis Greece and Attica by district and
year; source: elaboration of ELSTAT data; selected years

Year Greece Athens’ Conurbation Rest of Attica
1980 2.1 115.7 4.7
1986 2.7 127.9 3.2
2000 4.7 121.6 3.5
2004 5.0 71.3 8.7
2008 5.7 71.9 9.1

Figure 1 Per cent share of tourism enterprises in total registered businesses at the municipal
scale in metropolitan Athens, 2005; source: elaboration of ELSTAT data.

added value, while stabilizing in the 2000s. As in many other Mediterranean
cities (e.g. Rome, Naples, Barcelona, Madrid, Valencia, Lisbon), tourism
accommodations concentrate in inner cities (Table 2). Over time, however,
this pattern has changed, with a progressive de-concentration in the urban
area in favor of the rest of Attica, which has seen the number of beds almost
double (from 4.7 to 9.1 per km2) in about thirty years (1980–2008), reaching
figures significantly higher than those recorded in the entire national territory.

The progressive ‘suburbanization’ of the tourism sector in pre-crisis
Athens is also well illustrated in the distribution of tourist establishments
(hotels + restaurants) in the municipalities of the metropolitan area (Figure 1)
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Table 3 Per cent share of beds in five-star hotels in total hotels and per cent change over
time by district (2001–2008); source: our elaboration of ELSTAT data; selected years

Year Greece Athens’ Conurbation Rest of Attica
2001 6.3 21.6 9.4
2004 6.8 22.9 9.1
2008 10.3 24.2 13.1
Difference (2001–2008) 65.2 12.0 39.9
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Figure 2 The ratio of native to foreign visitors’ night stays in hotels by district and year;
blue: Greece; pink: Athens’ conurbation; green: rest of Attica; source: elaboration of ELSTAT
data.

for the last available year (2005). The largest share of establishments in the
total number of businesses operating at a local level, is concentrated in the
northern coastal area (Grammatiko – Marathon – Oropos), along the southern
coast near Cape Sounion and Vouliagmenis, and on the island of Salamina.

A progressive concentration of high-quality tourism accommodations
was also observed in the study area (Table 3). The number of beds offered
by 5-star hotels has increased in central Athens by 12% and by as much as
40% in the suburban area, compared to an even greater increase recorded
throughout the country (65%).

Overall, metropolitan Athens is characterized by an increase in overnight
stays by Greeks compared to those of tourists from abroad (Figure 2). On
the other aspects, the urban area shows a rather stable trend in terms of flows
and stays. In terms of performance, however, the positioning of the suburban
region of Athens appears rather weak for all the indicators considered.

The bed occupancy rate (Figure 3) further highlights the limited tourism
performance of the suburban area of Athens when compared with the cen-
tral area, where this indicator is growing thanks to processes of urban
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Figure 3 Occupancy rate (nights spent to available beds multiplied by 730 by district and
year; blue: Greece; pink: Athens’ conurbation; green: rest of Attica; source: elaboration of
ELSTAT data.

rehabilitation and recovery fueling aggregation processes in the largest
tourism accommodations.

Discussion

With the Olympic Games, the Greek Ministry of Tourism has promoted a
sector plan focused on several intervention axes. The first axis concerns
the redevelopment of the tourist offer in the historical center through the
decongestion of traditional attractions (Acropolis, Temple of Olympian Zeus,
Ancient Agora, Plaka, National Archaeological Museum) and the promotion
of new destinations (Gazi-Technoupolis, Network of Municipal Museums,
minor archaeological sites). The second axis addresses a progressive de-
seasonalization of tourist flows by promoting the image of the city as the
main destination (and not secondary, as is typical of the summer period) for
weekend tourism, Christmas and Easter periods, and other time schedules all
over the year (Salvati et al., 2016).

The objective was to increase overnight stays (on average, 1 or 2
days only) with massive advertising campaigns especially aimed at a non-
European public. The third axis focuses on the suburban tourism accommo-
dations, identifying the coast south of Athens (from Vouliagmenis to Cape
Sounion) and the Messoghia coastline (from Rafina to Lavrio) as the main
poles of attraction for seaside and cultural tourism. The reasons for this
choice lie in the economic re-launch of the suburban area under a potentially
favorable context due to lower costs, accessibility to the international airport
‘E.Venizelos’, and proximity to the eastern port of Rafina allowing rapid
connection to Aegean islands. The outcomes of this plan, however, have been
(and still are) very uncertain (e.g. Polyzos and Minetos, 2013).
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In particular, the last axis, the one that contributes most as a potential
driver of sprawl in Messoghia and, more generally, along the sea coast, does
not seem to have produced interesting effects. On the one hand, tourism
infrastructure in suburban Attica has remained stationary and the perfor-
mance indicators do not seem to highlight particularly favorable trends
in recent times (Salvati and Carlucci, 2011). On the other hand, conti-
nental Attica has always represented an area with a tourism attractiveness
exclusively concentrated in a few hot spots (Gounaridis et al., 2018).

In line with tourism development, sports infrastructure in Attica – also
following the 2004 Olympics – has followed complex logics. On the one
hand, the attempt to relocate the facilities on a progressively larger area
(e.g. Schiniàs, Markopoulo, Kinetta) has contributed to settlement sprawl
(sensu Berry, 1964; Pan et al., 2024; Schuster-Olbrich et al., 2024). On
the other hand, the construction of the Olympic center of Maroussi and
the renovation of other attraction centers (Faliro, ‘South riviera’, Peristeri)
has promoted further residential and service concentration around the most
densely populated neighborhoods (e.g. Ho et al., 2024).

To summarize, the balance of this economic stage is rather poorly defined
and substantially perpetuates the dualism found in contemporary Athens’
development (Hsu, 2012). A trend towards a progressive settlement disper-
sion, driven by infrastructures and the relocation of productive activities,
is evident (Sinclair, 1967; Inostroza et al., 2010; Pan et al., 2024). At the
same time, managerial functions in both central and semi-central areas, which
consolidate the ‘capital’ role of Athens, perpetuate and even consolidate.

Concluding Remarks

Tourism development in Mediterranean cities has long been a cornerstone
of economic strategy, driven by the region’s unique cultural heritage, favor-
able climate, and geographic appeal. However, the intense concentration of
tourism activities – particularly in historical urban centers – has prompted
a need for more sustainable, inclusive, and resilient tourism policies. In
some cities, policymakers have begun shifting from volume-based models
toward quality-oriented approaches. These include promoting off-season
travel, diversifying tourism offerings, and investing in smart infrastructure to
manage visitor flows and reduce pressure on urban ecosystems. The empha-
sis has increasingly turned toward safeguarding local identity, preserving
public space, and ensuring that tourism generates tangible benefits for local
communities.
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Taken as a prominent example, Athens encapsulates both the opportuni-
ties and the challenges of different ‘urban tourism’ models in the Mediter-
ranean region. Over the last decade, the Greek capital city has experienced
a significant tourism revival, largely driven by low-cost air travel, the rise
of short-term rentals, and a growing international interest in Greek history
and culture. While this resurgence has stimulated job creation and urban
regeneration, it has also led to rising housing costs, displacement of local
residents, and increasing strain on public infrastructure. To address these
issues, Athens has begun implementing a range of policy responses aimed at
balancing economic growth with environmental sustainability. These include
stricter regulations on short-term rentals, incentives for cultural and alter-
native tourism development, and initiatives to spread tourism beyond the
city center. Collaboration with regional and EU-level stakeholders has also
been key to aligning local strategies with broader development goals, such
as the European Green Deal and the United Nations Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs). Ultimately, the future of tourism in Athens and other
Mediterranean cities will depend on the ability to integrate tourism planning
with broader urban development strategies. This includes fostering public
participation, investing in digital and green transitions, and managing tourism
not as an end in itself, but as a tool for inclusive and sustainable urban
futures.
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