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Good afternoon, my name is Antonis Petropoulos and I represent the Ecologists-Greens Party of Greece as well as 

ECOCLUB.com - International Ecotourism Club. It is a great honour to be here at the invitation of the European 

Greens and indeed to be speaking in an auditorium named after Petra Kelly. 
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Today I will try to summarize the key characteristics of Tourism in Greece, the environmental problems it faces, 

and those it creates in the context of Climate Change. I will give you bad practice examples, rather than good 

ones. 
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Greece is considered one of the oldest and more resilient tourism brands, combining a dramatic, diverse & 

biodiverse landscape, with over 3,000 islands, some 35,000 historic and cultural monuments, 17 world heritage 

sites and 8 tentative ones, many well-preserved traditional settlements, most of which are in mountains and 

islands, over 15,000 km of coastline, and many pristine natural coastal and mountain areas. However,  
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this fame and natural blessing has made us complacent and careless. We have a High Human Development Index 

(rank 24 worldwide), and a relatively high GDP per capita (rank 30), however a low Environmental Sustainability 

Index (rank 67). Nemesis came last Summer, when 84 people died from 3,000 fires that destroyed around 

2,700 square kilometers (about half of which was forest) amounting to 2% of the total land area of Greece. The 

total cost of the fires is estimated at nearly half the cost of the Olympics, or around 3.5 bn. Euros 

But there are also some less well-known disasters, such as the near-dried up Lake Koronia near Thessaloniki 

(bottom right picture), a Protected Ramsar site, where thousands of migratory birds including the iconic flamingo 

die each year, poisoned by cyanotoxic bacteria, fertilizers and industrial waste.  
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Greek Tourism Model
Key Characteristics

Long History, unique attributes / brand

Internationally significant

Nationally paramount (revenue, employment, rural areas)

Dependent on few key source countries

Dependent on Low-cost Packages & Air Travel

Three-speed structure

Prevalence of small, local ownership & SMEs

Unofficial employment, gender imbalances

 

The following three slides present the key characteristics of the Greek Tourism Sector.  

Greek Tourism is of international significance, ranking 15th by arrivals and attracting some 15 m. Tourists 

annually, almost half of which are from the UK, Germany and Italy. The tourists amount to 1 and a half times the 

permanent population (in comparison Turkey receives just a quarter of its population). 40% of tourists (6.2 

million) visits just 5 islands: Crete, Corfu, Rhodes, Kos and Zakynthos, nearly all by charter flights.  

Greece received around 14.2 bn dollars, directly from Tourism in 2006, or 3.8% of world tourism receipts (rank 

13). The figure is also about equal to the estimated cost of the Athens Olympics. Tourism contributes directly 

around 7% and indirectly another 11% to the Gross National Product, thus 18% in total compared to 8% for 

Agriculture. 

It is also important in terms of employment with 255,000 employed directly and another 600,000 indirectly, or 

18% in total compared to 10% for Agriculture. Out of the 20 million Europeans employed in Tourism, 800,000 of 

these in Greece. Over the past 20 years, the number of tourist arrivals has doubled, the price of land has soared 

and there have been generous subsidies, state & EU. 

On the other hand, tourism generates many leakages due to the proliferation of low-cost charter packages  - 8 

million out of the 15 million arriving this way, to considerable tax evasion (some 150,000 undeclared beds or 20% 

of the total) and uninsured labour, estimated at around 60% by the head of the tourism employees union. 

Tourists also consume more natural resources than locals, especially in the summer, significantly contributing to 

shortages in energy and water, which in turn lead to higher costs to create and maintain adequate infrastructure. 

The typical hotel is small and family-owned, the whole family works hard for 4 months when they also employ 

low-paid assistants, usually uninsured immigrants from the Balkans or further afield. The same is true in bars, rent 

a car/moped businesses and restaurants. Over 50% of hotels & rent-room businesses have a capacity of less than 

15 rooms, while 65% of hotels and 38% of rooms are classified as one star or two star. In total there were around 

700,000 beds in 2007, a 25% increase over 10 years. The mean size for hotels is still small, with 31 beds compared 

to 200 for Turkey, 90 for Spain and 47 for Italy. This is in my view a strength, rather than a weakness, however the 

government and some in the business lobby think otherwise. However there is currently a tendency for big real-

estate investments, villa developments and golf courts, with a total of 47,000 new luxury hotel beds, subsidised 

with state funding, coming to the market soon. Rather than providing strong incentives so that current capacity 

becomes more eco-friendly, the government is subsidising luxury.  



SLIDE 6 

Greek Tourism Model
Key Characteristics (contd.)

Highly Seasonal ïcomplementary with Agriculture

High Geographical Concentration in Arid, Insular Regions

Inadequate Interface with Public Transport

Tax Evasion & Unlicensed / Irregular Operators

Historically, lack of planning & land planning

Funding through state & EU subsidies, shipping & banking 
capital, unofficial economy

Unclear, Contradictory, eco-unaware Tourism Legislation

Unclear demarcation of Tourism Body responsibilities
 

Due, primarily, to cold winters, there is a very high seasonality, with just one third of hotels staying open all year, 

with 65% of tourists arriving from mid June to mid September. The main reason is the climate, we have cold 

winters, unlike Cyprus or Southern Spain. Seasonality does have some advantages - it gives a chance to the social 

and natural environment to rest and recover. However it also gives rise to the unofficial character of the sector 

the most characteristic aspect of which is part-time employment ς almost all hotel and travel agency staff in 

resorts is laid off at the end of the September or October, and only receive an unemployment benefit until the 

ƴŜȄǘ aŀȅ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ WǳƴŜΧ{Ŝŀǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ 

an ever-changing administrative structure ς the tourism ministry was first founded in the 80s, abolished in the 90s 

and resuscitated 4 years ago ς and a lack of a separate Ministry of Environment, we are left with a haphazard 

tourism development model. Tensions are exacerbated by government policies determined to privatize all public 

transport infrastructure (ports, airports and the national carrier Olympic).  
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Greek Tourism Model
Key Characteristics (contd.)

Mix of economic liberalism, statism & protectionism

Lack of skilled and adequately trained staff

Lack of environmental awareness at all levels

Strong Domestic Tourism sector

Growing international retirement community

Government emphasis on big real-estate investments, villa 
developments & Golf resorts

Lately, Government lip service to green tourism

Chronically erratic promotion, branding & marketing
 

Bureaucracy, lack of continuity when the minister or the government changes, and erratic tourism promotion 

ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎΣ ŀƭƭ ŀŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƻǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪǎŜŀǘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ΨǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩΦ  ! ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ Ƴƻǳƴǘain & 

rural villages of mainland & insular Greece where most Athenians descend from acts as a buffer in times of crisis, 

for example when there were wars in neighbouring countries or travel directives back in the 80s.  On the positive 

side, a strong social tourism scheme is also in place, offering low-cost holidays to those Greeks with lower 



incomes. The big game is now played in Real Estate, especially after the 2004 Olympics and the coming to power 

of the pro-big-business conservative party. Controversial, neo-feudalist schemes take the form of sprawling golf & 

villa luxury tourism developments in eastern Crete (Cavo Sidero), southern Peloponnese (POTA Messinias), Sterea 

Ellada (Atalanti Hills) with many more in the pipeline. These anti-environment policies are glossed over by a thin 

green veneer and environmental technology coming to the rescue. Let us know examine the impact, current and 

future of climate change on this model.  
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Climate Change Impact
on Greek Tourism

Overall, less attractive, healthy, safe for Tourists

Forest Fires: more frequent, larger. Land Subsidence. 
Rural socio-economic collapse. Summer 2007: 64 victims, 
2% of Greece burnt, over 10% of total forested area!

Desertification: 35% of the country in imminent risk, 
including almost all resorts.

Water Shortage: 25% decrease by 2030

Water Salination due to over-extraction & Sea Intrusion

Malaria & other diseases may make a comeback. 

 

After last ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŦƛǊŜǎ, you will find few Greeks doubting that Climate Change is indeed taking place or that 

humans are to blame, as we are constantly reminded by more frequent and larger forest fires. Fires, 

Desertification, Water Shortage, Salination, and extreme weather phenomena like the unprecedented three heat 

waves of the summer of 2007, small hurricanes, torrential rain and huge hailstorms (for example the 50 cm one in 

Rhodes during the New Year of 2008) are all inter-connected, and may put not just Greek Tourism, but life in 

Greece under great stress. 
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On the top left are the lush green forests of Pindus Mountains in north western Greece, which enjoys the highest 

precipitationΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǇƘƻǘƻ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ŦƛǊŜ ƛƴ aǘ ¸Ƴƛǘƻǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪǎ !ǘƘŜƴǎΦ bƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

location of the electricity pylon. Our pylons prefer to take short cuts through forests and are regularly blamed for 

starting fires when over-consumption leads to short-circuits. Other usual suspects include the 3,600 illegal 


