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INVESTMENT IN (SUSTAINABLE) 
TOURISM IN LISBON

ON THE WAY TO A TRAGEDY  

OF THE COMMONS?

JOÃO NOGUEIRA DE ALMEIDA

Abstract: Tourism activity has been developing at increasing rates in major 
European cities, because of its history, beauty and monumental wealth. 
:is development brings with it serious problems of resource depletion 
and sustainability, which can lead to a new “Tragedy of the Commons”.

Keywords: sustainable tourism; tragedy of the commons
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1.  Introduction

Tourism activity has been developing at increasing rates all 
over the world, particularly in Europe. First were the major 
European cities, such as London, Paris, Vienna, Madrid, 
Amsterdam, Barcelona, Berlin and Rome. Later, the same 
happened to smaller cities, such as Venice or Florence, by 
virtue of their history, beauty and monumental wealth.

In recent years, much of Portugal has been “discovered” by 
tourists. Certain regions of Portugal, such as the Algarve and 
Madeira, have been favourite vacation destinations for many 
Europeans since the 1960s. However, the changes that have 
been seen in recent years are something new. Lisbon and Porto 
have experienced an increase in tourist demand far beyond 
what would have been expected only a few years ago.

In Lisbon, tourist demand has been attracted by, among 
other factors, the unique climate and environment, the charm 
of the historic districts, the human dimension, well expressed 
in the existence of urban huts and their dwellers, their own 
cultural roots and the safety and kindness of the city residents. 
All these elements have contributed to the fact that people are 
increasingly <nding reasons to visit Lisbon or even to reside 
there, temporarily or permanently1.

However, more tourists in Lisbon implies more pressure on the 
collective infrastructure, such as the cleanliness of public transport, 
hospitals, parks, museums or even restaurants and entertainment 
venues, and the de-characterization of the conditions that make 
the city unique and attractive. :e desire to live in Lisbon has led 
to a spiralling rise in real estate prices, “expelling” many people 
from Lisbon. :erefore, the growth of tourism in Lisbon, if it is 

1   Turismo e Lazer na Região de Lisboa, Report, <http://www.ccdr-lvt.
pt/uploader/index.php?action=download&<eld=http://www.ccdr-lvt.pt/
<les/a2f708eed5afa853d751697ba080d12351abd926.pdf&<leDesc=Tu-
rismo-e-Lazer-na-Regiao-de-Lisboa>.
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initially to be applauded (bear in mind the bene<ts it provides) 
also contains the germ of the city’s destruction.

2. The “tragedy of the commons”

Lisbon’s dilemma is a classic case of the “tragedy of the 
commons”, of resource depletion by over-exploitation. 
According to Hardin2, when facing access to a good or 
resource that is free but of a <nite dimension, individual 
rational behaviour (maximizing pro<ts) will quickly lead to 
its exhaustion. Hardin’s pessimistic prediction would later 
be disproven by Nobel laureate Elinor Ostrom. :is author 
showed that it is possible to manage common resources in a 
lasting manner and without public intervention, thus avoiding 
the announced tragedy of the exhaustion of resources.

Commodities3 are a kind of ‘tertius generus’, leases between 
private goods (rivals and excludables) and public goods (non-
excludables and non-rivals)4, which are characterized by being 
rival goods, on the one hand, as goods of free access and use. 
:e rivalry of the commons implies, on the other hand, that 

2   Garrett Hardin, “:e Tragedy of the Commons”, Science 162/3859 
(13 de dezembro de 1968) 1243-1248.

3   On the commons, see J. C. Caldas, “A economia dos bens comuns: 
visões rivais. Bem Comum - Público e/ou Privado”, in J. Pato / L. Sch-
midt / M. E. Gonçalves, Imprensa de Ciências Sociais, 2013, 109-128.

4   Private goods are rival and excludable goods. :ey are rival goods 
because if a person satis<es a need with a particular good, it means that 
others will not be able to satisfy their needs as well. :ey are excludable 
goods because it is possible to exclude from their enjoyment all those who 
are not willing, for example, to pay a price to obtain it. Public goods are 
non-rival because the enjoyment of a good by one person does not exclude 
their enjoyment by another. :ey are non-excludable because one person 
cannot exclude others from their enjoyment. On the concept and distinc-
tion of private goods and public goods, see J. J. Teixeira Ribeiro, Lições de 
Finanças Públicas, Coimbra: Coimbra Editora, 1997.
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an individual’s share of the holding is reduced in proportion 
to the available quantity of that good. Pastures and <shing 
grounds are good examples of common properties. In these 
two cases, the pursuit of individual interest in maximizing 
bene<ts would lead more or less rapidly to the exhaustion of 
both pastures and <shing grounds.

In the case of tourism, in which a group of private goods 
is operated, each owner seeks to maximize his or her pro<ts, 
from the owner of the restaurant to the owner of the hotel to 
the travel agencies, ending with taxi drivers and stores that 
sell “souvenirs”. Each of these assets is private (restaurant, 
hotel, brokerage service, shop or taxi). However, each of these 
private property owners indirectly exploits common goods, 
whether the quiet or the hustle and bustle of various Lisbon 
environments, traditional neighbourhoods teeming with 
life, the charm of the city, its authenticity, or the collective 
transportation services of the city. :ese are precisely the 
factors that make tourists decide to visit Lisbon.

However, the pursuit of the maximization of bene<ts in 
the logic of the use of private goods indirectly causes the 
exhaustion of the common goods mentioned above and, in the 
long run, the depletion of the greater common good, Lisbon.

3. Possible solutions: brief sketch

It is necessary to regulate the management of common goods. 
It is important, in the wake of Ostrom’s teaching (Ostrom 
1990, pp. 90-102), to (1) clearly de<ne the common resources 
to be preserved and their users or ultimate bene<ciaries. Next, 
(2) appropriate rules (3) should be laid down for the local 
conditions of use of the common goods. :is de<nition 
should include the participation (4) of all stakeholders (hence 
the last users, or bene<ciaries). :e bene<ts (5) provided by 
common management should be commensurate with the costs 
of use. Community rules (6) must be recognized by external 
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authorities. Compliance with the agreed-upon rules should 
also be monitored (7). Finally, penalties should be provided 
for o>enders (8)5.

In this order of ideas, the solutions advocated by Ostrom6 
are, in abstract terms, of several orders:

1. Regulation by the state
1.1.  Limitation of access and exploitation 

(prohibitions, quotas, etc.)
1.2. Privatization

2. Self-management
Some of these solutions have been discussed, and some are 

even in the process of being implemented.
Certain cities, such as Venice, want to limit the number 

of visitors owing to the very high proportion of visitors to 
inhabitants. In a report published in 2015, a group of students 
from the Worcester Polytechnic Institute7 proposed some 
measures. A <rst step should be to determine the maximum 
occupancy limit of the city by non-residents. :en, it is necessary 
to calculate the number of visitors and occupants of the city.

5   João Simões / Marta Macedo / Pilar Babo (2011), Elinor Ostrom: 
“Governar os Comuns”, disponível em: <https://www.fep.up.pt/docentes/
cchaves/Simoes_Macedo_Babo_2011_Ostrom.pdf>.

6   For a deeper understanding of Ostrom’s thinking, consult Ostrom et 
al., “Revisiting the Commons: Local Lessons, Global Challenges”, Science 
284/5412 (1999) 278-282; Elinor Ostrom, Governing the Commons: the 
evolution of institutions for collective action, Cambridge: Indiana University 
/ University Press, 1990; Idem, Design principles and threats to sustainable 
organizations that manage commons, Center for the Study of Institutions, 
Population, and Environmental Change, Workshop in Political :eory 
and Policy Analysis, Indiana University, 1999.

7   Safe and Sustainable Tourism: Managing Venice’s Millions of Visitors - An 
Interdisciplinary Qualifying Project submitted to the faculty of Worcester Poly-
technic Institute, disponível em <https://web.wpi.edu/Pubs/E-project/Avail-
able/E-project-121815-095808/unrestricted/2015TourismFinalReport.pdf>.
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For example, in Venice, with a resident population of 
55,700 inhabitants, 17,600 people daily sleep in the city, 
45,580 remain a few hours and 22,700 arrive in the city 
to work and return at the end of the day to their places of 
residence8.

Hence, the logical measure is to determine the maximum 
quantity and optimal quantity of visitors and to act accordingly 
in limiting their number.

:is measure could lead to charges for entering and staying 
in the city, reducing the in@ux into certain areas of the city, 
limiting the construction of hotels, limiting the o>er of 
accommodation, imposing rules of “sustainable” behaviour 
for visitors (restrictions on access to public transport during 
peak periods for residents, prohibitions on travel on certain 
residential streets, etc.).

8   :e referenced data and table can be consulted in the document 
referred to in the previous note.
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Conclusion

Tourism is not an innocuous activity that produces only 
bene<ts. :e growth of tourist activity in certain cities is 
motivated by the willingness of visitors to enjoy the common 
goods there. However, common goods are not free goods. In 
addition, to a certain point, tourism activity will degrade the 
common goods on which it depends, so its regulation and 
limitation must be considered to guarantee its sustainability 
and the legitimate rights of residents.

For example, in Venice, with a resident population of 
55,700 inhabitants, 17,600 people daily sleep in the city, 
45,580 remain a few hours and 22,700 arrive in the city 
to work and return at the end of the day to their places of 
residence8.

Hence, the logical measure is to determine the maximum 
quantity and optimal quantity of visitors and to act accordingly 
in limiting their number.

:is measure could lead to charges for entering and staying 
in the city, reducing the in@ux into certain areas of the city, 
limiting the construction of hotels, limiting the o>er of 
accommodation, imposing rules of “sustainable” behaviour 
for visitors (restrictions on access to public transport during 
peak periods for residents, prohibitions on travel on certain 
residential streets, etc.).

8   :e referenced data and table can be consulted in the document 
referred to in the previous note.


