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A Manifesto for 21st Century Tourism 
Malta is facing an overtourism crisis how can the destination manage this growth to restore a sustainable future and meaningful tourism experiences.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Tourism is no longer just simply visiting places; it is about experiencing them. Tourism in the 21st Century is at a critical turning point that has presented both challenges and opportunities for destinations globally. While tourism contributes significantly to the economic development the rapid growth of global travel has raised concerns about sustainability and long-term viability of many destinations. 
As Professor Stevens (2025) emphasises, tourism is at a turning point, where tourism must move beyond transactions towards immersive, meaningful, and sustainable experiences that rooted in local culture, community value, and sense of place. However, in many destinations these experiences are increasingly being undermined by the pressures of mass tourism. As highlighted by Oakes (2026) that overtourism is one of the biggest threats facing the future of travel, demanding urgent and transformational intervention. 
The small island of Malta represents a compelling example of this contradiction. Malta is known for its coastal landscapes, historical heritage, and year-round climate. Its rich cultural assets including UNESCO sites alongside its events, accessibility within Europe, have positioned Malta as a highly competitive tourism Hub (VisitMalta 2026; UNESCO,2024). However, alongside these strengths Malta has experienced significant tourism growth over recent years that causing significant impacts to the destination.
This essay will critically investigate Malta, which is facing an overtourism crisis and examines the key factors contributing to this issue, and impacts which will utilize relevant theories that includes Doxey’s irritation index, Butler’s Tourism Area cycle and research, which argue that Malta’s current tourism model is unsustainable and require transformation.  Therefore, a manifesto for the 21st century will be proposed for solutions on how Malta as a destination can manage growth, restore a sustainable future and meaningful tourism experiences to ensure tourism enhances rather than diminishes the destination.
According to the Malta Tourism Authority (2026) in 2024, Malta welcomed 3.65 million visitors, that generated £3.3 billion in visitor expenditure and in 2025, the growth continued with visitor numbers exceeded 4 million (National Statistics Office, 2025). While tourism is a key driver to economic growth contributing 15% of Malta’s gross domestic product (GDP), supporting 18% of jobs demonstrating the economic importance (WTTC, 2025). It is acknowledged that tourism brings multiple benefits, creation of employment and infrastructure development (Thapa.et.al, 2022). 
However, the increase of visitors comparing to Malta’s resident population of, 553,000 (Statisa,2026) indicates an imbalance between destination capacity and visitor demand.  Such imbalances can intensify pressures on a destination infrastructure, natural resources, and local communities (Brajicich, 2024). This reflects on the concept of ‘Overtourism.’  Goodwin (2017) describes ‘Overtourism’ where excessive number of visitors travel to a destination that can lead to severe overcrowding, that negatively diminishes both the quality of the destination and quality of life of residents.
[bookmark: _Int_3Z6ZHQcP]From a theoretical perspective, Malta’s current tourism situation can be analysed through Butler’s (1980) Tourism cycle, where destinations evolve through different stages from exploration to rejuvenation or decline. 
[image: ]
Figure 1: Butler Tourism Cycle (1980)
[bookmark: _Int_TX2UO2Vx][bookmark: _Int_lQCwhXyu][bookmark: _Int_YG1wd0wq][bookmark: _Int_dpB1rcG9]In the case of Malta, it appears the destination is considered to be in the stagnation stage.  Recent reports highlight that Malta is currently experiencing a tourist peak and overcapacity that is causing significant strain on the environment resources and infrastructure. It is becoming increasingly evident across Malta, particularly in high footfall areas like Valletta there is increasing frustration by local residents from reports claiming that Valletta is being overstretched with tourism demand (BBC, 2025). At this stage, Fletcher et.al (2017) states the negative impacts of tourism outweigh the economic benefits as destinations become over-commercialised and lose their appeal. 
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Figure 2: Photograph taken by essay author March 2026
As Rickly (2019) argues, without effective management, Malta is at risk of decline due to overuse and loss of authenticity as visitor numbers continue to rise. This reinforces the argument of this essay, that Malta’s current tourism model needs transformation, that aligns with 21st century prioritising sustainability and meaningful experiences, projecting positively through its period of stagnation. 
The growth of tourism in Malta can be associated with varied factors contributing to the intensified visitor demand. One key driver of visitor growth has been the expansion of low- cost air travel with budget airlines such as EasyJet and Ryanair offering frequent and affordable routes to the wider market, encouraging shorter stays and repeat visits. 
Affordability of travel attracts what Plog (1974) describes as psychocentric tourists, who value low-cost and highly developed destinations. Gossling et.al (2018) reinforces this view by highlighting that the rise of low-cost airlines has transformed short haul travel, shifting destinations like Malta from niche tourism markets to mass tourism.
Most significantly, over the years Malta Tourism Authority has specifically been focused on continuous growth of tourist’s numbers as its strategy. As Attard (2020) states this approach has been driven by economic motivations, increasing numbers, where extending tourist season, maximising tourist expenditure have been positioned as indicators of success. This is reflected in marketing campaigns, partnerships with airlines and year-round branding to position Malta as a leading tourism destination. 
[bookmark: _Int_YXNc9LZ3]Although, this approach can be criticised. Dodds and Butler (2019), argue that destinations that focus on predominantly attracting tourist numbers without considering social and environmental limits are more susceptible to overtourism and long-term challenges, focusing more ‘quantity over quality’.
In addition, digital platforms and social media have become increasingly influential in making people want to travel to promoted destinations. Platforms including TikTok and Instagram have transformed the way destinations are promoted and discovered making them visually appealing, which creates or increases the desirability of that promoted destination (Kotler, 2022). Visual content shared by tourists or influencers has amplified Malta’s visibility of most locations promoting them as ‘must visit’ destinations. While this supports destination marketing, Gretzel (2018) states that digital platforms have moved beyond tools of promotion where digital exposure accelerates destination popularity and has become a key contributor for increasing the risk of overcrowding intensifying pressure on specific sites.
Other key drivers of growth in Malta include seasonality and the expansion of the event sector. Malta promotes itself being as a year-round destination through cultural events, festivals and nightlife that are designed to attract visitors during off peak periods and reduce reliance on the summer season (Agius and Briguglio,2021). Mcleod (2022) claims that strategies like this this extends tourism pressures, making it difficult for the destination to recover from peak demands. 
To elaborate, cruise tourism has contributed to visitor numbers, particularly in Valletta, where it accommodates a major cruise hub with over 940,000 cruise passengers recorded in 2024 (Valletta cruise port,2025). This can be questioned in terms of its value, as cruise visitors often spend little money locally, which places ongoing strain on the destination and the economic benefits are often disproportionate to the pressures created.
These drivers of growth highlight how Malta’s current tourism model is shaped by the volume of visitors rather than experience, which contributes to ongoing challenges of overtourism that raises critical questions about the long-term sustainability.
[bookmark: _Int_pqybnDYF][bookmark: _Int_7NF58A1I]Environmental impacts are a major concern. As a small island Malta has limited natural resources that make it vulnerable to the pressures of tourism demand. For example, Blue Lagoon receives 10,000 people per day in peak periods. This influx of visitors has resulted in environmental degradation, increased litter, and damage to eco systems (Independent.com 2026). Despite clear signs, there have been limited use of control measures, for example establishing visitor number caps. This indicates that Malta’s response remains largely reactive rather than proactive. This reflects wider concerns of the long-term sustainability and reduces Malta’s attractiveness as a destination. 
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Figure 3: Overcrowding in Blue Lagoon
From a social perspective, Doxey (1975) irridex explains how changes in resident’s attitudes towards tourism. As tourism intensifies, local communities progress through stages. 
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Figure 4: Doxey (1975)
The influx of tourists has led to many locations experiencing overcrowding, resulting in congestion, noise, pressure on public services, and rising living costs reducing everyday quality of life for residents. Residents may be at the irritation or antagonism stage, where they see tourism more of burden than benefit. (Milano.et.al 2019) This creates tension between residents and visitors. 
Furthermore, overtourism undermines the quality of tourist experiences itself. According to Coșkun (2021) tourism experiences can become commodified as destinations develop. The growth of tourism in Malta, has shifted, attracting a larger proportion of tourists who are seeking familiar and convenient experiences. As a result, local culture is being commercialised or simplified reducing opportunities for genuine cultural engagement. This reflects a movement away from immersive, authentic experiences towards a more staged form of tourism, where cultural experiences meet tourists’ expectations rather than reflect reality (Cao.et.al. 2025).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Malta does not need more visitors it needs transformation of its current tourism situation, where it must shift from a model that is driven by volume to one that restores sustainability, quality, and meaningful experiences. 
To begin this transformation, could be through visitor management strategies, aligning with a strategic destination theory that focuses on long term planning to boost sustainability and visitor experience while maximising positive economic, social, and environmental impacts. For example, implementation of visitor caps, booking requirements and timed digital passes which could be utilized, in popular areas for example, Valletta. These would help to regulate tourist flows, reduce peak-time congestion, and limit some pressure on fragile resources.
Such approaches have been successfully implemented in places like Barcelona Venice which has demonstrated it effectiveness (Koens.et, al 2018). This is not about restricting access but to restore and deliver sustainable and enhance quality of visitor experience. 
Demand must also be reshaped by strategies to manage growth and restore sustainable experiences. One of the most effective tools is dynamic pricing where the costs visiting popular attractions fluctuates depending on demand, which increases and decreases during peak and off-peak period. If access to high tourist areas such as Blue Lagoon continues to remain free, or underpriced overcrowding will continue, diminishing both residents and visitor experience and causing environmental and infrastructure damage. By promoting off-season travel can help the balance tourism income and jobs throughout the year. (Davies, 2025)
Alongside this, higher tourist fees or eco-tax could be implemented in environmentally sensitive areas as currently places like Blue Lagoon have free entry, would act as a control mechanism. Or even requiring visitors to add mandatory transport pass to their holiday booking. The revenue generated would not just contribute to profit but could be reinvested infrastructure and environmental protection.
Additionally, from the Visit Malta (2026) Website and other tourists boards currently continues to concentrate marketing iconic locations. Instead, should promote and highlight different areas, that offer similar experiences repositioning these ‘hidden gems’ as desirable alternatives, which can reduce the pressure on popular hotspots while simultaneously generating economic benefits.
Managing visitor numbers alone is not enough, Malta should change the type of tourism it promotes instead on focusing mass market, it needs to focus on more on ‘Slow tourism,’ encouraging visitors who will stay for longer and invested in cultural tourism and community-based experiences. Lee.et.al (2025) highlights that ‘Slow tourism’ allows tourists to engage more deeply, by focusing more on local traditions moving towards more authencity and allows for visitors to form genuine connections with a destination, while simultaneously reducing the pressure on infrastructure. To support this transition could include, encouraging local workshops, cooking classes, environmental restoration projects etc.
To elaborate, Malta should shift towards more storytelling experiences, and experiential tourism that extends beyond the popular hotspots. Destination marketing plays an important role, as it shapes not only where people go but how they perceive and engage with the place, by diversifying its narrative with lesser-known places and lived cultural experiences, Malta can enhance authenticity while redistributing demand sustainability supporting quality over quantity (Hutson, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_yJ60gu5H]Furthermore, Pierdicca et.al (2019) states that the use of technology is reshaping the travel industry, enhancing visitor experiences, and shifting how visitors engage with destinations. Malta has adopted digital tools such as online booking systems, its use of smart technologies is limited, although Stevens (2025) highlights it should enhance tourism experiences rather than replace them. This opens up the opportunity to reimagine how people interact before, during and after their trip. The expanded use of virtual reality (VR) could be utilized more to provide immersive and digital previews, reducing the pressure on sites while educating visitors about the environmental vulnerability. 
[bookmark: _Int_N6RZloiq]These can also be employed to promote less-visited locations that can influence their choices and spread demand evenly across Malta, Similar approaches have been adopted in places like Italy, where virtual tours of heritage sites are offered. Likewise, in South Korea VR experiences have been integrated into tourism marketing strategies to stimulate interest into different places and influence pre-visit engagement (Jung and Dieck, 2018, Onag,2020). 
[image: ]
Figure 5: Example of VR being used in tourism
Building on this, AR and QR codes could be integrated into places like Valletta to enrich the onsite experience through storytelling and digital interpretation that overlays historical narratives, insights, and features. This can deepen visitors understanding and connection, without adding physical infrastructure. This aligns with Pine and Gillmore experience economy theory (1999) emphasises the creation of memorable and engaging experiences but also restoring sustainable future helping to protect the destination.
Malta needs to further develop and leverage in smart technologies or mobile apps as tools that can manage visitor flows. Smart applications enable real-time data and collection, allowing destinations to monitor crowd capacity (Zhang. et.al 2022). For example, live notifications sent to smart phones if locations like Mdina have reached capacity. Instead of allowing overcrowding to occur, these would redirect flows and promote alternative places. 
Singh.et.al (2025) highlights smart technologies also plays crucial role in navigation and decision-making support, where can use these tools Malta to create personalised itineraries of interests for visitors that would shift away attention from popular hot spots and encourage exploration of Malta offering, actively redistributing visitor demand. 
Malta could even introduce gamified rewards integrated into these applications enabling visitors to earn points for exploring lesser-known places or engaging in cultural activities then these points could be redeemed for discounts, vouchers, or exclusive experiences.
Building on this, Malta could introduce incentive-based schemes that could be designed to encourage sustainable visitor behaviour. For instance, tourists could earn benefits and rewards for longer stays, community projects or choosing low-impact transport options such as cycling. 
Liebrich et.al (2025) says visitors are more willing to adapt their behaviour when there is a clear value or incentive, such as personalised benefits. Rather than passively consuming, visitors are encouraged to interact with the destination more meaningfully, as it will encourage visitors to make more sustainable decisions, and ease pressure on key sites while supporting local communities. For example, Copenhagen has launched a similar program in 2024, with incentives including free experiences and now other destinations in Europe have also adopted. (Bloom,2025).
True transformation cannot occur without embedding sustainability at the core of tourism development. Malta needs to adopt stronger environmental practices.  Even though it has recognised the importance of sustainability and now has made it objective, but greater action is required to fully integrate it into tourism operations as it continues to face significant environmental issues as research has highlighted e.g. water scarcity, coastal degradation.  (Times of Malta 2025)
Malta needs to implement mandatory sustainability standards with clear instructions for energy, water and waste management with tourism businesses that aligns with ‘The Three pillars’ as well as stricter enforcement and penalties for non-compliance. Increased investment is needed to improve recycling systems alongside initiatives that reinvest tourism revenue into environmental restoration. Without these stronger measures, environmental degradation will continue to undermine the destination and residents’ quality of life.
Furthermore, a controlled and strategic approach for cruises by limiting daily arrivals, implementing stricter docking schedules or differentiated port fees or pricing, where higher fees are applied at peak-time which would reduce excessive demand. Policies could also encourage greater onshore spending or longer stays so that cruise tourism contributes more meaningfully to the local economy of the destination.
To conclude Malta’s current tourism model highlights imbalance between residents, visitors and the environment indicating that its trajectory is stagnant and unsustainable. While tourism delivers economic benefits, the growth has been driven by volume rather than value placing strain on local communities, natural resources and infrastructure which is evidenced by research, threatening the long-term sustainability of the island. Malta must transition prioritising quality over quantity. This could include integrating smart technologies; stricter environmental regulations; more responsible marketing approaches. Malta can manage visitor numbers and establish a sustainable future that can offer authentic and meaningful visitor experiences. 
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