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Introduction

The city of  Prague, with its population of  
1.341 million and an area of  496 km2, is the 
largest city in the Czech Republic, serving as the 
political, economic and cultural centre (Czech 
Statistical Office (CZSO), 2021a). Because of  
the high numbers of  tourists visiting since the 
late 1990s, the term ‘overtourism’ has been 
increasingly mentioned in relation to tourism 
in Prague. Contemporary Prague is regularly 
assigned to the cities either at high risk of  
overtourism (McKinsey & Company and World 
Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC), 2017) or 
already in the state of  experiencing overtourism 
(Peeters et al., 2018; Tait, 2019). Underpinning 
the concepts of  overtourism are unsustainable 
growth, spatial overcrowding and the negative 
consequences of  these. However, in the case 
of  Prague and overtourism, it is necessary to 
consider its specific tourism development, espe-
cially in the second half  of  the 20th century, to 
understand the impacts of  tourism on the city.

Prague was isolated from the rapid develop-
ment of  tourism in the West for 40 years – due to 
the communist regime and the incorporation of  
Czechoslovakia into the Eastern Bloc. It changed 

in 1989 when the Czech Republic underwent a 
political transformation and Prague opened its 
gates to the whole world. In the following years, 
Prague was transformed from an industrial city 
to a service and tourist city – in other words, the 
tourism sector experienced dynamic growth in 
the 1990s.

This chapter focuses on understanding 
the process of  tourism development in Prague 
and its impacts on the city, as well as solutions 
to some of  its overtourism, future planning and 
marketing challenges. The chapter uses second-
ary research – specifically, academic literature, 
international organizations’ reports, govern-
ment and industry documentation, statistical 
data as well as media reports and websites, which 
have been compiled, examined and analysed.

The first part of  this chapter explores 
the factors influencing tourism development 
in Prague during three distinct periods: (i) in 
the second half  of  the 20th century, during 
the communist regime (1948–1989); (ii) after 
the fall of  communism (1989–1999); and 
(iii) in the 21st century (2000–2019). The 
second part of  this chapter identifies the con-
temporary and specific impacts of  high tourist 
activity in the centre of  Prague. Faced with 
many challenges relating to tensions between 
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locals and tourists, overcrowding and degrada-
tion of  historic sites as well as, more recently, 
the impacts of  COVID- 19, Prague has begun 
to develop solutions to some of  these issues. 
These, as well as recommendations for other 
possible solutions, are offered in the final part 
of  this chapter.

1.1 Overtourism

According to the Organisation for Economic 
Co- operation and Development (OECD), global 
tourism has experienced continuous growth 
for over six decades (until 2020), becoming 
one of  the most important economic sectors 
in the world (OECD, 2020). Undoubtedly, the 
tourism sector thus represents a vital source of  
income and employment, resulting in economic 
prosperity for many destinations. However, 
excessive growth of  tourism can cause various 
environmental as well as sociocultural impacts 
and issues. Due to limited resources (e.g. spatial 
and natural) available for a limited number of  
visitors, carrying capacity needs to be consid-
ered. Coccossis and Mexa (2002, p. 31) note 
that carrying capacity, expressed in simple 
terms, is ‘the maximum acceptable level of  
tourist development in an area’. Based on that 
definition, one can argue that if  an area exceeds 
the acceptable level of  tourism development, 
some negative consequences arise. In 2017, a 
‘wave of  residents’ protests’ arose in cities such 
as Barcelona, Venice and Palma de Mallorca 
against the negative impacts of  tourism on 
those cities and their inhabitants (Francis, n.d.; 
Burgen, 2018; Milano et  al., 2018). As these 
protests spread stepwise into other cities, includ-
ing Dubrovnik, Amsterdam and Rome, this new 
phenomenon was given a name – overtourism 
(Coldwell, 2017; Nair, 2019).

The first academic publications of  the 
term overtourism began to emerge in 2017 
(Koens et  al., 2018; Peeters et  al., 2018; 
Goodwin, 2019). Therefore, as Peeters et  al. 
(2018, p. 19) discuss, the phenomenon of  
overtourism ‘has just started agenda- setting, 
certainly at the EU- level’. Consequently, no 
universally accepted definition of  overtourism 
has yet been agreed upon among researchers 
(Capocchi et  al., 2019). Goodwin (2017, p. 1)  

suggests overtourism depicts ‘destinations where 
hosts or guests, locals or visitors, feel that there 
are too many visitors and that the quality of  
life in the area, or the quality of  the experience 
has deteriorated unacceptably’. The phrase ‘too 
many visitors’ indicates that overtourism and its 
extent always need to be evaluated within a par-
ticular destination. Even though the term over-
tourism is usually associated with cities such as 
Barcelona, Amsterdam, Rome and Venice, this 
phenomenon occurs not only in popular and 
well- established cities but also in National Parks 
(Yellowstone National Park), islands (Bali and 
Skye) and unique places (Machu Picchu) listed 
by the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) as World 
Heritage Sites (Goodwin, 2019).

Various factors contribute to the phenom-
enon of  overtourism. Tourist numbers have 
been increasing for several reasons. Travelling 
has become more affordable for the middle 
class worldwide, in recent years primarily for 
an emerging middle class in Asia. Travelling is 
thus available to a higher share of  the popula-
tion than ever before. Digitalization and new 
technologies are opening new ways of  travelling 
– ways that are often cheaper, more flexible and 
personalized than services offered by ‘classic’ 
service providers, including tour operators 
and hotels. Furthermore, the expansion of  the 
low- cost carriers (LCCs), inexpensive coach 
travel, the presence of  large cruise ships, the 
growth- focused mindset of  governments and 
service providers in destinations, and the power 
of  social media are being considered as other 
important enablers of  overtourism (Francis, 
n.d.; Dodds and Butler, 2019; Goodwin, 2019).

The consequences of  the growth of  
tourism, particularly in city spaces, include 
‘increased congestion, infrastructure under 
pressure, increased energy demand and pollu-
tion, nuisance behaviour by visitors, damage 
to historical sites and monuments, loss of  
identity and authenticity, rising cost of  living 
for residents, environmental degradation, rising 
inequality among local residents, and backlash 
by local residents’ (Jordan et al., 2018, p. 5). As 
Weber et al. (2017, p. 181) add, ‘in many cases 
the winners are tourism businesses, landown-
ers, foreign investors and sometimes politicians, 
while in almost all the cases the main sufferers 
are local residents and environment’.
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Despite the complexity of  overtourism, 
McKinsey & Company and WTTC (2017, p. 9)  
suggest five tactics on how to successfully 
manage the growth of  visitor numbers in des-
tinations all over the world: (i) ‘smooth visitors 
over time’; (ii) ‘spread visitors across sites’; (iii) 
‘adjust pricing to balance supply and demand’; 
(iv) ‘regulate accommodation supply’; and (v) 
‘limit access and activities’. The first point refers 
to the aspect of  the seasonality of  tourism in 
terms of  the annual seasons, weekdays, times 
of  day as well as popular events in the destina-
tion. McKinsey & Company and WTTC (2017) 
emphasize the possibility to extend the seasons 
and attract tourists throughout the whole 
year, if  possible, to combat overtourism. The 
second tactic suggests a spatial distribution 
of  tourists within the destination, including 
residential areas, by promoting fewer known 
locations to prevent overcrowding in the most 
famous attractions. However, Goodwin (2019) 
questions the intention to spread tourists into 
residential quarters since it increases the nega-
tive impacts of  tourism affecting residents, 
such as queuing and congestion, even more. 
The third possibility refers to price regulation, 
taxes and fees to decrease visitor numbers. 
The fourth recommendation involves the 
regulation of  short- term rentals available 
through popular online platforms causing the 
(uncontrolled) growth of  tourism in a destina-
tion. Finally, the fifth option is understood as 
the last option in case the previous steps do not 
lead to the desired result in a destination. The 
appropriate solution is then to restrict or ban 
certain tourist activities.

Furthermore, to successfully deal with 
overtourism, a continuous dialogue between 
all stakeholders including the industry, govern-
ment and residents must be kept, concerning the 
political, environmental, social and economic 
aspects of  the destination. The involvement 
of  different interest groups is needed since 
overtourism is not only a tourism issue (Weber 
et al., 2017). Koens et al. (2018, p. 10) concur, 
acknowledging that ‘wider societal trends and 
events’ – for example, the increased popularity 
of  social media – are contributing to overtour-
ism and adding that ‘overtourism is not a 
tourism- only problem’.

To better understand the recent over-
tourism issues and challenges in Prague, it is 

necessary to look at its tourism development 
since 1948 and, in particular, since its politi-
cal change in 1989 as this was the catalyst for 
economic change and the growth of  tourism. 
Tourism development in Prague has followed a 
slightly different trajectory from that of  Western 
democratic destinations and it is this rather swift 
– and, at times, uncontrolled – growth that the 
authors argue has been in part responsible for 
the overtourism phenomenon.

1.2 Methodology

The chapter is based on secondary research 
since the aim is to examine secondary data 
dealing with the process of  tourism development 
in Prague, thus comparing perspectives among 
researchers, the media and government bodies. 
Through this detailed and comprehensive litera-
ture review, the most important factors shaping 
the development of  tourism in Prague are identi-
fied and discussed. The concept of  overtourism 
has already been discussed to provide a theo-
retical background for the subsequent sections 
focusing on tourism in Prague. The process of  
tourism development in Prague is then exam-
ined, enabling an understanding of  the three 
phases of  tourism development, the analysis of  
the impacts of  tourism in contemporary Prague 
and solutions to these impacts.

Through searching Google Scholar, 
ResearchGate, Scopus, university libraries, 
e- journals and publishing databases, several types 
of  secondary sources have been used, using search 
terms relevant to the research topic such as ‘Prague 
tourism’, ‘communist era and tourism’, ‘overtour-
ism’, ‘tourism planning and development’ and 
‘commercialization’. One group of  sources was rep-
resented by scientific journals, in particular journals 
related to tourism, destination management, urban 
planning, travel and tourism marketing, geography 
and sustainability. Further significant secondary 
sources included web publications of  international 
organizations such as the OECD, WTTC, World 
Tourism Organization (UNWTO) and the European 
Parliament. Next, international as well as Czech 
media were examined, especially in their discus-
sions of  the impacts of  tourism in contemporary 
Prague, with a particular focus on the period 
2018–2020. These included The Guardian (https://

https://www.theguardian.com
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www.theguardian.com, accessed 17 May 2020, 
24 May 2020, 26 May 2020 and 30 June 2020), 
Prague Morning (https://www.praguemorning. 
cz/, accessed 13 June 2020, 30 June 2020 and 17 
February 2021),  Expats. cz (https://www.expats. 
cz/, accessed 27 June 2020) and Seznam Zprávy 
(https://www.seznamzpravy.cz/, accessed 27 June 
2020). The information originating from sources 
written in the Czech language was translated into 
the English language by the authors of  the chapter. 
Furthermore, public documents, such as statistical 
data relating to tourism in Prague, were obtained 
from the online database of  the CZSO and govern-
ment reports. Use of  secondary data ‘enabled 
the researchers to go back in time to re- examine 
tourism phenomena’ (Jennings, 2010, p. 75), an 
important element in tracing tourism development 
and its consequences in Prague.

1.3 Development of Tourism  
in Prague

Not many cities in the world had experienced 
such a diverse development, in terms of  political 
systems influencing the city’s economic as well 
as socio- spatial structure, as Prague in the 20th 
century. Until 1918, Prague was the capital of  
Bohemia, belonging to the Austro- Hungarian 
Empire. Within the Austro- Hungarian Monarchy, 
Prague was a city with a strong industrial base, 
especially in terms of  building manufacturing 
machines (McEnchroe, 2018). After World 
War I, Czechoslovakia, one of  the succession 
states of  the Monarchy, was formed. During the 
1920s and 1930s, Prague was still an industrial 
capital, although the city began the process of  

transformation into a more service- oriented 
centre. However, this process was interrupted by 
World War II and the strong growth of  the arms 
industry (Hoffman and Musil, 2009). The post- 
war development of  Prague as well as the whole 
country was significantly affected by political 
ideology – concretely, by the communist regime 
established in 1948, interrupting the natural 
development of  the city for 40 years (Ouředníček 
and Temelová, 2009).

The influencing factors and characteristics 
of  tourism development in Prague since 1948 
are summarized in Table  1.1 before a detailed 
discussion of  these in the following sections.

1.3.1 Tourism development in Prague 
during the communist regime

In 1948, the Communist Party came to power 
and Czechoslovakia was incorporated into the 
Eastern Bloc of  communist countries. During 
the communist regime, the economy was reori-
ented, focusing especially on heavy industry 
(Myant, 2003). The private sector was liquidated 
by the Communist Party and hotels and services 
were nationalized. Further development of  
the tourism sector was, therefore, significantly 
limited (Vystoupil et  al., 2010; Kádár, 2013). 
The totalitarian regime also influenced the 
socio- spatial structure of  the capital, emphasiz-
ing the ethnic homogeneity of  socialist Prague 
in contrast to the diverse ethnic structure of  the 
pre- war period, with the population of  Germans 
and Jews living in Prague for centuries disap-
pearing during and after World War II. The Iron 
Curtain effectively locked up Prague from the 

Table 1.1. Factors and characteristics of tourism development in Prague.

Period Influencing factors and characteristics of tourism development in Prague

1948–1989 Establishment of the communist regime in 1948 and incorporation of Czechoslovakia 
into the Eastern Bloc, suppression of the service sector, tourism focus on domestic 
tourism and some travel from the Communist Bloc countries

1989–1999 Collapse of the communist regime, opening of the state borders to the West, massive 
inflow of international visitors and origins of mass tourism in Prague, privatization and 
restitution policies, diminishing residential space in the city centre, deindustrialization 
and increase in tourist- oriented services

2000–2019 Incorporation of the Czech Republic into the EU and Schengen Area, entry of the 
LCCs to Prague, rapid growth of income from tourism, rise of ‘stag and hen’ tourism, 
increase in alcohol- oriented services and vandalism, appearance and growth of Airbnb

https://www.theguardian.com
https://www.praguemorning.cz/
https://www.praguemorning.cz/
https://www.expats.cz/
https://www.expats.cz/
https://www.seznamzpravy.cz/
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boom of  tourism in the West, travelling was 
restricted and visitors coming to Prague were 
mostly from the other socialist countries of  the 
Eastern Bloc (Kádár, 2013).

Cooper and Morpeth (1998) note that the 
planning system in communism aimed at the 
creation of  the so- called socialist city with an 
egalitarian society to avoid residential segrega-
tion since price and rent controls did not enable 
any spatial differentiation within the socialist 
city. Although Prague’s population in residential 
areas was mixed, Cooper and Morpeth (1998), 
Hoffman and Musil (1999) and Sýkora (1999) 
perceive the historic centre of  the capital as an 
area inhabited traditionally by a segment of  
poor pensioners and households with lower 
incomes, whereas the residents of  the com-
munist housing estates belonged to the younger 
and better- educated segment of  Prague’s popu-
lation. During communism, the historic centre 
of  Prague thus fulfilled a relevant residential 
function, especially for older and poorer people.

Tourism policies during this period empha-
sized predominantly domestic tourism (encour-
aged in groups and often state- subsidized) for 
the purposes of  recreation in nature, driven 
by the centralized government’s planning 
approach (Horáková, 2010; Rosenbaum, 2015; 
Kučerová and Gúčik, 2016; Banaszkiewicz 
et al., 2017). Some revisions aimed at attracting 
foreign tourists, predominantly in the interest 
of  foreign trade, were instigated in the period of  
1950–1968 (Pedersen, 2018). However, there 
were many restrictions placed on incoming 
tourists (Horáková, 2010). Foreign visitation 
to Prague, especially from the West, during the 
communist period was thus lacking (Horáková, 
2010) except for some countries such as Sweden 
where Folkturist, a travel agency specializing in 
travel to Communist countries, was established 
(Pedersen, 2018).

In 1958, an informational and educational 
institution called Prague Information Service 
(PIS) was established, targeting domestic visitors 
as opposed to international visitors. Still operat-
ing today, PIS is an organization with a tradition 
lasting over 60 years. Since 2015, PIS is using 
exclusively the brand name Prague City Tourism 
(PCT) (PCT, n.d.).

During communism, only a few hotels 
existed in the historic core of  the city, following 
the policy of  the Communist Party. According to 

Hoffman and Musil (1999, p. 194), the Party’s 
aim of  the preservation of  historic areas and 
buildings was ‘to show the cultural superior-
ity of  socialism over pragmatic and brutal 
capitalism’. Musil (1993) highlights that the 
communist regime aimed at the aforementioned 
egalitarian socio- spatial differentiation within 
the cities and Prague thus did not have any 
‘prestigious locations’ where to live or work. 
This halted any investment in the city centres, 
for instance, in the construction of  hotels and 
department stores. Prague during World War 
II was not as damaged as many other European 
cities and thus retained its historic beauty and 
atmosphere, attracting millions of  visitors after 
the fall of  communism in 1989.

1.3.2 Tourism development in Prague 
after the fall of communism

After the Velvet Revolution in November 1989, 
Czechoslovakia experienced enormous political, 
economic as well as social changes. The collapse 
of  the communist regime in 1989 led to the 
political transformation from a totalitarian to a 
democratic system. Czechoslovakia, after its dis-
solution in 1993 becoming the Czech Republic 
(and the Slovak Republic), went through a 
process of  geopolitical reorientation, manifest-
ing, for example, in the country’s membership in 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
in 1999. However, this was by far not the only 
aspect of  the post- 1989 transformations.

Sýkora (1999, p. 81) considers the liber-
alization of  prices and the privatization of  state 
properties as the main pillars of  the government 
transformation policies. According to Tsenkova 
(2008), the rapid economic and social changes 
of  the post- socialist cities were accompanied 
by several trends, including: (i) ‘the decline of  
manufacturing industries, the loss of  skilled 
manual middle- income jobs’; (ii) ‘the growth of  
highly skilled and well- paid professionals man-
aging the new post- industrial, service- driven 
urban economy’; and (iii) ‘parallel development 
of  low- skilled and low- paid service jobs’ (p. 
297). The new political system brought the 
Czechs new opportunities and working pos-
sibilities but also increased income inequalities, 
resulting in social disparities among Prague’s 
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population (Musil, 2005; Tsenkova, 2013). 
Privatization (the process of  selling state- owned 
properties to private entities) and the rise of  
entrepreneurship enabled a new social group of  
wealthy people to form among Prague’s popula-
tion (Ouředníček and Temelová, 2009). New, 
highly paid professions emerged in banking, 
insurance, consultancies services and the real- 
estate sector (Sýkora, 1994). By contrast, as part 
of  the deindustrialization, a significant number 
of  employees from the declining industrial sector 
moved into the service sector, including tourism. 
Many of  these jobs were unskilled, seasonal and 
lowly paid (Hoffman and Musil, 2009).

After 1989, properties confiscated by 
communists were given back to their previous 
owners (restitution). According to Sýkora 
(1994), in central Prague (district Prague 1), 
approximately 70% of  residential buildings were 
restituted. Being 40 years in state ownership 
during the communist regime, the properties 
required enormous expenditures in renova-
tions. Therefore, they were often quickly sold to 
foreign investors who converted the residential 
buildings into office and retail spaces, or hotels 
(Sýkora, 1999; Musil, 2005). Privatization and 
the process of  restitution changed the owner-
ship structures in Prague and the consequences 
have been most visible in the historic city centre 
(Cooper and Morpeth, 1998; Hoffman and 
Musil, 1999). The residential space in the centre 
continually diminished and the morphology of  
the city centre changed.

However, the process of  privatization with 
restitution policies was not the only contribution 
to that change. The excessive growth of  tourism 
in Prague after 1989 led to a huge increase in 
services catering primarily to tourists, including 
restaurants, bars, exchange offices, souvenir 
shops and hotels (Cooper and Morpeth, 1998). 
In 1975, in the times of  deep communism, there 
were 64 hotels in Prague. In 1990, the number 
increased to 75, reaching 189 in 1996. In the 
21st century, the rise in hotel building has con-
tinued this trajectory, thus encompassing 542 
hotels in 2019. Moreover, 209 hotels from that 
number are in Prague 1, the most visited part of  
the city (CZSO, n.d.; Hoffman and Musil, 2009). 
Due to the tourist inflation (an increase in prices 
because of  the inflow of  international visitors to 
Prague) as well as the inflated rents caused by the 
presence of  many foreigners living and working 

in the core of  Prague, the original residents have 
been pushed out of  the centre to the outskirts 
of  the city. The centre of  Prague has become a 
prestigious location in which primarily well- paid 
foreigners and high- income Czech households 
can afford to live (Cooper and Morpeth, 1998; 
Musil, 2005; Dumbrovská, 2017).

In the context of  Prague, Hoffman and 
Musil (1999, p. 179) write about ‘a dramatic 
leap into the international tourist circuit after 
the “velvet revolution” of  1989’ and being the 
most visited post- socialist city. Musil (2005) 
posits that the opening of  Prague’s gates to 
the West in 1989 resulted in a massive inflow 
of  foreign visitors who wanted to discover 
the previously ‘closed city’. On the one hand, 
Prague became an important destination for 
businessmen, intellectuals and politicians from 
all over the world. On the other hand, the open 
borders and the new political system brought 
various negative aspects to the capital as well, 
including international mafia, organized crime, 
prostitution, drugs and gambling (Musil, 2005; 
Hoffman and Musil, 2009). Due to the rising 
tourist numbers, foreigners from the West and 
workers from the East, the former ethnically 
homogeneous Prague turned into a highly 
multicultural city (Ouředníček and Temelová, 
2009).

1.3.3 Tourism development in Prague in 
the 21st century

At the beginning of  the new millennium, 
Prague was already a well- established tourist 
destination in Central Europe. Prague entered 
the 21st century with the prestigious title of  
‘The European City of  Culture 2000’ awarded 
by the EU. Since the fall of  communism in 
1989, the Czech Republic has been pursuing to 
incorporate itself  into the Western democratic 
structures to ‘return back to Europe’. Being a 
member of  NATO since 1999, the ‘remaining’ 
step for the Czech Republic was to join the EU, 
which happened in 2004. According to Hughes 
and Allen (2009), the EU accession in 2004 was 
another significant step following the process 
towards tourism transformation. The main posi-
tive effects of  this in the context of  tourism are 
seen primarily in the free movement of  people, 
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strengthened participation of  the new member 
states in the EU air transport market as well 
as an increased awareness of  travellers about 
the new EU member destinations. Hughes and 
Allen (2009) add that, for many travellers, the 
EU membership represents a sign of  safety and 
stability, thus leading to a positive image of  the 
destination and, consequently, to higher tourist 
numbers.

In 2007, the Czech Republic joined the 
Schengen Area and in December 2007, the border 
controls alongside the whole state border of  the 
Czech Republic were removed (Banaszkiewicz 
et  al., 2017). Consequently, travelling by coach, 
train and bus to and from the Czech Republic 
became significantly easier and more comfortable 
without queuing at the borders and with the pos-
sibility to cross the borders at any time, any day. 
Moreover, the Schengen entry enabled the Czech 
Republic to participate in the Schengen visa policy, 
providing the tourism sector new opportunities 
to attract travellers from other states. The incor-
poration into the Schengen Area made it pos-
sible to visit the Czech Republic with the Uniform 
Schengen Visa (Ministry of  the Interior of  the 
Czech Republic, 2007) valid for many countries, 
including those from Asia.

Undoubtedly of  high importance for the 
development of  tourism in Prague has been 
the presence of  the LCCs, appearing on the 
Czech market in 1999, since these provided 
many new routes connecting Prague with 
other popular European tourist destinations, 
including Paris, Amsterdam, London and 
Rome (Királová, 2006). This has contributed 
significantly to the excessive growth of  visitor 
numbers coming to Prague since 2000 (Kádár, 
2013). In 2019, Ryanair, operating from the 
Václav Havel Airport in Prague since 2014 and 
offering 31 routes from/to Prague, brought to 
the Czech capital 2.4 million passengers with 
more than 130 flight connections per week 
(Airport Prague, 2019). The presence of  the 
LCCs on the Czech market has been accompa-
nied not only by increased leisure and business 
international tourist arrivals to Prague. Many 
tourists have begun to visit Prague with the 
main purpose of  stag and hen parties and 
the availability of  cheap alcohol, frequently 
causing social disruptions in the city (Smith 
and Hall, 2006; Hughes and Allen, 2009; 
Rončák, 2019). Other factors contributing to 

the significant growth of  tourism have been 
Prague’s strong brand as a historical and 
interesting destination, the high capacity of  
the accommodation and meetings sector, and 
the perception of  its relative safety (Vanicek, 
2020).

 

In summary, the development of  tourism in 
Prague has been affected by a variety of  factors 
and processes, especially in terms of  the political 
regimes and the related structural, economic 
as well as social changes. Based on the discus-
sions in this chapter (Section 1.3), the following 
factors can be considered as the most important 
ones: (i) the establishment of  the communist 
regime by the Communist coup in 1948 lasting 
for 40 years; (ii) the collapse of  the communist 
regime in 1989; (iii) the process of  privatization 
and restitution policies; (iv) the incorporation of  
the Czech Republic into the EU and the Schengen 
Area; and (v) the entry of  the LCCs flying into 
Prague.

1.4 Impacts of Tourism in 
Contemporary Prague

Over the past 30 years, the number of  overnight 
visitors in Prague has increased significantly. 
In 1989, Prague welcomed 1.581 million over-
night visitors, reaching 8.045 million in 2019 
(CZSO, 2021b), an increase of  409%. In recent 
years, many negative headlines have appeared 
in both Czech and international media regard-
ing tourism, including: ‘The fall of  Prague: 
drunk tourists are acting like they’ve conquered 
our city’, ‘Prague locals tire of  tourists, 30 years  
after end of  Communism’ and ‘Stop Airbnb: 
activists protest in the center of  Prague’ 
(Lopatka and Muller, 2019; Tait, 2019; Prague 
Morning, 2020). Therefore, it is no wonder that, 
among academics as well as journalists, the 
term overtourism has been mentioned when 
reporting about tourism in Prague (Turp- Balazs, 
2017; Peeters et al., 2018; Capocchi et al., 2019; 
Tait, 2019).

According to Peeters et  al. (2018, p. 41) 
and their five main indicators of  overtourism, 
including ‘tourism intensity’, ‘tourism density’, 
‘air transport density’, ‘share of  Airbnb’ and 
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‘share of  tourism in the economy’, the histori-
cal core of  Prague (to which the authors refer 
as ‘Prague Old Town’) is unquestionably in a 
state of  overtourism. Furthermore, Jones Lang 
LaSalle (JLL) and WTTC (2019) mention the 
term ‘Managing Momentum’ when referring to 
the development of  tourism in the Czech capital. 
Accordingly, Prague ranks alongside other cities 
such as Amsterdam, Barcelona and Rome facing 
the highest degree of  tourism pressure put on 
their infrastructure. Those cities ‘have, in recent 
years, seen high tourism growth momentum 
but at the same time have either experienced 
tourism pressures or are at the risk of  facing 
potential issues’ (JLL and WTTC, 2019, p. 11). 
Nevertheless, the tourism pressure and the 
related issues do not affect the whole of  Prague 
yet rather the most tourist- visited municipal 
district of  Prague 1 – the historical centre. As 
a result, Hoffman and Musil (2009) use the 
denotations ‘Tourist Prague’ and ‘Prague of  the 
Locals’, and Dumbrovská (2017) speaks about 
‘Tourist Ghetto’ on the most popular sightseeing 
route in the historical centre of  Prague called 
the Royal Way.

1.4.1 Commercialization of the  
city centre

Although the upcoming functional changes 
of  the city centre could be seen directly after 
the Velvet Revolution in 1989, according to 
Dumbrovská (2017), 5 years after the fall of  
communism, the changes had become quite 
significant. She adds that the facilities cater-
ing especially to residents, such as groceries, 
butcheries, bakeries and ironmongers, had 
disappeared from the formerly residential 
centre, either closing completely or moving to 
the outskirts of  Prague, and the tourist facilities 
and attractions began to increase rapidly. For 
instance, the number of  hotels in Prague grew 
by an enormous 623% from 1990 to 2019, as 
discussed in Section 1.3.2. Moreover, Kádár 
(2013) notes that grocery stores have been con-
verted into souvenir shops and pubs for locals 
into luxurious restaurants. Additionally, in 
contemporary Prague, several tourist activities 
have appeared that are not being welcomed with 

great enthusiasm by the residents – indeed, quite 
the contrary.

For instance, the replicas of  historical cars, 
one of  the many signs of  immense commerciali-
zation of  the centre of  Prague, have overfilled 
the city centre over the years. The providers offer 
visitors commercial sightseeing tours through-
out the city. Nevertheless, the residents com-
plain that the number of  historical cars in the 
centre is too high (exceeding 150 cars in 2019). 
Moreover, the replicas are blocking the parking 
places used by Prague’s residents. Prague City 
Hall thus intends to reduce the number of  his-
torical cars to 40 (Dragoun, 2019). Beer bikes, 
attracting tourists who are travelling to Prague 
specifically for cheap and world- famous Czech 
beer, used to run through the centre of  Prague 
as well until they were banned on 1 March 2020 
(McErlean, 2020). Unsurprisingly, these kinds 
of  tourist attractions strongly disturb Prague’s 
residents (Tait, 2019) due to their loudness, 
inappropriateness and traffic restrictions.

Furthermore, the popularity of  the accom-
modation platform Airbnb in Prague is rising. 
In March 2016, there were 5537 Airbnb list-
ings in Prague increasing to 13,591 listings 
in September 2018, representing a growth of  
145.5% within 2.5 years. From the 13,591 list-
ings, the vast majority were entire apartments 
(78%), 20% were private rooms and only 1.7% 
were shared rooms (Inside Airbnb, 2018; Tait, 
2020). According to Deloitte (2019, p. 19), 
‘this way of  doing business is closer to operat-
ing a hotel than to the principles of  shared 
economy’. Moreover, Airbnb providers usually 
do not pay taxes since they are not registered 
hospitality operators (Deloitte, 2019). Not only 
does such a principle of  Airbnb use lead to rent 
increases in the city and the lack of  apartments 
for residents but it also results in the disruption 
of  residents (e.g. increased noise at night, litter 
in the halls of  buildings). Since most Airbnb 
listings are concentrated in the historic centre 
of  Prague (Deloitte, 2019), it is no wonder that 
the residents organized a protest calling for the 
restriction of  Airbnb in the city centre (Prague 
Morning, 2020). However, the city councillors 
do seem to be aware of  the negative impacts of  
Airbnb in Prague and Prague City Hall (together 
with ten European cities such as Paris, Munich 
and Amsterdam) has signed a letter addressed 
to the European Commission, requesting the 



9From Communism to Overtourism

modification of  the law applying to Airbnb (Tait, 
2020).

Being presented as ‘typically Czech’, many 
unauthentic products offered to Prague’s 
visitors have become another negative result 
of  commercialization. To give an example, in 
the majority of  souvenir shops, the so- called 
Matryoshka (a Russian wooden doll) can be 
found, placed under the label Czech souvenirs 
(Dumbrovská and Fialová, 2019). Other com-
mercial products designated primarily for 
tourists that do not relate to the Czech culture in 
any way also include a sweet cinnamon pastry 
called Trdelník that has spread throughout the 
whole centre of  Prague over the years. The street 
vendors sell it as a traditional Czech cake even 
though the pastry supposedly originates from 
Hungary and Slovakia. Nowadays, such cake 
can be found in many other countries, includ-
ing Germany, Austria and Sweden, and is not a 
traditional old Bohemian delicacy at all (Reflex, 
2016). Additionally, in the centre of  Prague, 
various commercial products can be found that 
are, at least, absurd and highly controversial, 
including hats with the symbol of  the Soviet 
security agency KGB, cups with a portrait of  
Adolf  Hitler and even elastic masks portraying 
the Nazi dictator. Lipold (2019) speaks in this 
context about a perverse consequence of  inten-
sive tourism in Prague 1. Dubious tourist attrac-
tions such as the ‘bubble makers’ as well as the 
street performers dressed in oversized animal 
costumes (such as pandas) dancing on the Old 
Town Square, one of  the most tourist- visited 
places in Prague, belong to another feature of  
Prague’s commercialization. However, Prague 
City Hall recently approved a ban of  the bubble 
makers and outsized animal costumes that 
applies to the whole area of  the Old Town Square 
to reduce ‘visual smog’ of  the historic aesthetic 
(Johnston, 2019a).

None of  the aforementioned attractions 
and products, whether those are Matryoshka 
dolls, Trdelník or dancing pandas in front of  the 
medieval buildings, allow visitors to discover the 
local culture in any way since they are far from 
being authentically Czech. Dumbrovská and 
Fialová (2019) speak about the monofunctional 
use of  the area around the Royal Way, resulting 
in a separation of  the Czech culture from the 
tourist offerings. Hoffman and Musil (2009) 
perceive this separation between tourists and the 

residents as well, stating that the Czech capital 
has been divided into ‘two Pragues’, Prague for 
Tourists and Prague for Locals, as previously 
noted. Hoffman and Musil (2009) sum up the 
result of  the commercialization of  the historical 
Prague very clearly, stating that ‘the historic 
parts of  the city are losing their “Czech” char-
acter’ (p. 20) and that ‘for those inhabitants who 
still live there, Prague has become an alien city’ 
(p. 16). Kádár (2013) notes that, as a result of  
commercialization, the number of  flats and 
apartments for the residents is declining since 
whole buildings are being rebuilt into hotels and 
other commercial enterprises due to a higher 
cost- effectiveness. One of  the main negative 
results of  commercialization has been thus the 
population decline in the city centre. Based on 
the data of  the CZSO (2021c), the number of  
residents in Prague 1 has decreased by 29.1% 
since 1991.

1.4.2 Hooliganism and vandalism

The increasing number of  tourists and the 
related increasing number of  tourist facilities 
and services have also given a rise to hooligan-
ism and vandalism in Prague as well as in 
many other former communist cities such as 
Kraków, Budapest and Tallinn (Thurnell- Read, 
2012; Iwanicki et  al., 2016). Driving this rise 
in hooliganism in Prague, Rončák blames the 
LCCs especially since they ‘helped turn the city 
into a capital of  “stag and hen trips”’ (Rončák 
in Colston, 2019, para. 10). Hoffman and Musil 
(2009) and Vystoupil et  al. (2010) mention 
in the context of  hooliganism the popularity 
of  Prague as a cheap alcohol destination for 
young groups of  British and their stag and 
hen weekend trips. It should be stressed that in 
terms of  ‘alcohol tourism’, Prague has a lot to 
offer. These alcohol- fuelled activities involve 
pub crawls, pedal- powered beer boats and beer 
buses, and include a mix of  cultural attractions 
such as drive- by lots of  beer and the occasional 
stripper (Johnston, 2019b).

Given this range of  activities connected 
with the consumption of  alcohol, it is thus not 
surprising that the alcohol itself  is mostly a cause 
of  hooliganism and vandalism. The examples of  
hooliganism include drunk tourists climbing on 
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the oversized bronze statues of  babies in front 
of  the Museum Kampa in Kampa Park and 
putting beer into their mouths; urinating on a 
statue honouring Czechoslovak pilots fighting 
in the Battle of  Britain; writing rude slogans on 
the Lennon Wall, a symbol of  love and peace 
(Tait, 2019); and defacing iconic attractions 
such as the historic pillar on the Charles Bridge 
(Kafkadesk, 2019). The inappropriate behaviour 
of  visitors hence not only disgraces symbolic 
objects such as statues and memorials, but it 
also represents a serious threat to the cultural 
heritage of  the medieval centre of  Prague.

 

To conclude, it can be stressed that the 
contemporary impacts of  the increasing 
numbers of  tourists in Prague have been: (i) 
reduced resident services; (ii) increase in prices; 
(iii) reduced local resident accommodation; and 
(iv) population decline in the centre of  Prague. 
Tourist- driven commercialization of  the core 
of  Prague – a result of  the growth of  visitor 
numbers and the related facilities established 
for visitors – has been manifested by (v) the 
unauthentic and controversial tourist- oriented 
products. Furthermore, commercialization gave 
rise to a variety of  activities connected with 
the consumption of  alcohol and hence to (vi) 
hooliganism and vandalism, representing (vii) a 
threat to the cultural heritage of  Prague.

1.4.3 Managing tourism development  
in Prague

The several examples of  the aforementioned 
restrictions, either intended (historical cars, 
Airbnb) or already realized (beer bikes, animal 
costumes, bubble makers), signal that the 
councillors of  the city of  Prague understand 
Prague’s capacities and the negative impacts of  
high tourist activity in its centre. Acknowledged 
in the 2019 Annual Report of  PCT, ‘the long- 
term goal of  Prague City marketing is not to 
achieve annual increases in arrivals. It is the 
development of  the kind of  tourism that brings 
the city economic, cultural and social benefits 
but does not jeopardize the quality of  life of  resi-
dents and is sustainable in the long term’ (PCT, 
2019, p. 10). In 2019, the marketing activity 

of  PCT focused especially on the following three 
objectives: (i) ‘encouraging the media, tourism 
professionals and visitors to take an interest in 
locations beyond the Old Town’; (ii) ‘stimulat-
ing repeat visits to the city, by suggesting novel 
places of  interest, new activities and topics’; 
and (iii) ‘better respect for local laws’ as well as 
regulations for ‘tourists who come to Prague 
for binge drinking and cheap entertainment’ to 
improve the quality of  life of  Prague’s residents 
in the city centre (PCT, 2019, p. 10).

To evoke the interest of  visitors in other 
areas apart from the historical core of  Prague, 
PCT pursues to promote such locations through 
the website  Prague. eu (https://www.prague.eu/ 
en, accessed 5 July 2020) with the section ‘Stay 
off  the beaten track’. Under this section, many 
interesting places outside the district Prague 
1 are recommended to visitors, including The 
National Memorial on Vítkov Hill, the lookout 
terrace on the roof  of  Radost building, the 
Baroque complex of  Invalidovna and the Ctěnice 
Castle (PCT, 2020a). However, since Prague is 
visited by a high percentage (70%) of  first- time 
visitors (Prague City Hall, 2019), the objective 
to encourage visitors to go beyond the district 
Prague 1 by promoting other areas is aimed 
primarily at repeat visitors. According to PCT 
(2019), the first objective thus naturally leads 
to the second one at the same time, namely an 
encouragement of  repeat visits by showing visi-
tors new attractions in Prague. In relation to the 
third objective, an information campaign intro-
duced by PCT in cooperation with Prague’s night 
mayor Jan Štern in 2019 should be mentioned. 
Aimed especially at visitors coming to Prague 
to enjoy the nightlife, the main purpose of  the 
campaign was to inform visitors about the rules 
they must follow during their stay. The cam-
paign was launched in the city centre and near 
other tourist spots in the form of  posters. To give 
an example of  the campaign’s content, slogans 
such as ‘Quiet hours when? After ten’ and ‘In the 
pub, you’ll be fine. In the street, you’ll be fined’ 
appeared on the posters with an addition that 
making noise after 10 p.m. and drinking alcohol 
in the street could result in a fine of  up to €400 
(Prague City Hall, 2019; Willoughby, 2019). 
Concerning the management of  the nightlife 
in Prague, in 2019, Prague’s councillors estab-
lished a special commission with Prague’s first 
night mayor Jan Štern as the Head. Štern and 

https://www.prague.eu/en
https://www.prague.eu/en
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his co- workers’ main task is the cultivation of  
the nightlife in Prague by imposing systematic 
measures (E15, 2019) such as the already- 
mentioned information campaign focusing on 
nightlife in Prague.

The project called Smart Prague 2030, 
coordinated by Operator ICT, is an initiative 
aimed at future tourism and is based on the 
use of  innovative technologies to improve the 
quality of  life of  Prague’s residents and simplify 
the management of  the city. Focusing on six 
key areas, involving attractive tourism, mobility 
of  the future, data area, smart buildings and 
energy, people and the urban environment, 
and waste- free city (Smart Prague, 2019), the 
programme seeks to prioritize: (i) big data in 
tourism; (ii) mobile tourism; and (iii) advanced 
technologies for tourism. Until 2030, the Smart 
Prague concept aims to establish a functional 
collection of  aggregated data such as the loca-
tion of  a visitor that will enable the evaluation 
of  the activities or preferences of  visitors and, 
consequently, improve tourist services in the 
city. The second priority, mobile tourism, implies 
the development of  a new tourist mobile applica-
tion called Prague Visitor Guide, offering visitors 
a wide list of  interesting sites, tourist routes for 
various age groups, and presenting cultural and 
sports events in the city. With regard to advanced 
technologies for tourism, the intention of  the 
concept of  Smart Prague is to implement three- 
dimensional virtual and augmented reality for 
tourist sightseeing tours through Prague until 
2030. Furthermore, an interesting interactive 
tour through Prague should inevitably involve 
artificial intelligence as well, in the form of  tour- 
guide robots and other innovations (Operator 
ICT, 2019).

1.4.4 COVID-19 and its implications

During 2020–2021, the travel and tourism 
industry was confronted with an unprecedented 
crisis, the COVID- 19 pandemic, and a resulting 
significant decline in travel (Gössling et  al., 
2021). Due to the global travel restrictions, many 
destinations swiftly transformed from a state of  
overtourism to a state of  no tourism. In response 
to the collapse of  international travelling and the 
immense financial losses for the industry and 

destinations, many countries have implemented 
various kinds of  measures promoting domestic 
tourism to restart one of  the hardest- hit sectors. 
In this context, financial incentives such as 
travel vouchers as well as marketing and new 
communication campaigns are the two kinds 
of  initiatives that have been adopted by most 
countries during the ongoing coronavirus pan-
demic (UNWTO, 2020). In the Czech Republic, 
respectively in Prague, a combination of  those 
two initiatives was introduced as well.

In 2019, the highest ever number of  over-
night visitors in Prague was recorded, with just 
over eight million, and the year represented the 
tenth consecutive year of  growth. Facing the 
global pandemic, in 2020, Prague welcomed 
only 2.178 million overnight visitors (CZSO, 
2021b). However, in 2020, for the first time 
since the collapse of  the communist regime in 
1989, the number of  domestic overnight visitors 
in Prague outweighed the number of  inbound 
overnight visitors for a period of  6 months  
(CZSO, 2021b).

Although the tourism sector in Prague 
continued to struggle until the end of  2020, in 
July and August 2020, the number of  domestic 
overnight visitors in Prague increased by 15% 
and by almost 20% over the previous year 
(CZSO, 2021b). On the one hand, this can be 
understood as a consequence of  an immense 
decline in the number of  inbound overnight visi-
tors in July (78%) and August (73%) compared 
with 2019 (CZSO, 2021b), making the city less 
overcrowded and hence more attractive for the 
Czechs, but also as a consequence of  a successful 
campaign introduced by PCT called At Home in 
Prague.

The aim of  the campaign was to strengthen 
domestic tourism in Prague during the period 
from July to the end of  2020 (PCT, 2020b). A 
further extension in 2021 is being discussed (at 
the time of  writing) between PCT and Prague 
City Council (Prague Morning, 2021). The 
campaign At Home in Prague is based on the 
principle of  vouchers for every night spent in 
a hotel in Prague which can be used as a free 
ticket to partner locations, visitor attractions 
and guided tours. The list of  hotels and locations 
participating in the campaign can be found 
on the official website of  PCT dedicated to the 
campaign (https://www.pragueunlocked.eu/, 
accessed 17 February 2021).

https://www.pragueunlocked.eu/
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Paradoxically, the global pandemic has high-
lighted the aspect of  the strong tourist- oriented 
city centre – the city centre that has been continu-
ally adjusting to the demand of  inbound visitors 
over the years. Due to the absence of  the majority 
of  inbound visitors in Prague, dozens of  souvenir 
shops, exchange offices and Thai massage services 
have become redundant. Janek Rubeš, a Czech 
reporter presenting Prague to visitors on his 
popular YouTube channel the ‘Honest Guide’, 
compared contemporary Prague to an abandoned 
Disneyland (Schlagwein, 2020).

Nevertheless, Prague is preparing for the 
times when visitors return to the city again. To 
successfully deal with the pre- pandemic challenges 
of  overtourism in the city centre and its touristifica-
tion in the future, in October 2020, a new tourism 
strategy called a Business Roadmap was approved 
by the city representatives. Prepared by PCT and 
the Prague City Hall Institute of  Planning and 
Development, the Business Roadmap represents the 
first strategic roadmap of  its kind for Prague’s des-
tination management. It will be realized through 
an action plan carried out annually by PCT and 
presenting concrete steps for particular areas, for 
example sustainable tourism and smart tourism. 
The Business Roadmap aims at maximizing the 
positive impacts of  tourism while minimizing the 
negative ones on the city and its residents. As Hana 
Třeštíková, a councillor for culture and tourism, 
notes, ‘we want to bring tourism to a new level for 
a sophisticated clientele, looking for local ambience, 
and seeking original, authentic, and local products 
and services, spending more per capita’ and adds 
that ‘we will all gladly see Prague off  the list of  top 
destinations for cheap alcotourism’ (Třeštíková in 
PCT, 2020c, para. 2).

Conclusion

This chapter provides an overview of  the various 
impacts of  tourism on the city of  Prague and 

shows that it is very reasonable to consider the 
unbalanced development of  tourism in Prague 
in the second half  of  the 20th century when 
analysing its contemporary impacts. Through 
the method of  secondary data analysis, the 
chapter demonstrates that the political regimes 
and the related political and economic trans-
formations have had extraordinary importance 
for the development of  tourism in Prague in the 
past. The analysis of  the contemporary impacts 
of  tourism on the city has highlighted various 
tourist- oriented activities and services disturb-
ing Prague residents and constraining the 
quality of  their everyday life in the city centre. In 
recent years, the Czech capital has thus changed 
its approach to tourism – in general, the aim is 
not to increase the numbers of  visitors coming 
to Prague. It is rather an effort of  the city coun-
cillors and the marketing organization PCT to 
satisfy the needs of  the contemporary numbers 
of  visitors while simultaneously not decreasing 
the quality of  life of  the residents living in the 
historical centre of  Prague. Through many 
years of  unregulated development of  tourism in 
Prague, it has been manifested clearly that the 
tourism sector in the historical city centre has 
evolved to a form that is being tolerated neither 
by the residents nor by the city councillors. The 
unexpected occurrence of  the worldwide pan-
demic of  COVID- 19 in 2020 and its subsequent 
devastating impacts on the travel and tourism 
industry worldwide may in effect provide a more 
sustainable ‘road map’ out of  the overtourism 
phenomenon that has besieged Prague over the 
last three decades.

Limitations of  this research include acces-
sibility to and potential incompleteness of  data 
relating to the topic as well as methodological 
issues such as the research process and a fully 
representative analysis. Primary data research 
would add valuable additional knowledge on 
this research topic from the government, indus-
try and resident perspectives.
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