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Dario Nardella
Mayor, Florence

In the era of low-cost travel, mayors 
across Europe are under increasing 
pressure to balance a thriving tourism 
industry with protecting their city’s 
amenities and residents’ interests. 
Dario Nardella, the left-wing mayor 
of Florence since 2014, is no excep-
tion. The city’s 400,000 residents 
are joined every day by an average of 
200,000 visitors. In an effort to stem 

the more destructive forces of mass 
tourism he has come up with a host 
of novel ideas, including barring fast 
food restaurants. Seated in his fres-
coed 16th-century office in Palazzo 
Vecchio, he tells us about his plans to 
make tourism work for the city and 
the policy he implemented that would 
be unthinkable in the US. — lr

How do you maintain the city’s 
authenticity with so many visitors?
This is the challenge for every città 
d’arte [cities with artistic cultural 
heritage] such as Paris, Venice and 
Florence: to be global cities while 

maintaining their identities. It’s a chal-
lenge we can conquer. Tourism is not 
my enemy – on the contrary, from a 
conceptual point of view, I believe the 
more people have the opportunity to 
share the beauty of my city, the more 
the world improves because beauty, art 
and culture are instruments of peace. 
Tourism is an economy of peace. More 
people are travelling today and tourism 
is also a great resource.

How can you mitigate the cultural 
risks of tourism?
The flipside of mass tourism is a loss 
of identity. We’ve created a restriction 

“The more people have the opportunity to share my city, the 
more the world improves because beauty, art and culture are 

instruments of peace. Tourism is an economy of peace”

to protect the city’s artisanal and his-
torical shops so if you make shoes or 
picture frames or wrought iron, you 
can sell your shop but it can’t go to 
some international brand selling 
suitcases or football jerseys or sand-
wiches. The new owner has to main-
tain the same artisan activity. This 
kind of rule would be inconceivable 
in the US because it goes against the 
idea of free-market competition. It’s a 
restrictive policy but it’s a policy that’s 
showing results. I eliminated property 
taxes for all the owners of historical 
shops and artisans’ workshops, which 
encouraged young people to open 

new artisanal shops as well. Slowly 
we’re inverting the narrative. I even put 
a stop to new restaurants in the centre 
because there’s too much food. 

Is there sense in making it harder 
to travel to cities such as Florence? 
We’ve made a deal with Vodafone, 
respecting privacy of course, for the 
first study in Italy to analyse tourist 
arrivals using the numbers of phones 
present. We have to know who’s here, 
where they go and how much time 
they spend there. We protect Florence 
by working on quality and containing 
tourist numbers. We’re trying instead 
to discourage “eat-and-run” tourism. 
A tourist who spends more nights in 
Florence is more cultured, respectful, 
and brings money to the city by going 
to museums, restaurants and hotels. 

It’s not that Florentines don’t like 
tourists, they just can’t stand tourists 
with poor manners – the tourists in 
shorts and sandals who eat a sandwich 
sitting on the street. Eat-and-run tour-
ism is damaging because those visitors 
aren’t interested in the city. They don’t 
even go into a museum and they leave 
after four hours. We doubled the price 
of a single-day permit for tourist buses 
and their numbers dropped. 

a number of suits against companies 
on exactly this issue of protecting our 
traditional commerce.

What are you doing to help citizens 
keep their homes even as holiday 
rentals proliferate?
We’re working with mayors across 
Europe to get the EU to give us a way 
to regulate this. You can’t eliminate 
the sharing economy but you can con-
trol it. Florentines are moving to the 
periphery to earn an income renting 
out their city apartments to tourists. 
We have to incentivise residence in the 
centre. We’ve taken over abandoned 
buildings to make social housing. We’re 
also asking for the right as mayors to 
cap the number of nights an apartment 
can be rented out each month. In the 
meantime we’ve made an agreement 
for Airbnb to collect the city’s hotel tax 
on overnight stays, which takes Airbnb 
out of the shadows of the black market.

How can you make tourism 
income work for the public?
When we started the tax on hotel stays 
five years ago we were at €33m a year 
[in tourism income]. Now we’re at 
€41m. We’re obligated to invest this 
money only in cultural activities, park 

What else have you done to encour-
age better-quality tourists?
We’ve created the first student hotels 
in Italy to encourage student tourism 
because we should invest in the new 
generation. We’ve fought to keep mass 
tourism from imposing mass com-
merce – so I’ve prohibited the opening 
of any fast-food businesses, internet 
cafés or phone shops in the centre of 
Florence. Everyone has heard about 
my battle against McDonald’s open-
ing in Piazza Duomo two years ago. 
I created a rule based on the laws 
that protect cultural heritage and the 
judges sided with me. We’ve now won 

maintenance and public transport. We 
need to better communicate what we’re 
doing for Florence so that residents 
understand that tourists offer opportu-
nity for their city.

Florence in numbers
Beds for rent: 101,000

Overnight stays in 2013:  
9.8 million

Overnight stays in 2018: 15.1 million

Value of Florence’s 2018 economy:  
€32 billion 

Percentage derived from tourism: 15
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