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Abstract 

This paper examines the ongoing transition of Venice towards a short-term city, posited as an urban 

form which accommodates the dwelling practices of temporary populations as tourists, at the expenses 

of a stable resident population. This shift is approached through the conceptual framework of resilience, 

which is also explored in its political and discursive dimensions. At the base of the emergence of a short-

term city, we analyse the redistributive impacts of short-term rentals mediated by digital platforms and 

their influence on the housing market, but also the related entrenchments of a local policy agenda 

supporting the resilience of the industry itself above that of the city as a living organism. After 

illustrating the development of the hospitality sector in the city fabric over the last four decades and 

presenting the historical challenges that Venice has been facing in regard to its capacity to retain a stable 

population, we seek to unravel the debate on ‘the future of Venice’, which confronts local and global 

agents defending a ‘conservationist’ approach for Venice as an ineluctably tourist city, with social actors 

who claim for the defence of residence – and therefore for a ban on STR – as a necessary condition for 

a socially resilient alternative. 
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1. Introduction 

The rise of ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek 2017) and its articulation in the hospitality sector as 

platform-mediated short-term rentals (henceforth: STR) may well be the last critical nudge for 

Venice towards a destiny of city without residents, or, as we propose in this paper, a short-term 

city. One of the most attractive destinations worldwide, and iconized in the popular global 

imagery well before the XX century (Davis & Marvin 2004), Venice has grown increasingly 

dependent on tourism at least since the late 1970s, when the proliferation of hotels and tourist 

services started to flank the progressive loss of economic functions, with regulations and policy 

regimes eventually adapting and favouring such changes. While the increased orientation 

towards the visitor economy and the progressive intensification of the use of space by visitors 

(Indovina 1988) has gone hand-in-hand with processes of displacement of the resident 

population, marking a steady erosion of the city’s social mass (De Rita 1993, Russo 2002a, 

Costa & Martinotti 2003, Fregolent & Vettoretto 2017, Minoia 2017), the uptake of the housing 

market by STR since the early 2010 has driven the domain of tourist commodification to an 

unprecedented scale. 

For decades, the debate on the ‘future of Venice’ has been prominent in society and institutions 

at state, regional and local level. Yet the policies implemented have mainly been in the realm 

of physical conservation, and in 2020 the future of Venice as a living city looks dimmer than 

ever. Submerged by tourism and simultaneously becoming more vulnerable and dependent by 

the day, the question as to whether it will also remain attractive, and at what cost for a resident 

population, has been risen by several scholars (e.g. Seraphin et al 2018), but also by the public 

opinion locally and globally. This reflection becomes even more relevant in the wake of the 

abrupt downsizing of tourism activity provoked by COVID-19. Contrasting with the bleak 

figures on losses in the tourism sector (13,2 million visitors, 3 billion Euros of turnover and 

26,000 jobs lost with respect to 2019), commentators have been surprisingly reporting the 

momentary relief from tourism pressure that has been enjoyed by the Venetian population 

during the first part of the high season of 2020 (Momigliano 2020). This paradoxical situation 

has revamped the debate on the future of Venice and its tourism, and is also likely to shape the 

post-COVID debate, when, as in other places, advocates of full recovery and the global agencies 

that will push in that direction will be faced with mounting arguments in favour of reforms 

towards greater resilience (Gössling et al 2020).  

Venice has been noted as an early – and epitomic – case of what has recently come to be called 

‘overtourism’ (Milano, Novelli & Cheer 2019a), denoting not only a strong and increasing 

tourism pressure on destination spaces, but most significantly the magnitude of its 

environmental and social effects, the most remarkable of which are possibly the unaffordability 

of housing for residents and for the very workers of the tourism industry. Such issues have been 

noted in Venice for a very long time (at least since the seminal report COSES 1979), and Venice 

has frequently been described as ‘worst case scenario’ in the tourism planning literature. Yet it 

could be argued that the situation of Venice realigns with many other overtouristed cities where 

the ‘touristification of housing’, through the conversion of a substantial part of the city’s 

residential stock to short-term vacational rentals, is considered a critical factor of acceleration 

and extension of the disruptions produced by tourism. The burgeoning literature on the impacts 

of STR hints at the shrinking of affordable housing supply, the rise of rents, and the associated 

interrelated processes of capital concentration and exclusion and displacement (Lee 2016, 

Wachsmuth et al 2017, Barron et al 2017, Wachsmuth & Weisler 2018, Celata et al 2017, 
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Cocola Gant & Gago 2019). All this is happening in Venice, only at a possibly grander scale 

and in the context of a six-decade struggle for its very survival in an extremely delicate 

ecosystem – fragile, expensive, and increasingly marginal from a political, economic and 

cultural perspective.  

The scholarly and societal debate on Venice’s overtourism has been focusing on other – 

certainly relevant – aspects, such as the endogenous transformation of the tourist marketplace 

towards low quality (Caserta & Russo 2002), the impacts of cruise tourism (Vianello 2016), or 

the regional scale of tourism activity and the differential and interrelated impacts of overnight 

stayers and excursionists (Costa & Van der Borg 1988; Russo 2002b). Yet the degree at which 

STR have been taking over Venice’s housing market calls for a fresh examination of the effects 

that this is having on the city – and may have in the long run – and of the opposing positions in 

the debate on whether this form of accommodation should be regulated, how, and of the 

alternative visions on the future of Venice as a city with a resident population. In this sense, the 

peculiarity of Venice’s territorial conformation, in which the modern urban expansion of the 

city remains physically separated from the insular historical (and tourist) core, requires a 

specific understanding of how the intersection between a long-standing tourist saturation and 

the new frontiers of platform capitalism represented by STR could lead to the risk of collapse 

of the city’s capacity of social reproduction, envisaging the emergence of what could be called 

a short-term city. 

In this paper, we are introducing this term as an analytical dimension of urban change which 

may tie into the resilience debate. By short-term city we denote an urban form that is not 

anymore anchored to - and dependent on – a resident population: it reorients to the transits and 

dwelling practices of a transient population like short term-visitors, while the mass of the stable 

population shrinks. The case of Venice provides insights on how these two dynamics may be 

interrelated, looking at historical lock-ins as well at causal relations. In this sense, we posit the 

emergence of the short-term city as a specific effect of overtourism, based on a housing market 

increasingly geared on the practices and affordabilities of a population of transient dwellers. 

Ultimately, we seek to contribute to the wider debate on place resilience taking in the dimension 

of tourism mobilities and temporary uses. Are short-term cities resilient? Or are these two 

characteristics inherently in opposition? How can this question be framed in the scholarly 

debate on place resilience, sustainable tourism and overtourism, and how does the case of 

Venice presented here illuminate on such issues? 

Place resilience, a concept derived from disaster studies and challenging the approach based on 

sustainability in the analysis of the transformation of socio-economic systems (Vale & 

Campanella 2005, Mehmood 2016), seems particularly adequate in providing a conceptual 

framework of reference for the short-term city, even more so in pandemic times. Beyond the 

efforts to emancipate resilience from emergency planning towards a progressive and 

evolutionary perspective (Davoudi et al 2012), shock situations as the Covid-19 outbreak may 

highlight to a greater extent the unsustainability inscribed in the pre-disaster conditions. 

Moreover, a resilience framework could be a better way to embrace the political dimension of 

place transformations: firstly, because resilience studies are progressively turning from the 

bounce-back-ability of the examined system to its capacity of ‘bouncing forward’ to a more 

sustainable state (Shaw 2012), questioning and challenging the “profound inequality” on which 

the previous state was built upon (Vale 2014); secondly, because the hegemonic struggle 

between different groups for the definition of resilience criteria (Paidakaki & Moulaert 2017, 
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2018) nuances a ‘politics of resilience’, in which it is key to unravel implicit answers to 

questions such as “who counts as ‘the city’? (And who decides who counts as ‘the city’?)” 

(Vale 2014, 197), or “resilience for whom and against what?” (ibid, 191).  

This approach paves the way to a transformative use of the resilience concept, disentangling it 

from a dominant neoliberal semantisation and reframing it in a right to the city perspective 

(Meriläinen et al 2020), as subversive resilience (Grove 2013). In the specific field of tourism 

studies, the concept of resilience has largely focused on the capacity of recovery of the tourism 

industry in the aftermath of catastrophic events (Lew 2013). Our interest in place resilience 

refers, instead, to the capacity of the urban organism that is a tourist destination to reproduce 

itself socially, while evolving towards conditions of spatial and social justice. This, we claim, 

is at stake in the context of the tourist monoculture in which Venice seems trapped (Salerno 

2020), an overspecialisation that - as we argue in this paper – extends critically to housing as 

key resource for social reproduction. It has indeed been shown that resilience is threatened 

“within social systems that are dependent on a single ecosystem or single resource” (Adger 

2000, 350), and in this regard Venetian tourist monoculture is no exception (Cristiano & 

Gonella 2020). Moreover, hazardous resource dependency is not the only reason for which 

touristification could be seen as a threat to resilience, if the latter is not understood within a 

neo-liberal framework but comprehends justice as one of its key features (Davoudi et al 2012). 

Economic and demographic aspects such as uneven distributional effects in terms of income or 

population displacement processes, could be interpreted per se as indicators of the lack or 

breakdown of resilience (Adger 2000), even in the absence of catastrophic events. 

The structure and methodology of this paper is inductive, seeking to build new general 

knowledge from existing empirical evidence. Thus, we first introduce the main coordinates of 

the debate on the ‘future of Venice’ and its evolution as an overtouristed destination. We focus 

on the recent evidence on the reconfiguration of the Venetian real estate market triggered by 

the rise of STR, examining their ‘exceptional’ character in relation to previous trends. Although 

we mostly use secondary sources and data, we interrogate the literature to make sense of such 

trends and propose an original interpretation. We then discuss the politics underlying the 

different stages in the construction of Venice as a short-term city, looking at the different 

positionings and discourses deployed along such evolution, gathered from media pieces and 

public statements. In the last section, we refer back to the debate on place resilience and 

(sustainable) destination development, proposing that the case of Venice and its evolution as a 

short-term city could be considered a ‘template’ of how overtourism can pose a serious threat 

to place resilience, and insisting on the existence of alternatives that should orient policy 

initiatives at different scales. We also engage critically with the Tourism Carrying Capacity 

analytical approach to set targets for sustainable tourism – but possibly ignoring resilience – 

and propose instead a ‘subversive resilience’ policy approach with a key focus on housing use 

regulations and economic diversification. 

 

2. The ‘tourist destiny’ of Venice: from iconisation to socio-spatial stratification   

The enmeshment and signification of Venice with its tourism is obviously not new. Already in 

the 19th century, several classical authors would define Venice as a “visitable past” (James 

1888, 31), a place that “scarcely exists any more as a city at all; [a place] that exists only as a 

battered peep-show and bazaar” (James 1909, 12), “half fairy-tale and half tourist trap” (Mann 
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1912, 45). The re-production of Venice as tourist attraction has been a longstanding process 

rooted both in the peculiar characteristics of the city (Davis & Marvin 2004, Salerno 2020) and 

in the modern history of urban transformations, marked by dynamics of implosion/explosion 

and heritagization (Lefebvre 1970, Choay 1996). This process may represent an early example 

of iconisation or Disneyfication of an historical landscape (Cosgrove 1982), to be tracked down 

at least to the Romantic period (Bettini 1978).  

The acceleration of the tourist nature of the city could however be situated in the 20th century, 

when Venice started its modern expansion into the mainland, while the insular historical city 

(henceforth: HC) became the object of strict conservation intended to preserve its value and 

maintain its main functions as an international pole of arts, culture and entertainment (Fregolent 

& Vettoretto 2017). Indeed, during the last 60 years, Venice’s HC has been going through an 

articulate process of population restructuring by which “poor and low-middle classes [had] no 

other choice than to move out of the city centre, and possibly become daily commuters involved 

in servient economies exploiting the city landscape” (Minoia 2017, 263). Since the construction 

of the industrial settlement of Marghera in 1917, the population of the Venetian mainland has 

been growing steadily, while the population of the HC shrunk to less than a third compared to 

the post-war period (see left axis of Figure 1, in lines). This evolution nuances a “spatially 

separated urban society”, in which the working and middle classes flee with jobs to the 

mainland, while insular Venice remains mainly a site of residence for upper class rentiers 

(Fregolent & Vettoretto 2017, 83-84). Since the 1960s, this relentless process of depopulation 

has been tagged in Venetian chronicles as ‘the exodus’ (Zanardi 2020), one of the key issues of 

the so-called “Problem of Venice” (Comune di Venezia 1964).  

At the same time, tourist activity in the city increased constantly (see right axis of Figure 1, in 

columns). Zannini (2014) identifies two main phases of tourism growth in Venice in the 20th 

century: the former, from the post-war period to the 1980s, consists of an élite market 

developing into proper mass tourism (with a constant growth of arrivals from a total 1,669,000 

in 1952 to the 4,389,000 of 1992). The latter stage – from the 1990s to present days – is 

characterized by the rise of global ‘postmodern’ tourism trends, by national and local easing on 

urban regulations, and by the simultaneous decline of Marghera’s industrial strength. In this 

stage, the growth curve undergoes a further surge (Barbiani & Zanon 2004), reaching the most 

recent official estimation of around 28 million visitors a year (30 million for Lanapoppi, 2015), 

an 80% of which are day visitors, a trend which is “decisively upwards” (Van der Borg 2017, 

15). This quantity of visitors pouring into the city yields an average visitors-per-resident/day 

ratio of more than 1.5, or, in other words, “500 visitors per year for each resident of the 750 

hectares of the historical urban fabric” (Fabbri et al 2020, 41). 
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Figure 1. Evolution of inhabitants (1871-2019) and overnight stays (1953-2017) in different sections of 

the Municipality of Venice1.  

 
 

Venice’s everyday scenario, then, goes far beyond the Tourist Carrying Capacity (henceforth: 

TCC) threshold identified by Costa and Van der Borg (1988), who fixed in 20,750 visitors per 

day the maximum tolerance of Venice’s services, subdivided into 13,000 overnight stays and 

less than 8,000 day visits, for a total of around 7,5 million yearly presences in the HC. That 

limit that was surpassed for two thirds of the days in the year then, and it is widely surpassed 

almost any day of the year today, when daily presences of visitors average around 80,000. The 

TCC approach has conceptual and empirical limitations as a target for a resilient city, as will 

be discussed below. However, this situation can certainly be defined as an over- or hyper-

tourism scenario, which Costa & Martinotti (2003, 61) identified in socio-demographic terms 

as one in which the use of the city by visitors exceeds that of residents, defining it as a site of 

predominant tourist consumption. This definition of a hyper-tourist city is echoed by that given, 

with a more elastic formulation, by D'Eramo, who argues that the threshold that “separates a 

tourist city from a city that also lives on tourism" is the one that marks the passage from a 

situation in which “tourists benefit from services and facilities designed for residents”, and one 

in which “residents are forced to use services designed for tourists” (D'Eramo 2017, 72).  

From this point of view, the situation of Venice would seem to swing dangerously on the edge 

of the “transition phase” (ibid.) from a proper urban organism to a wholly touristified space. 

Referring back to the resilience literature, continuous incremental change has brought the city 

to the brink of a qualitative shift (Lew 2013) after which it is no longer perceived by a part of 

 
1
 The sharp decline in overnight stays in the minor islands and littoral zone in the year 2000 is a statistical glitch 

due to the secession of a section of the littoral; since that year, the overnight stays at Cavallino are not counted 

anymore in municipal statistics.   
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its residents as belonging to them, but more as “a simulacrum of an inhabitable space that no 

longer exists” (De Rita, 1993). This argument reflects the debate on the loss of sense of place 

(Davidson & Lees 2010) for the local community when space adapts to other uses and market 

forces. This is particularly evident in relation to commercial activities, which are radically 

reorienting their offer and image to the transient visitor demand (Gheno 2016; Russo 2002a) to 

the detriment of proximity commerce, a process encouraged by national liberalization laws (the 

so called Bersani law of 2006). The earnings required to cover the costs of renting and running 

a shop in the HC make it impossible to cater for the everyday necessities of the few remaining 

inhabitants (Scheppe et al 2009). The whole economic fabric of the city then faces a 

metamorphic wave by which “every store that sell stationery, hardware, groceries and the like, 

is being converted into a uniform space offering fake Murano glass or imitations of Carnival 

masks” (ibid, 290). This further reduces the opportunities and affordability of everyday routines 

for residents, whose ‘reaction tactics’ range from drawing increasingly out of the most 

congested areas (Quinn, 2007) to abandon the city altogether, reproducing the ‘exodus’.  

To summarize, Venice could be considered a school case for overtourism, in which the presence 

of visitors “invades, suffocates and distorts the physical city and overturns the very life of its 

inhabitants” (Fabbri et al 2020, 41). In the next section, we will then discuss how the impact of 

platform capitalism on Venetian housing market has strongly worsened an already deteriorated 

situation. 

 

3. From the ‘hotelisation’ of the city to the touristification of housing 

To reconstruct the role that the affirmation of short-term rentals as dwelling modality in in 

Venice may have played in the emergence of the short-term city, we will situate these trends 

against the broader dynamics of the hospitality sector and of the housing market. 

At the turn of the XX century, Venice already hosted a substantial number of hotels and 

boarding houses (Zannini 2002, Bernardello 2002). As the data on overnight stays presented in 

the previous section suggest, the supply of accommodation has been growing steadily during 

the post-war expansion and the consolidation of Venice as a mass-tourism destination since the 

1970s. This growth has gone through different stages. Until the end of the 1990s, planning 

regulations on land uses and hospitality prevented expanding the supply in the hotel sector 

beyond a limit of 11,000 bedplaces, while housing rentals for short periods, or for rooms, were 

strictly regulated. In 1997, an amendment to the planning regulations for the HC gave way to a 

substantial number of conversions from residential to tourist use; in the same period, the cap 

on hotel bedplaces offered in the HC was progressively released. In the verge of a few years, 

the supply increased by 30% in the HC, reaching in 2003 the number of 16,650 beds in hotels 

and 2,500 new bedplaces in ‘other forms of accommodation’ (Barbiani & Zanon 2004, 9). Yet 

these figures are quite small compared with the most recent ones: in the first decade of the 

2000s, the number of establishments was tripled, introducing around 10,000 new bedplaces in 

the market; the main driver of this growth is the non-hotel sector, whose establishments 

multiplied by 10 in 8 years (COSES 2009a, 47). This extraordinary expansion reflects a new 

global trend in the hospitality industry, in which the non-hotel sector has been taking advantage 

of deregulation policies and of the extension of internet as a commercialisation channel. 

Even before the appearance of STR, the housing market was already strongly bent on Venice’s 

tourist appeal. In 2007, one of three houses was bought by a foreigner. The attractiveness of 
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real estate for international buyers, collecting second homes as prestige acquisitions used for a 

few weekends a year, ties the Venetian housing market to global rather than local trends, 

dominated by corporate agents, with prices that rarely drop (Scheppe et al 2009). Furthermore, 

especially after the austerity turn in European policy, a consistent share of the property owned 

by the public sector, including buildings of historical value and popular housing, started being 

liquidated on the private market to meet the financial needs of local, regional and state 

institutions, and are frequently re-functionalized into tourist facilities as hotels and restaurants 

(Salerno 2019). This process occurs both in the HC and in the lagoon, where minor islands 

seems to have no other perspective of salvation from abandonment than being transformed into 

luxury resorts (Salerno 2015). Those complementary elements, then, further illustrates how the 

ever-increasing tourism pressure reinforces the recursive loops by which touristification keeps 

growing towards monoculture (Cristiano & Gonella 2020) and urban rent “become the key 

driver of the local economy” (Fabbri et al 2020, 44). 

 

Figure 2. Evolution of accommodation supply in different sections of the Muncipality of Venice and by 

typology. Source: Alice Corona for OCIO (2020b) on data provided by Regione Veneto – Ufficio 

Statistica  

 

 
 

 

The emergence and affirmation of STR platforms like Airbnb took these trends to the next level 

(see Figure 2). After a first period of introduction of the platforms (2010-2015), the growth of 

non-hotel supply accelerated, leading to the boom of the very last years. It is estimated by OCIO 

– a recently founded “grassroots civic watchdog on housing” – that between 2016 and 2018 
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18,600 new tourist bedplaces have appeared in the HC, equalling the growth of the previous 15 

years; in 2017 alone, the non-hotel supply registered a growth of 44.2% (57.4% in the HC), 

while the hotel sector increased of only 3% (2% in the HC) (OCIO 2020a, 210). The main role 

in this unprecedented expansion of supply has been played by platform-mediated STR, whose 

success is also significantly outcompeting other traditional forms of complementary 

accommodation, such as official B&B and guesthouses, reduced to 9,400 of the total 33,496 

non-hotel bedplaces (OCIO 2020b). This process is also accompanied by a sort of 

“hotelization” of STR themselves, to be intended as the tendency to list each unit in a building 

on Airbnb and “thereby creating ‘cottage hotels’” (Lee 2016, 230), whose appearance in Venice 

has draw the attention both of independent grassroots organizations (OCIO 2020c) and law 

enforcements (Fullin 2020). 

The most recent official data published by Comune di Venezia (2017) indicate a total amount 

of 63,217 beds available in the entire municipality: 30,715 beds in hotels and 32,502 in other 

forms of accommodation, such as B&B, guesthouses, rooms-to-let and above all apartments in 

STR regime. Of this total, the vast majority (43,685) are located in the HC (excluding minor 

islands), including 18,384 hotel beds and 25,301 beds in other forms of accommodation. This 

scenario is constantly shifting: in February 2020, just before the COVID lockdown, the record 

was of 77,810 bedplaces spread over the entire municipal territory, of which 49,295 in the HC 

(the 63%, including the 76% of the total number of bedplaces in STR), almost as many as its 

constantly declining 52,000 residents (OCIO 2020b). This concentration is not surprising, being 

the HC the traditional core of tourist supply; what actually does catch the attention is the 

distribution between accommodation types: 2017 marks the first year in which the supply in 

the non-hotel sector exceeded that of the hotel sector, which, just 20 years earlier, represented 

the 85% of the total. Moreover, besides the traditional anti-Airbnb public stance of the hotel 

industry, cases of hoteliers recurring to apartments in STR regime in order to extend their 

accommodation capacity have been registered (RESET 2015), even if it is hard to evaluate the 

numeric significance of the phenomenon due to the unavailability of reliable data on the 

connection between management and property.     

A closer look at the available data, such as in Corona’s (2019) work for the independent 

research platform InsideAirbnb, reveals that in August 2019, 8,907 listings in Venice were 

advertised on Airbnb, three quarters of which consisted of an entire home or apartment, a 

growth of 14% over the previous year/month. The spatial distribution of the listings follows 

that of the overall accommodation supply, with a 76% of the total located in the HC. Corona 

estimates that the 12% of the housing units in the HC is on offer in Airbnb; the share of this 

supply that is occupied for more than 60 nights a year, the 46% of all listings, is likely to be 

removed from the residential market thoroughly. This equates to 3,338 homes in the HC alone. 

If we put together these different estimates of STR and the hotel data, almost a half of the 

geography of the HC thus experiences a tourist bedplace-per-inhabitant ratio of at least 1:1 

(with areas where this ratio is even higher, up to 5, 10, 20 and more bedplaces per inhabitant). 

With very few low-intensity areas – also comprehensive of non-residential, monumental or 

infrastructural landcover – the high-intensity zones cover almost the totality of the HC, 

sketching a geography of what we call the short-term city (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Bedplaces in all types of accommodation per inhabitant in Venice’s census zones. Source: 

elaboration by Alice Corona on data provided by Population Register of the City of Venice and 

accommodation data included in the GeoIDS portal of the City of Venice. Population and bedplaces 

data refer to June 24, 2020 

 
 

Another recent work nuances an even more problematic scenario than that depicted by Corona: 

using data directly offered by Airbnb itself, De Marchi (2019) calculates a global incidence of 

Airbnb listings on the housing stock of the HC ranging from 11% to 16%. Airbnb however is 

not the only STR platform, and considering the supply of platforms such as Homeaway (3,876, 

of which 98% entire apartments), Housetrip (1,754 and 96% namely) and Booking.com (2,700 

and 83% namely), the incidence of STR prior to the COVID-19 crisis could be even stronger, 

as – according to the data sourcing agency AirDNA – the offer of those platforms is not 

completely overlapping with that of Airbnb. 

Referring to Zannini’s periodization of tourist development quoted above, it could be argued 

that the current situation may represent a third phase, inaugurated by the affirmation of platform 

capitalism. The boom of STR registered in 2016-2018 could be due in part to a measurement 

glitch, as more efficient control tools implemented by the administration in order to increase 

tax revenues may have resulted in the surfacing of a consistent amount of previously ‘invisible’ 

rental activity. However, it seems legitimate to affirm that the opening of the housing market 

to platform-mediated STR has enlarged the domain of tourist commodification to an 

unprecedented scale, boosting Venice’s overtourism situation to a higher level of criticality and 

posing new fundamental challenges to the city.   

 

4. Debunking the debate: distributional effects and impacts of STR on the housing market 

The ‘future of Venice’ has been the object of intense debate in the last decades, locally and 

nationally, but also at international level given the universal historical and artistic value 

attributed to Venice. In spite of the countless statements, agreements, and publications 

promoting at least a mitigation of Venice’s depopulation trends and environmental degradation, 

no effective solution to Venice’s destiny as a tourist monoculture is in view, even if there seems 



 

 11 

to be today a certain agreement among social actors that the tourism trends presented in the 

previous section condemn the city to a bleak future. Yet the social and political landscape has 

changed radically in the last years, possibly also a sign of the increasing irrelevance of the HC 

as constituency and of the extreme dependence on tourism of the whole municipality, if not the 

whole Veneto region. The political turnover in 2015 – confirmed in 2020 – has represented a 

breakthrough shift for the concerns of the municipal administration. Until then, Venetian 

policy, which caters for a dynamic city that extends far beyond its insular historical limits, had 

always kept a close eye on the ‘future of Venice’ intended as preservation of the HC. However, 

most policy efforts to retain residents and jobs have met more failures than achievements. 

As if this incapacity to revert trends had reached the state of entropy, the new administration 

has settled on simply monitoring visitor flows and cashing in tourist expenditure. A remarkable 

example of this new orientation has been the leeway given to the construction of a large stock 

of new budget accommodation establishments in the Venetian mainland. This might represent 

an affordable alternative for visitors that would come as excursionists and pay hotel taxes 

elsewhere; however, in the absence of any regulation on STR, is further enlarging the daily 

pressure on the HC, exacerbating the boundary – functional and semiotic – between the insular 

short-term destination and its periphery as ‘sleeping quarters’. At the same time, statements of 

the new major against the residents of the HC who complain about excessive tourism pressure, 

have brought to light the how the interests of the mainland and of the HC are diverging also in 

policy discourses (Tantucci 2016, 2018). 

As a counterpart to this subtle ‘turn’ in policy, a new generation of social movements has taken 

the struggles for the protection of the lagoon and housing affordability – which characterised 

grassroots activism in the 1970s and 1980s – to a new level, achieving support even among 

middle classes and patrimonialistic institutions (Visentin & Bertocchi 2019). Their campaigns 

focus on tourism growth as the cornerstone of the many disruptions that threatens the social and 

environmental survival of the city, directly questioning the ‘tourist destiny’ of Venice as 

antithetical to a liveable and lived city. Their analyses and campaigns are aligned with those of 

the expanding international activist movements against touristification (Milano et al 2019b), to 

which local collectives have contributed since the foundation of the SET Network - Southern 

Europe against Touristification (Borelli 2019, Pardo & Gómez 2019, Gainsforth 2019). Their 

main claims concern housing rights, the transformation of local commerce, the saturation of 

public space and transports, precarious employment and environmental issues related to the 

relentless growth of tourism and of the monocultural specialisation of urban destinations (SET 

2018). 

Many other actors at different scales are also involved in this debate, and most notably the 

extractive conglomerate that groups global actors like ‘platform capitalism’ organisations, 

small investors, large financial corporations, transport companies like cruise companies, and 

their local filières. Thus, the ‘future of Venice’ is now more than ever a discursive battleground. 

This debate has taken on many derivatives. Although we focus in this paper on the effects of 

STR on population dynamics, the policy implications of this debate go beyond the strict topic 

of housing use regulations, as they invest more broadly the struggle between rent extraction and 

urban resilience, of which housing is a key element and stress test (Paidakaki & Moulaert 2017, 

2018).  
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4.1. Sharing rhetorics and distributional effects 

There is no unanimity on the fact that the trends presented in the previous section represent an 

actual problem, in Venice or in any other city where the expansion of STR in recent years has 

substantially transformed the tourism landscape. The digital platforms themselves as Airbnb, 

from their side, have settled on a redistributive rhetoric, part of their peculiar strategy to deface 

mounting critiques to the role they are attributed as agents of gentrification and neighbourhood 

change, proposing instead a socially responsible corporate image through the mobilization of 

the hosts (Gainsforth 2019; Arias Sans & Quaglieri Domínguez, 2016). In the specific case of 

Venice, the company actively intervened in the local political debate by positioning itself as an 

advocate of sustainable tourism, first of all adhering to the City Council’s campaign 

#EnjoyRespectVenezia with the production and diffusion of a video entitled “Live like a local 

in Venice”, providing nothing more than basic information on the city’s accessibility and 

instructions for waste recycle. In its ‘Healthy travel and healthy destinations’ report the 

company also affirmed that in Venice  

crowding has become such an issue that the Mayor has considered limiting access mainly to 

overnight travellers, with prominent publications listing the city as a place to not visit in 2018. 

But with Airbnb, local hosts are actively promoting less-trafficked routes and local shops to 

their overnight guests, helping City Hall in its efforts to attract healthy, sustainable tourism. 

(Airbnb 2018, 22) 

These and other claims, as the fact that Airbnb spreads tourism off the beaten track to the 

advantage of lower-class areas that are neglected by the mainstream visitor economy, can be 

debunked with hard data proceeding from a variety of mostly case-study based (see for instance 

Gutíerrez et al 2017 or Arias Sans & Quaglieri Domínguez 2016); our contribution here will be 

to bring out some evidence for the case of Venice.   

More specifically on the topic of the distributional effects, Airbnb’s public discourse insists on 

the fact that unlike corporate hotel chains, hosts on Airbnb keep up to 97% of the posted price 

to themselves. Hence, a dollar spent on the platform would be the one producing more benefits 

for the local economy, compared to the 14 to 36% of “chain travel dollars”. They also claim 

that the “cruise line accommodations are the worst offenders in this exercise”, with mostly no 

positive impact on the host community (Airbnb 2018, 10-12). However, the redistributive role 

of the STR platforms is increasingly contested. Not only the owners of valuable assets turn their 

homes into capital assets to earn rents, and such valuable consumer goods are typically 

concentrated in a small group of well-off people; but also, the marketplace for such valuable 

goods is very dynamic and getting concentrated in the hands of multi-proprietors, with a 

growing share of rental properties acquired by corporations or even rentiers following ‘buy to 

rent’ strategies (Cocola Gant & Gago 2019).  

In the case of the Venetian market, the top 5% hosts by number of listings own the 30% of the 

total number of listings, and the top 5% hosts by estimated revenue accumulate the 35% of the 

total revenue stream generated by Airbnb listings in Venice (Corona 2019). The pretended 

redistributive effect of the platform is then to be intended as significantly uneven, sharpening 

the already existing unbalance between tenants, who by definition have no real estate assets to 

rely on, and landlords: “it takes money to make money”, as “with Airbnb, earning requires 

coming to the market with valuable assets” (Schor 2017, 31). This uneven distribution is in line 

with the overall situation of the Italian Airbnb market, comparatively analysed in 2017 by 
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Picascia et al (2017) who look at Gini inequality indexes comparing the distribution of STR 

property and income distribution. Their study suggests the supposed benefits of the platforms 

are appropriated very disproportionately by a small number of users. In Venice, like in other 10 

of 13 cities included in that study, the growth of the supply of STR has been paralleled by 

increasing income inequality, from a Gini index of 57 in 2015 to 60 in 2016. 

Therefore, the famous Airbnb dollar does not equally land on the local economy, as the 

revenues are strongly unbalanced towards the top of the pyramid, and besides that they are 

getting increasingly concentrated in corporate hands. A closer insight on uneven distributional 

effects of STR in Venice has indeed been recently provided by De Marchi (2019), who 

compares the revenues of locating a housing unit in the residential or in the tourist market, 

under different scenarios in relation to the type of contract for the residential rent (formulas 

defined by the Italian law for the length of rental contracts, such as 3+2 years and 4+4 years, 

have different taxation levels) and to the average occupancy rate of tourist rentals. In this second 

case, three cases have been identified: the so-called “typical host” situation, that of an 

occasional tourist use with a relatively modest occupation rate (between 15% and 23% 

days/year); the entrepreneurial host, with an occupancy rate averaging 53%; and the hotelier 

host, with an occupancy around 70%.  

The result of this exercise illustrates that revenues in general are superior with tourist rentals, 

yet, playing around parameters of costs and taxation schemes, tourist rentals are more 

advantageous than residential ones only when occupancy levels are superior to 50% (De Marchi 

2019, 231). Taking as examples two popular and densely populated neighbourhoods, Castello 

and Cannaregio, the related estimations offer the results shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Estimation of rents from different rental profiles and contracts. Source: De Marchi 2019, 231) 

Rental type Cannaregio neighbourhood  Castello neighbourhood 

STR – typical host 750€ 661€ 

STR – entrepreneurial host 1,117€ 1,503€ 

STR – hotelier host 1,475€ 1,968€ 

Residential contract (3+2) 941€ 923€ 

Residential contract (4+4) 804€ 804€ 

 

Thus, tourist rentals in both areas are more competitive only at higher occupancy rates, 

providing a further explanation of why just the 27% of the hosts are non-commercial (‘typical’) 

and why, owning the 20% of the property on offer, they make only the 4% of the total revenue 

generated through platform listings (Corona 2019). In short, market dynamics push for a 

professionalization of STR and its management in order to maximize revenues, and this applies 

also to the case in which there has been an investment to start STR activity. De Marchi (2019, 

234) calculates that an entrepreneurial tourist location almost halves the amount of time 
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necessary to recover a mortgage investment (in the example of the Castello neighbourhood, 23 

years for entrepreneurial hosts, 17 years hotelier hosts, and an average of 40 years for a 

residential rent), and he clarifies that this is a prudential estimation. Moreover, investments that 

would be deterred by a high inflationary pressure would otherwise become attainable and may 

be larger in the case of properties with Airbnb-potential (Aalbers 2019, 6).  

This pressure towards professionalization exacerbates the already relevant crowding-out 

effects, pricing out both the non-commercial host and the resident, and fostering concentration 

of STR management and property. First of all, the small landlord, who was promised great 

revenues, is likely to face the choice between becoming a professional entrepreneurial host, or 

be driven out of the STR market by better performing competitors. Pushing an occasional host 

to maximize occupancy means that the management of reservation, check-in operations, 

cleanings and laundry is likely to be outsourced, fostering concentration of management in 

multi-listing commercial hosts, as noted in much recent research on this topic (e.g. Gil & 

Sequera, 2020). By doing so, the dynamics of this marketplace pushes towards a situation in 

which hosts tend to become multi-proprietors, managing something that, rather than ‘home 

sharing’, appears to be a distributed hotel network, with rooms decentralized throughout the 

city, as in Venice, where 27% of the hosts control 63% of the listings (Corona 2019); a trend 

not limited to whole apartments but also to room rentals, which in public discourse remains a 

practice more adherent to the genuine meaning of home-sharing (Quaglieri Domínguez, Arias 

Sans & Russo, 2020). Thus, we can identify a sort of second-level crowding-out effect: either 

the occasional host crowds out a resident by converting a residential unit in a de facto hotel, or 

he gets crowded out by more professionalised competitors who can further concentrate property 

through acquisition investments. As suggested for instance by Frenken & Schor (2017) or 

Yrigoy (2019), these trends uncover questions of class (already well-off home owners will 

profit most) but also the overarching power of mobile dwelling, determining an uneven 

negotiation for home – a ‘mooring’ device – at the cost of ‘stable’ populations (López-Gay et 

al 2020). 

 

4.2 Price escalation and crowding-out 

Obviously, the related impacts of STR on the residential housing market are equally 

unmentioned by the platform campaigns. Several studies conducted in different territorial 

contexts (Lee 2016, Wachsmuth et al 2017, Wachsmuth & Weisler 2018, Cocola Gant & Gago 

2019, García López et al 2020) highlight how the housing market becomes increasingly 

unaffordable to long-term residents under the pull of STR. As a growing number of housing 

units is subtracted from residential market and converted to tourism use, long-term tenants are 

increasingly crowded out, as they are “no longer bidding against the local residential rent price, 

but instead against the extra profit that STRs can bring” (Lee 2016, 238). Besides, housing 

market exclusion in high-intensity STR areas (such as most historical cores in European urban 

destinations) is also related to non-economic factors, as the conflicts arising to the mixed tourist 

and residential uses of buildings and surrounding public spaces, or the erosion of the support 

systems for everyday life such as gentrifying commercial supply or social networks (López-

Gay et al 2020). So the tendency towards “hotelization” and realization of “cottage hotels” is 

reinforced by a snowball effect as the conversion of residential units to STR increase the 

displacement pressure on other tenants (Cocola-Gant & Gago 2019), further reducing the 
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housing supply and the overall resilience of the housing system in a loop of “self-destroying 

feedbacks” (Cristiano & Gonella 2020, 10). 

Yet, in Venice as elsewhere, these critiques to the ‘airbnbization’ of cities are not universally 

recognized. For example, De Marchi argues that the incidence of STR in the housing stock 

replicates cadastral surveys on empty dwellings, nuancing a potential positive impact of sharing 

accommodation on the use of idle residential spaces (De Marchi 2019, 229). In fact, Venice 

counted around 10% of empty housing units before the rise of STR, a percentage – the highest 

among all Italian regional capitals – that is easily explained by the very high maintenance costs. 

Hence, STR allegedly had the effect of ‘filling the voids’ in a strongly under-utilised urban 

fabric, providing an incentive for valorising property otherwise not rehabilitated. More in 

general, agents who benefit from the visitor economy (like ABBAV, the association of hosts 

and property managers) deny the correlation between growth or STR and depopulation by 

claiming that the exodus began long before the rise of non-hotel accommodations or the more 

recent affirmation of platform hospitality. In their view, STR are a virtuous way not only to 

valorise and maintain idle assets (i.e. abandoned or empty residential units) but also to create 

‘local’ jobs to sustain the city economy (Dianese 2020). To make this position more explicit, 

ABBAV hijacked in 2019 a slogan of the Venetian social movements, “mi no vado via” (“I will 

not leave”) by reformulating it in “anca mi no vado via” (“I will not leave either”), suggesting 

that tourism rentals were allowing more Venetian residents to stay put in front of a strong 

gentrification pressure. For their part, grassroots movements contested these claims as 

unprovable and misleading (OCIO 2019), and several arguments can be moved against the 

proprietors assertions. 

For instance, there is little doubt that the depopulation of Venice started well before the 

appearance of STR platforms, but it could be argued that if the same exodus is related to more 

complex urban dynamics occurred during the 20th century (zoning policies, suburbanization, 

new housing standards, demographics), the tourist specialization of the city is definitely part of 

those dynamics. While a proper examination of the relation between the growing tourist arrivals 

in the city and population loss of the HC (COSES 2009a) came to the conclusion that there was 

no direct causation, apparently supporting ABBAV’s thesis, this study did not have the chance 

to consider the impact of STR after 2010 and the related challenges on housing affordability. 

Besides, it recognized that it remains to be questioned “how much of this property stock would 

have remained unused without tourism (or at more accessible market prices)” (ibid, 50); thirdly, 

it acknowledged that “the part of the real estate stock intended for residential use ‘freed’ by the 

resident population (…) was promptly reused for contested purposes (ibid.). Hence, if tourist 

reconversions, in a first stage, could have effectively just ‘filled the voids’, they may have 

become a hindrance to residential uses in a later stage when STR were came to be boosted by 

platform intermediation and professionalised through a concentration of property. In the first 

place, by making the available stock for medium- or long-term rents scarcer, and thus raising 

its cost (Yrigoy 2019, Lee 2016); secondly, by favouring evictions, as argued by Fava (2018) 

and targeted by grassroots social movements through denounce and direct action (Rossi 2018, 

Ghiglione 2018).  

The emerging problem of crowding out of residents specifically due to the competition with 

STR, noted by De Marchi 2019 in his albeit prudent work, is also expanding to another segment 

of the market which presented in the past large speculative opportunities for landlords, such as 

student accommodation. This represents an additional threat for the social reproduction of the 
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city. The student population at the two local universities, of which 8,000 (15% of which were 

foreigners) were estimated to reside in the city during their studies (COSES 2009b), has been 

identified as an antidote to the specialisation towards the low-end of tourism market and to 

ageing and depopulation processes (Russo & Arias Sans 2009). After a period dating 

approximately from the mid-1990s in which the opening of new student residences in the HC 

and housing renewal programs were starting to attract a younger population of ‘cultural 

consumers’ to reside in the city and to retain a sizable share of people formed in Venice, 

evidence shows that the 4-10% increase in rental prices registered in 2017 and the 

intensification of tourism pressure through STR has started to force young people to the 

mainland (Fava 2018), as they would do before the 1990s, when the strongly regulated room 

rental market was unaffordable for many. Once considered themselves gentrifiers, now students 

are being gentrified out of the city – but with much direr consequences in terms of the social 

fabric of the city, as skilled human capital loses any chance to ‘make roots’ and turn into social 

capital that will keep the city alive in the future. 

A last important impact of STR on the housing market concerns the buying and selling 

dynamics. As we have seen, inoccupancy is a strong feature of Venetian housing stock, where 

“to the amount of unused units (19%) a likewise quantity of houses occupied by non-residents 

must be added, thus releasing about 40% of housings from conditions of ordinary residential 

dwelling” (Fava 2018). Nevertheless, in the context of STR the notion of emptiness is not 

immediate nor neutral, being possible that some of this empty units are relocated in the tourist 

market, a possibility that the emergence of platform STR has widely facilitated. If, for example, 

“a person were to buy a second home and rent it out to tourists permanently, that constitutes 

running a commercial lodging site, such as a B&B or hotel” (Frenken & Schor 2017, 5), filling 

the voids of residents with temporary visitors. As it can be seen by real estate market reports, 

just “a 26.5% of home are bought for a first-home residential purpose, while respectively 26% 

and 29% are destined to investment and second home” (Fava 2018). The Engel & Völkers 2019 

market report states that the high demand from international buyers  

ensures stability in the growth of the Venetian real estate market. The international customers 

who decide to buy a house in Venice make up about 70% of sales. (…) With a percentage of 

around 75%, the market is characterized by customers who buy second homes to be used for 

investments, guaranteeing an excellent economic income often deriving from tourist rentals (8-

10% gross). (Engel & Völkers 2019, 18) 

If on the other hand “only a quarter of buyers decide to buy a residential property in Venice for 

private use” (ibidem), it becomes clear that the new possibilities offered by the STR is also 

changing the second homes market, opening these traditional luxury acquisitions to the 

opportunity of a quick return on investment. Thanks to these new opportunities, corporations 

and individual investors increasingly use cities like Venice “as ‘safe deposit box’, a place to 

store their excess capital safely” (Aalbers 2019, 6), giving place to a sort of generalized flat 

grabbing. 

To conclude this section, the data presented here should support the claims that also in the 

Venetian case platform-mediated STR leads to “negative externalities in neighbourhoods and 

to shortages and rising prices in the long-term housing rental market”, as recognized also by a 

report from the Joint Research Centre of the European Commission (Codagnone et al 2016, 

34). Despite the platform’s attempts to be recognized as a positive actor in enhancing 

destinations sustainability, and the efforts of agents at multiple scales, from small-scale 
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investors to corporate speculators and their local professional filières offering services to STR. 

advocating for this model, its growth is menacing the social fabric of cities, and Venice is no 

exception. To put it short, as Inside Airbnb’s founder wrote, “Airbnb claim they are disrupting 

the hotel industry, when they are really disrupting the housing market” (Cox 2017, 11). 

 

5. Final reflections and recommendations 

The trends presented in the above sections, involving material and socioeconomic 

transformations of the city, may be interpreted as a third phase of its tourism development 

trajectory, the ongoing realization of a short-term city. This new phase may be interpreted as 

closely associated with the higher gear that the structural changes of the contemporary 

globalized economy and rent extraction strategies have imposed on urban dynamics worldwide, 

and specifically transnational gentrification and the real estate market restructuring driven by 

now forms of dwelling ‘on the move’ (Siegler & Wachsmuth 2015; Sequera & Nofre 2018; 

López-Gay et al 2020). Venice, as an international pole of attraction for leisure, culture and 

tourism activities, proved to be particularly exposed to this processes, with Airbnb and other 

STR platforms  playing a key role in it, as they shift “the ‘highest and best use’ of residential 

housing” to tourist functions in order to realise rent gaps (Wachsmuth & Weisler 2018, 7). The 

geographical configuration of the city, where the physical separation of its insular tourist core 

from the productive socioeconomic landscape of the mainland accentuates a social 

stratification, is arguably a further element to explain the dimensions of this drift.  

However, our presentation has highlighted that the case Venice offers insights for reflection 

also in terms of its ‘capacity to respond’ as part of a resilience strategy, exposing that the 

socioeconomic changes it has been exposed to for a long time also have been paralleled by 

fundamental shifts in its political and discursive landscape. In fact, the current Venetian policy 

debate on overtourism seems outdated and the policies implemented or being discussed totally 

inadequate to tackle the global drivers that are pushing Venetians out of their city. The current 

municipal administration is apparently not taking such threats seriously. While its management 

approach combines a very basic promotion strategy with rhetoric claims on urban decorum, 

reflected by the #EnjoyRespectVenezia campaign, other measures – like the continuously 

postponed adoption of the so-called ‘access contribution’ (an entry fee to the city, which should 

put a brake especially on ‘bite and run’ visits and levy some extra resources for conservation), 

or the much less ambitious ‘revolving doors’ access system occasionally put up to divert and 

spread out the incoming crowds, hardly address any of the challenges related to the residential 

market and the crowding out of locals. These policy attempts have also been noted to be very 

problematic in terms of equity and implementation costs (Salerno 2018), let alone producing a 

dangerous semantic shift in the common perception of Venice from living urban entity to tourist 

compound, whose access can be controlled and charged for (see Arias Sans & Russo, 2016, for 

an analogue critique).  

This approach and the narrative of it that is aired through the media, rather than distancing from 

the TCC concept (as proposed by Fabbri et al 2020) seems to look at it from a merely technical 

perspective, without considering the broader social sustainability and resilience implications. 

In this sense, the operationalisation of the TCC from a socioeconomic perspective (as in Costa 

& Van Der Borg 1988), whose target function is to maximize tourist revenues, controls for the 

negative externalities just inasmuch as they produce diseconomies for the tourist industry itself. 
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It is then unsurprising that the consensus, hegemonic at least since the 1990s, that “what should 

be avoided at all costs is putting an explicit cap on the development of tourist accommodation, 

as Amsterdam and Barcelona are currently considering” (Van der Borg et al 2020, 13), is not 

at odds with the TCC policy target. It is claimed that capping or regulating supply in the HC 

would just “boost excursionism”, seen as the worst performing mode of visiting the city; for 

the same reason “also the introduction of a tax on overnight stays (…) should be reconsidered. 

A tax on all the movements to and from the HC should take its place” (ibidem), sustaining by 

this means the model of a theme-park oriented urbanism, in which the access to the city is 

subject to pricing regulations.  

Indeed, it can be noted that Van Der Borg himself in recent works has revised upwards the TCC 

threshold to 14 million (Van Der Borg 2017) and again to 19 million visitors per year (Van Der 

Borg et al 2020), taking in the calculus the extension of the local accommodation supply. These 

upwards revisions of the carrying capacity threshold, in a moment in which almost all social 

actors agree on the fact that the housing crisis threatens the very future of residence in the city, 

cast more than a doubt on the very aptness on the TCC framework to function as a policy target 

for a resilient city. This very author, in fact, claims that the TCC threshold is “a quantitative 

formulation of the original problem of how many tourists a destination can bear without 

compromising the quality of the tourist experience” (Van Der Borg et al 2020). In a nutshell, it 

takes into account just the resilience of the tourist industry and not that of the urban organism, 

whose possibilities for conservation and reproduction (Russo, 2002a) are highly questionable 

in such conditions. 

Based on the evidence presented in this paper, we believe that this conceptualisation of a 

‘sustainable tourist flow’ and the related strategy (controlling for and taxing excursionism, but 

giving almost free rein to HC accommodation expansion as well as that of other visitor services 

such as mobility systems) would not necessarily alleviate overtourism, but definitely turn the 

city and its social and cultural complexity into a destination-product. Policies insisting on this 

model would align the definition of urban resilience to the specific resilience of its pro-tourism 

and pro-growth subjects, i.e. to the needs of what we identified as the extractive conglomerate. 

To increase the sustainability of the tourism sector and enhance the resilience of the overall 

urban organism, it should be at the contrary necessary to envision different strategies, with the 

aim of overcoming the dependency on tourist resource and promoting a “bounce forward” 

outside the monocultural model. Indeed, one of the necessary foundations of a complex city, 

sustaining any type of socioeconomic renaissance compensating the dependence on a low 

value-added and extractivist industry like tourism (or anyway the tourist model Venice has been 

drifting towards in the last five decades), is residence. And affordable housing, challenged by 

the rise of STR, is precisely the battlefront which – in spite of the efforts of local grassroots 

social movements – has received very little attention by the administration, possibly the 

reflection of a municipal constituency that due to the very dwindling of resident population in 

the HC is increasingly oriented to reaping short-term rents.  

While a regulation project for STR of the national government is stalled from years, and the 

regional government (whose territory largely ‘predates’ over destination-Venice as highlighted 

for instance in Russo 2002a) is not likely to enforce any hard regulation, in a city where a 

sizable part of its housing stock is currently on offer in short-term rental platforms it is unlikely 

that this very social mass will support such decision. Yet a regulation is considered urgent if 

there can be a ‘future for Venice’ beyond that of becoming a short-term city, even more so 
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when its evident lack of resilience is being proved by the ongoing pandemic crisis. Indeed, the 

economic slump provoked by the prolonged absence of tourists could possibly affect the city’s 

capacity of recovery in its entirety, as not just the rentiers see their profits curtailed, but the 

overall economic system is at a standstill. It is then predictable that the negative effects of the 

COVID crisis will primarily affect the lowest income strata of the population, exposing the 

already fragile social tissue of the city to unemployment and evictions, and thus further 

endangering its capacity of social reproduction. A new orientation in economic and social 

policy is therefore necessary as ever, in the face of the scenario presented by the most recent 

evolution of the socio-political situation, such as the surge in the acquisition of bankrupt tourist 

activities by shady investors (Trevisan 2020) or the protests by affected sectors and their 

workers towards the enforcement of security measures, which resulted in Covid denial actions 

(Gasparon 2020). 

Besides the emergency measures needed to avoid social and economic collapse, putting a cap 

on STR, as suggested by Wachsmuth et al (2017, 3) (with the following specifications: one 

host, one rental; no full-time, entire-home rentals; platforms responsible for enforcement) 

seems a reasonable first step for public policies that aim to recover acceptable levels of retention 

of a stable population in Venice. A proposal in this sense, comprehensive of an analysis of its 

legal feasibility,  has indeed recently been developed by OCIO (2020d). Regulating STR should 

however be just a part of a more complex strategy meant to pull back the city from the “phase 

transition” (D’Eramo 2017), and should be accompanied by a cap on hotel licenses at a 

metropolitan level, thus including at least the whole Municipality of Venice, and possibly 

addressing the whole regional territory (whose vast implications and problematics we leave for 

further research). Moreover, a de-marketing strategy should take place, and more resources – 

for instance the income from tourist taxes – dedicated to fundamental housing policies. Finally, 

in order to stimulate the local economy to get beyond the actual extractivist tourist model and 

foster the overall resilience of the urban organism, stronger investments in a more diversified 

economy are badly necessary, out of a sound diagnostic of the differential factors that would 

make Venice’s HC an attractive location. If none of this will happen, it is likely that ‘short-term 

city Venice’ will become more and more real and irreversible.  
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