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Abstract: Academic papers on the COVID-19 pandemic and tourism adopt the perspective of
strengthening tourism resilience or recognize the ongoing crisis as an opportunity for reflection and
the need to redefine tourism development strategies. This article examines these issues using the
example of Krakéw, a tourism city that, on the eve of the pandemic outbreak, was experiencing
symptoms of overtourism. Using a case study approach, the authors illustrate the strategies applied
at the city level, as well as the range of measures and actions used to support the tourism industry
during the full pandemic year. The Krakéw case shows that the pandemic time can be used to
reorganize relations between local tourism stakeholders and to create a new formula for a tourism
city in the so-called ‘new normal’. In addition, the exploratory case study allows for the formulation
of research problems for further work on tourism cities responses to COVID-19. This can focus
on a revision of the tourist offer and profile; the role of culture and the accompanying technology-
facilitated innovations; the continuation of ‘being-a-tourist-in-your-own-city’, as promoted in the
pandemic; tourists’ reactions to introduced changes; and shaping (new) relations between tourism
stakeholders in the (post)pandemic city.

Keywords: COVID-19; urban tourism; heritage city; tourism recovery; Krakéw; Poland (CEE)

1. Introduction

Arich body of literature shows that tourism and hospitality are sensitive to crises [1-4].
While natural and human-made disasters are quite common in tourism [5] and many
destinations have developed successful resilience and crisis mitigation strategies [6]). As
Collins-Kreiner and Ram [7] indicate, the COVID-19 tourism crisis is different in many
respects. First of all, it has a global reach. Secondly, the economic collapse caused by COVID-
19 has been more dramatic than in previously observed crises [8]. Thirdly, the COVID-
19 pandemic has cascaded [9], causing damage throughout the tourism and hospitality
sector [10]. According to many academics [11], the ongoing pandemic has the potential
to cause fundamental modifications in many tourism segments. In many destinations,
COVID-19 has become a “crisis embedded in another crisis’, especially in places already
suffering on the socio-economic front [12].

Urban tourism destinations, especially those most dependent on international markets,
are particularly sensitive to the COVID-19 crisis. It was initially expected that domestic
tourism would recover in 2021 and the renewal of international tourism would probably
take two years or more [13]. The first year of the pandemic showed that the situation in
tourism cities and the entire tourism sector is very difficult, and that the circumstances
dictated by the pandemic are varied. The revised forecasts prepared by experts suggest
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that the tourism industry’s recovery will be slow, as new COVID-19 variants are causing
governments to continue using travel bans to thwart the virus spread [8].

The COVID-19 crisis has changed tourism and the tourism industry as well as tourism
research [14]. A review of the current literature on the impact of the pandemic on tourism
shows that opinion papers, conceptual papers and research notes dominate, while there
are only a few empirical studies [7,15,16]. Most of the papers published investigate the
impacts of COVID-19 on tourism on a global scale [16,17]. Among the different research
approaches, the most common are those reporting the impacts of COVID-19 and discussing
the resumption of activities during and after the pandemic [17]. Developing simulations,
scenario modeling and estimating the consequences of COVID-19 in terms of economic
decline appeared less frequently.

Interestingly, Szarma, Thomas and Paul [15] show that clusters of keywords connected
to tourism and the COVID-19 pandemic in the literature consist of two major themes,
namely broadly defined resilience and transformation to a new global economic order. The
authors of the second thematic group consider this crisis as an opportunity to reflect on
existing mass tourism policies and to redefine tourism development pathways [5]. They
call for transformations in (global) tourism policies in order to make them more consistent
with sustainable development goals.

It is symptomatic that there is research on tourism and dealing with COVID-19 at
the national level [7] while studies on tourism cities are sporadic and focus mainly on
those in Asia [10,18-20]. The only published research that relates directly to the actions
undertaken by tourism cities is the ‘Report on Recovery and Development of World Tourism
amid COVID-19’ [21], prepared by the World Tourism Cities Federation (WTCF) together
with experts from the University of Nevada, the University of Las Vegas and the University
of North Texas. Nevertheless, there is a need for empirical papers, especially case studies
(first exploratory and then explanatory [22]), which will allow for an in-depth appreciation
and understanding of this new (urban) issue, as well as for the formulation of new research
questions appropriate to the new situation and the challenges facing tourism cities.

Taking into account that the reactions and responses of tourism cities to COVID-19
are a phenomenon that has been poorly identified and described so far, the key research
question formulated in this paper is: how does a tourism city respond to the COVID-19
tourism crisis? In this article, a single exploratory case study focuses on Krakéw, which,
after the political transformation in the 1990s, had become one of the most popular tourism
cities in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) before the outbreak of the pandemic [23,24].
The main aim of this article is to present the tourism city’s response to the challenges of the
COVID-19 crisis related to the tourism sector, focusing on Krakéw’s measures during the
first year of struggle with the pandemic.

2. Methodological Framework

As a consequence of stating the research question, this article has a qualitative research
character [25]. It uses a case study approach which is particularly useful to ‘investigate
contemporary phenomena within its real-life context’ [22] as well as opening the prospect
of a continuous development of knowledge in this area. The methodological framework of
the research is presented in Figure 1.

Thomas [26] suggests that ‘analytical eclecticism’ is a defining factor for a case study,
and this one involves multiple sources of information, including critical literature studies,
thematic report analysis, official documents and local press articles. However, due to the
completely new and dynamic nature of the situation and the accompanying phenomena,
these sources of information, usually readily available, are still very limited.
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Figure 1. Methodological framework. Source: authors based on [27]. The paper is on CC-BY licence.

In such a situation, participant observation was particularly valuable for the Krakéw
case study. This was related to the authors’ active participation in thematic discussions
concerning a redefinition of the direction of Krakéw’s tourism policy and the actions aimed
at mitigating the negative effects of the pandemic. As a consequence, interviews with local
city authorities and local tourism stakeholders, the analysis of working documents, along
with an insight into the initiatives and actions were indirectly used to shape the narrative
in the case study of Krakow.

Yin [22] suggests that a case study should be presented within its context, while
Stake [28] indicates that a wider phenomenon may be manifested by a given case. Such a
case study is classified by Stake [28] as instrumental and uses a particular case to gain a
broader appreciation of a phenomenon.

In this paper, the actions of tourism cities towards COVID-19 aimed at saving and
reviving the tourism sector constitute an important thematic context for the Krakow case
study. Treating the aforementioned WTCF report as the only compendium available in
this respect so far, an additional objective of the article is to present the measures adopted
by tourism cities to protect the tourism sector, as well as their strategies ‘to speed up the
recovery of the tourism and hospitality industry” [21].

3. Coping with COVID-19: Tourism Response and Recovery at the Urban
Destination Level

In September 2020, the WTCF held a World Conference on Tourism Cooperation and
Development themed ‘Rebuilding World Tourism for Prosperity’. At the conference, the
‘Report on Recovery and Development of World Tourism amid COVID-19” which presents three
levels of action taken against COVID-19 was presented. The first focuses on the observed
actions at the national level, the second (the most important for this article) at the city
level, and the third at the level of entities in the tourism industry (airlines, hotels, tourist
attractions) [21].

The report explored the situation and actions in six purposely selected world tourism
cities, namely Barcelona, Beijing, Buenos Aires, Casablanca, Los Angeles and Samarkand.
The information collected in the report and its recommendations can be treated as a matrix
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of proposed solutions. In the following parts of the article, each of the recommendation
areas is briefly addressed.

The ‘Report on Recovery and Development of World Tourism amid COVID-19” proposed
coping strategies consisting of two stages: (I) crisis response and (II) tourism industry
recovery (Figure 2).

» Cooperate with national authorities
* Build cross-department collaboration within the urban system
Stage 1: » Maintain tourism businesses and employment

Crisis response

*» Launch phased action plans driven by data
+* Advocate technology-facilitated innovation in tourism
* Rebuild confidence in tourism
Stage 2: * Provide continuous financial support and consumption stimuli
Industry recovery

Figure 2. Coping with COVID-19 at the city level: tourism response and recovery strategies. Source:
authors based on WTCF [21].

3.1. COVID-19 Crisis Response Stage

In the Covid-19 crisis’ response stage (Figure 2), three primary measures for protecting
tourism and hospitality are distinguished, namely (1) cooperation with national authorities,
(2) building cross-departmental collaboration within the urban system, (3) maintaining
tourism businesses and employment [21].

3.1.1. Cooperation with National Authorities

Cities, especially large ones, play an important role as nodes in economic, political,
administrative and communication networks. In the current situation, the role of the city
as a public management node is especially important, and as such it efficiently organizes,
coordinates and implements adaptive measures to face the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak.
Tourism cities located in various political systems follow the instructions and implement
the restrictions adopted by national authorities such as social distancing, mask-wearing,
swift tracing of confirmed cases (e.g., DetecTAr in Buenos Aires, LocalHealth in Beijing),
testing (checkpoint allocation), as well as raising public awareness by introducing changes
in the organization of public space, e.g., the establishment of one-way mobility circulation,
the temporary closure of secondary public places, and a visible and intensified sanitation
of public spaces [29].

Many of the solutions for facing the outbreak in cities are technology-based, and
corona applications available for smartphones are especially popular [30]. Some of the
COVID-19 technologies are viewed, discussed and socially rejected as controversial [14].
However, some of the new technological tools for responding to COVID-19 have a chance
to take root in urban data management, since they can support an improvement in the
quality of public life in post-COVID-19 cities [31].

3.1.2. Building Cross-Departmental Collaborations within an Urban System

COVID-19 has given rise to a new model of tourism governance [32]. Vargas [32]
especially highlights new roles for destination management organizations (DMOs) for a
new era. He suggests the need for the evolution of DMOs toward the performance of three
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different roles, namely as the orchestrator of various stakeholders in the destination; as the
facilitator of opportunities for its members; and as the intelligence promoter and strategic
mind. In the context of these challenges, the importance of human resource management as
a factor determining the organizational effectiveness of DMOs is undoubtedly growing [33].
At the same time, the ability of a DMO and administrative offices to proactively respond to
a pandemic such as COVID-19 is increasingly associated with using Big Data in decision-
making [34]. Pasquinelli et al. [35] emphasize that, especially in the case of previously
‘overtouristified’ cities, social media play an important role in COVID-19 tourism policy
and destination branding.

The WTCEF report shows that such cross-departmental collaboration can vary both in
function and in the focal points of the actions they undertake. For example, the Coordi-
nation Center for the Economic Response (CECORE) established in Barcelona has been
structured into eight sectoral task forces. One of them is responsible for the incorporation
of partnerships (integrating all social and economic stakeholders), monitoring economic
changes in tourism, and guiding local policy-making accordingly. In Beijing, eight working
groups are tasked with coordinating administrative resources, collecting feedback and
proposing plans to the municipality, while providing concrete support to the tourism and
culture sectors [21].

3.1.3. Maintaining Tourism Businesses and Employment

Tourism cities make financial support plans available to local tourism companies,
including hotels, restaurants and entertainment, whenever possible. These packages are
designed to provide immediate and direct financial support or a cost deduction to relieve
operational pressures and ease their urgent financial problems. Such initiatives by cities
include emergency financing (Los Angeles, Beijing), tax breaks or exemptions (Barcelona,
Beijing), extended deadlines and a prolonged exemption date for delay payment penalties
(Beijing) [21].

Authorities create opportunities to encourage temporary functional shifts and self-
rescue initiatives to supplement income losses [21]. Especially in the emergency phase,
many hotels actively participated in the anti-pandemic battle to accommodate medical staff,
infected patients with mild symptoms, quarantined citizens (e.g., Beijing) and stranded
travelers [30]. In many cities tourism businesses were providing meals for medical person-
nel, and (in some cities) vulnerable people (Buenos Aires).

3.2. Stage Two: Tourism Industry Recovery

In stage two, defined by the WTCF report as ‘tourism industry recovery’, four strate-
gies are recommended as solutions to speed up the recovery of the tourism and hospitality
industry for cities [21]. Suggested solutions are (1) launch of a data-driven phase model
of action; (2) advocating technology-facilitated innovation in tourism; (3) rebuilding con-
fidence in tourism; (4) providing continuous financial support and consumption stimuli
(Figure 2).

3.2.1. Launch of a Data-Driven Phase Model of Action

Tourism cities face a dilemma and try to find a balance between a lockdown resulting
in economic destruction and a reopening which increases the risk of accelerating virus
spread. When virus curves are flattened, cities launch a phased model of action for a
gradual restart for economies and businesses [10]. Based on the data and the evaluation
of infection risks, the program usually has four phases: stay-at-home, low risk, high risk,
and normal. Each stage may last at least three weeks [21]. Municipalities and relevant
public services should closely monitor changes in local infection cases and, based on this
information, decide whether to go to the next phase or go back to the previous one.

The local (municipal) government also undertakes initiatives to gradually resume
tourist activities. Various action scenarios are observed. Some cities use a phased model
of opening, from local consumption to regional and national markets and to international
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ones (e.g., Spanish cities). Other attempts to revive cities have been made through various,
especially online-based, innovations. An interesting example in this regard is Beijing,
where ‘the municipality and tourism authorities started from online entertainment (virtual
museums, exhibitions and talk shows), then gradually moved to offline activities with
limited crowd gathering aligned with safety protocols, and finally achieved the goal of
rebuilding business confidence and upgrading the tourism industry” [21].

3.2.2. Advocating Technology-Facilitated Innovation in Tourism

The significant impact of information and communication technologies (ICTs) on
tourism, already observed before the COVID-19 pandemic [36,37], has significantly ac-
celerated [38]. The battle against the COVID-19 pandemic has driven the massive and
rapid deployment of emerging technologies (e.g., artificial intelligence, robots) [39]. On
the one hand, the rapid emergence of technological solutions for tourism brought chal-
lenges. Nevertheless, opportunities became apparent especially during the total lockdown
phase [40,41]. In many cities, authorities and multi-stakeholders overcame the travel re-
strictions and lockdown by starting to use technology-facilitated innovations to attract
tourists and entertain them. This is an increasingly popular tool for keeping the connections
between tourists and destinations.

Such technology-facilitated innovations in tourism cities include augmented reality,
which has facilitated virtual tours; live-streaming broadcasting, which has gained the
attention of tourism cities as a new channel for creating and circulating travel experiences
and promoting destinations; free culture remote learning; and big data in contact trac-
ing [21]. As previously noted, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated and strengthened
the application of next-generation ICT solutions in tourism. Technology enables tourism
cities to be connected with guests, stakeholders, partners, experts and others.

3.2.3. Rebuilding Confidence in Tourism

Safety in travel destinations is a prerequisite for rebuilding tourists” confidence [42].
Thus, safety and health protocols in destinations are crucial [21]. Tourism cities adopt the
sanitary measures recommended by tourism industry organizations (e.g., World Travel
Organization (WTO), World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC), as well as national and
local disease-control centers [43]). For European destinations, some suggestions on how to
gradually lift travel restrictions and allow tourism businesses to reopen are included in the
European Commission package of guidelines and recommendations [44].

In addition to activities in public spaces and places, local businesses are shown how to
follow recommended safety protocols. Self-action is also visible, especially in hotel brands,
by introducing special cleaning standards and anti-pandemic cleaning measures to restore
customers’ confidence [45]. Some cities, such as Buenos Aires, have obtained Safe Travel
Seals, developed by WTTC to strengthen tourists’ confidence [46].

Rebuilding business confidence is an equally important issue. Tourism cities undertake
various activities to this end. Various webinars and training sessions are organized for local
tourism, cultural, hospitality and leisure stakeholders in order to prepare them for coping.

3.2.4. Providing Continuous Financial Support and Consumption Stimuli

At the response stage, cities try to stimulate consumption in the tourism sector with
separate funding. Some have measures of direct subsidy to residents (e.g., Los Angeles), or
awarding funds to businesses based on employment size (e.g., Barcelona) or project size
(e.g., Casablanca).

Parallel to subsides and support for businesses, some cities have introduced new
mechanisms by distributing coupons directly to consumers to stimulate demand. Usually
providing 30-50% discounts, their goal is to encourage residents to shop locally. For
example in Beijing, ‘for every 100 RMB spent at local restaurants, cafes, hotels and other
hospitality businesses, consumers will receive a 30 RMB reduction” [21].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7914

7 of 22

4. Case Study: Krakow

Krakow, the second largest city in Poland (inhabited by 781,000 residents in 2020 [47])
is located in the south of the country (Figure 3). As the former capital (1038-1609), Krakow
is an historic European center where heritage has significantly determined its present

position [48].
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Figure 3. Localization of Krakéw in Poland. Source: authors.

Like other cities in the CEE region, it experienced the political and economic transfor-
mation after 1989. With regard to post-socialist cities such as Krakéw, this transformation
has been characterized by a ‘common logic” which has resulted in city center commercial-
ization, inner city regeneration and outer city suburbanization [49]. In the case of Krakow,
as well as of Prague or Budapest, the laissez-faire approach to tourism development also
played a significant role in this transition [50-52]. Three decades after 1989, and 15 years
after the accession to the European Union, Krakow has been branded as an attractive, viable
city and the most important Polish center of tourism and modern business services [53,54].

4.1. Tourism in Krakow before COVID-19

From the 1990s, Krakow, like other CEE cities, put an emphasis on stimulating the
development of the tourism sector [24,54-57]. As a result, tourism has become an important
part of the city’s economy, providing almost 10% of its GDP and around 40,000 jobs [58,59].
From 2004 to 2018, the registered accommodation capacity in Krakéw more than doubled
from 10,000 to 25,000 beds [60] (Figure 4). In 2019 about 10 million tourists and an additional
4 million one-day visitors visited the city, mostly from Poland (70% of total) [58]. Such a
great popularity on the domestic tourist market has resulted from the city being seen as the
cultural capital of Poland [23,54,57]. For three million foreign tourists, the arrival at Krakow
(in 2019) [58] involved not only visiting the heritage city, but also the Auschwitz-Birkenau
Nazi concentration camp and the Wieliczka salt mine located nearby. All of them have an
established position among world heritage sites (as part of the UNESCO program from the
beginning) [61,62].
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Figure 4. The capacity of tourist accommodation establishments: number of bed places in Krakéw
(2003-2020). Source: authors based on data from the Central Statistical Office [60].

Tourism in Krakow before the COVID-19 pandemic was characterized by seasonality
and a relative lack of ties with the Matopolska Region [24,59]. Most tourists visited the
city in the summer and stayed only in the city [59]. Only a small number of stays were
combined with a visit to mountain tourist centers, like Zakopane [58,63]. The core tourist
area in the city is the Old Town with the Royal Castle [23,58,59]. Alternative places visited
by tourists are: the Jewish quarter in the Kazimierz district, the Podgorze district, and
Nowa Huta, which is the former communist district with buildings in the style of socialist
realism [23]. The number of tourists per inhabitant increased rapidly from 7 in 2004 to 17 in
2018 (Figure 5), while in central districts there were over 400 tourists per inhabitant per
year, and 226 tourists per km? [59].

The uncontrolled development of tourism in Krakoéw generated many socio-economic
problems [64,65]. Local residents started to point to the need to modify the city’s tourism
policy [64-67]. In the first days of March 2020, an international conference on historical
cities and tourism was held in the city. It was aimed at providing ways of developing
tourism in conditions of overtourism [68,69] but the formal lockdown was announced
in Poland during this conference. The ‘black swan’ of COVID-19 [70] changed things
fundamentally. At that time, no one thought how disastrous the COVID-19 pandemic
would be for the tourism sector in Krakéw and how it would affect the economy of the
entire city.
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Figure 5. The number of domestic and foreign tourists in Krakow (2003-2020). Source: authors based
on [58,71].

4.2. From Lockdown to Recovery

First reports indicate that the tourism sector in Krakéw suffered from COVID-19 very
acutely [67,72,73], and the situation turned from overtourism to undertourism [74]. Except
for the first two months of 2020, when business was normal, the tourism sector could only
partially offer its services. Due to travel restrictions enforced in other countries, coming
to Krakow from abroad was significantly difficult [73]. Tourist arrivals to the city in the
period from June until September/October 2020 were therefore mainly domestic [71].

The strong lockdown related to COVID-19 in Poland began to apply from mid-March
2020 [75], although the spatial extent of the COVID-19 was varied [75-77]. As in other
countries, it was associated not only with the closing of state borders but with the intro-
duction of restrictions on mobility and activity in many sectors of the economy [78]. In
practice, from mid-March to the end of May 2020, the functioning of the tourism sector was
very difficult indeed [78]. Accommodation facilities remained completely inaccessible to
guests until the beginning of May, while gastronomy remained closed until the end of May
2020 [78].

In the period from June to the end of October 2020, there was a significant liberalization
of activities in the tourism sector [78]. Hotels, gastronomy, culture and sports and recreation
facilities were available without restrictions. Only nightclubs and discos remained closed.
In the case of Krakéw, this period can be considered as corresponding to the second stage
described in the WTCF report.

Further economic closures occurred at the end of October and lasted until the end of
2020. Contrary to the first spring lockdown, the fall lockdown was not fully approved by
the tourism industry [78]. Some entities operated despite bans using various legal tricks
to circumvent regulations [79,80]. The scale was not significant, but it showed a growing
resistance in the tourism sector to government regulations related to COVID-19.

In total, in 2020, Krakéw was visited by 8 million people, of which tourists accounted
for only 4.2 million [71]. The number of foreign tourists decreased by more than four times
compared to 2019, from 3 million to 675,000 people. The number of domestic tourists in
2020 amounted to 3.5 million [71], and the number of domestic one-day visitors reached
3.5 million as well, practically unchanged compared to 2019 [71].
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4.3. How Krakow Responded to COVID-19

The awareness of the high risk of COVID-19 for Krakéw’s tourism appeared relatively
early [81]. After the first shock period in March 2020, which was often associated with
radical limitations in relation to the level of threat at that time, the first attempts to counter
the economic effects of the pandemic were implemented quite quickly. The first activities
were of a grassroots nature, based on the exchange of information via social media, espe-
cially Facebook. Already by the end of March, local entrepreneurs directed their appeals to
residents to support their activities. This was especially visible in the gastronomy sector,
which reoriented its activity to delivering ready-made meals to the customer, and later also
to the take-away formula. Moreover, there were appeals on the internet for people to order
meals in restaurants, purchase items in non-chain grocery stores, and support local craft
workshops. These initiatives served as a basis for the development of some local support
programs coordinated by municipalities [82].

The actions of cities in response to the crisis were externally conditioned by Polish
law [83]. Cities in followed, the main, the instructions and implemented the restrictions
adopted by national authorities [83,84]. Their own initiative was limited, mainly due to
financial constraints [84-86]. The authors have decided to present the response to COVID-
19 from three perspectives: the actions of the state, the actions of regional authorities
and the actions of the city itself. Each of these relates to the stages highlighted in the
WTCEF report.

4.3.1. Activities for the Local Tourism Industry: National Level

In April 2020, the first financial support for the economy in Poland was launched
(Anti-Crisis Shield) [87,88]. It was primarily intended to stop the collapse of businesses
which, due to pandemic restrictions, could not operate [87]. These solutions served as an
important framework for supporting tourism in Krakéw during the pandemic [72,78]. The
support system proposed by the government concerned mainly tax exemptions and direct
financial support [88]. Its aim was to maintain the status quo in the market and prevent
business failures and layoffs. Although the support system proposed by the government
was quite broad, it did not fully meet the expectations of the tourism sector [78]. Firstly, it
brought only short-term assistance, and secondly, it obliged entrepreneurs to keep workers
on for a longer period of time, which was very risky from the point of view of the tourism
business [89,90]. The size and scope of this financial aid was not sufficient [90,91]. Many
types of tourism businesses were for a long time excluded from it, and the financial
assistance implemented by the government was not positively assessed by the tourism
industry [92].

The problems with shaping aid for the tourism sector are best illustrated by the
example of tourism vouchers. In July 2020, the government program supporting holidays
for families with children was introduced [93,94]. A voucher worth more than EUR 100 was
given for each child and could be used to purchase services in Poland. As the tourism
managers pointed out during official interviews, although the program was positively
received by the industry, it quickly turned out that its practical implementation encountered
a number of barriers and difficulties, often discouraging entrepreneurs from joining [95].

When assessing the government’s support system for the tourism sector from the
perspective of 2021, two issues should be noted. The support system was often developed
ad hoc, without a long-term strategy and, equally important, without a comprehensive
analysis of the needs and specificity of the tourism industry [96]. This created a sense
of insecurity in receiving funds, often resulting in excessive bureaucracy. Importantly,
however, it was observed that due to the pandemic, the tourism industry showed a
greater willingness to cooperate and consolidate. Already in the middle of the year, sector
committees were established at the government level in which representatives of the
tourism industry sat alongside government officials [97]. Their goal was to develop new
ideas of support for both individual entrepreneurs and the entire tourism sector. As a
result, in 2021, advisory committees and councils were formally established at the ministry
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responsible for tourism and were in charge of setting the directions of the actions and
tourism policy in Poland [97].

4.3.2. Activities for the Local Tourism Industry: Regional Level

The regional support system was important for the development of tourism in
Krakow [98,99]. It should be noted that the extent of regional authority support for the
tourism sector varied from region to region. In the case of Matopolska, to which Krakéw
belongs, the need to support the tourism sector was quickly identified, and the assistance
focused on information support and promotional activities [99]. The information portal
about possible forms of financial support from various sources should be considered a
successful undertaking over the analyzed period. This resulted in a better preparation
of the tourism sector for unstable conditions and provided information on possible sup-
port, as well as providing a steady flow of information between tourist entrepreneurs and
voivodeship authorities.

Among other undertakings, the strengthening of cooperation between regional au-
thorities, DMO and tourism industry chambers of commerce (e.g., the Krakéw Chamber
of Tourism) is worth mentioning. The regional authorities, together with the DMO, im-
plemented a certificate of safe tourism in the region [100]. This program was aimed at
supporting local entrepreneurs in their own fields and increasing their competitive ad-
vantages on the market. The certificate met with interest and a wide recognition from
entrepreneurs. Another project was a joint advertising campaign aimed at the Polish
market in order to attract tourists to Malopolska, including Krakéw. The crisis of 2020 has
significantly reoriented regional policy in the field of tourism, and the city has come to the
attention of regional authorities. Based on their own budget, the regional authorities also
organized competitions for grants aimed at supporting local tourist entrepreneurs. This
support was obviously much smaller than national aid, and the chance to obtain it was
limited due to the limited resources [101].

4.3.3. Local Authority Action for Tourism Business

The key conditions for the functioning of the tourism sector in Krakéw during the
COVID-19 period were shaped by the city authorities. Established tourist bodies included
the Tourism Strategy Committee or the so-called ‘Historical Heritage Round Table’. At the
turn of 2019, the discussion about tourism in Krakéw focused on extinguishing negative
processes related to excessive tourism [66,68,69]. The city, even before the outbreak of
the pandemic, had adopted a working set of actions aimed at changing its tourist image,
limiting the negative effects of the night-time economy in the historic center [69] and
managing heritage protection. It was assumed that from the beginning of May 2020, active
measures would be taken in this regard. At the same time, important steps were taken for
the tourism development strategy in Krakow in conditions of excessive tourist demand. The
outbreak of the pandemic completely stopped both of these policies. Established task forces,
consisting of representatives of officials, local entrepreneurs, the academic community
and social organizations, were quick to shift their focus to the situation and challenges of
tourism in COVID-19 conditions [72]. Particular attention was paid to financial support in
the first weeks of the pandemic, when the tourism industry was in practice closed down.

In mid-April 2020, the city’s Pauza business aid program [102] was officially launched,
one of the first programs supporting the tourism sector from a city budget in Poland. This
program lasted from 14 April to 30 June 2020 and provided extensive financial aid. It
introduced a reduction in taxes and municipal rents, the suspension of payment deadlines,
etc. The program also pointed to the need for the continuous monitoring of the financial
condition of tourism enterprises in order to adjust the aid to actual needs. Many of the
Pauza solutions were continued by the city after 30 June. It is estimated that the value of the
aid provided by the city of Krakow during the pandemic amounted to over EUR 15 million,
of which EUR 2 million related to a reduction in rents [103]. For the catering industry and
café gardens, the reduction in rents for the lease of land and the reimbursement of fees for
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the license to sell alcohol was of great importance. As part of business support, internet
platforms were also created to spread information about the actions taken and to promote
Krakéw entrepreneurs abroad.

Creating a New City Image for Pandemic and Post-Pandemic Times

In parallel to the above actions, decisions aimed at popularizing the city’s tourist offer-
ings in various markets were made. The condition for their success was the involvement
of the local tourism sector in this process. The concept of micromarketing was adopted
as a starting point, with the adjustment of activities to narrower target groups [98]. The
campaigns implemented were targeted mainly at the domestic market. The first was
addressed to the inhabitants of Krakéw: the action ‘Be a tourist in your own city” aimed
at involving the inhabitants of Krakow in tourist consumption. The opportunity to visit
museums and galleries as well as the use of restaurants when the city is not crowded with
tourists was promoted. One of the elements of the campaign were the free tours around
different parts of Krakow, led by local guides. The ‘free tours for residents’ campaign lasted
until the end of October 2020. It is expected to start again in 2021 [104]. These activities not
only benefited residents, but also employed local tourist guides who, in the conditions of a
pandemic-hit city, faced relatively little demand. The aim of the program was to encourage
people to use the city’s tourist offer, with a 20% discount on local products, and it lasted
for the entire holiday period of 2020, with more than 200 local companies and institutions
taking part in it [104].

At the same time, the Krakow Undiscovered campaign was conducted in cooperation
with a DMO on the Polish tourist market. Its aim was to promote Krakow among domestic
tourists, and it included a strong advertising campaign in the largest cities of the country,
namely Gdarsk, Wroctaw, Poznan, £6dz, Szczecin and Warsaw, as well as advertisements
in the media and on the internet [105]. Similar actions were taken by the Krakéw authorities
as part of their partnership cooperation with the seaside resort of Sopot, located by the
Baltic Sea. These included the organization of promotional events, poster campaigns and
other popularization activities. The idea was to increase interest in a city located on the
other side of the country. There were no promotional campaigns on foreign markets. Only
an information campaign, called ‘Staying Safe in Krakéw’, was aimed at foreign tourists
coming to the city [106].

Local Cooperation for Tourism and New Tourism Programs for the Future

The ever-changing conditions for the functioning of the tourism sector in the city
required a constant exchange of information between the tourism office and local en-
trepreneurs [67]. The departments responsible for tourism monitored the situation through-
out the pandemic period, and the results were used to develop the foundations of a tourism
development strategy and to solve current problems. Not only the scale and character
of tourism were analyzed, but also the state of local tourism businesses and transport,
among other issues [72]. An important area of research was the social consequences of city
nightlife, especially the noise and excessive alcohol consumption. Many temporary bodies
dealing with various tourism issues, based on matrix organizational structures, have been
established in the city. The work of these bodies was coordinated by the most important
departments of the City Hall: the Tourism Department, the Culture Department, the Con-
vention Bureau and the Krakow Festival Office. As a result, similarly to the national level,
in Krakéw there has been a tightening of the cooperation between city officials and local
tourist business organizations (including the Krakéw Chamber of Tourism) and between
tourism, cultural and academic institutions. Not only was the exchange of information
intensified, but a certain degree of openness to mutual suggestions and involvement in
joint ventures was fostered.

Paradoxically, limiting the functioning of tourism in the city and slowing down the
detrimental effects of tourism has allowed for a focus on planning for the future. It has led
to the implementation of three important projects at the same time:
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1.  Krakow’s sustainable tourism policy for 2021-2028
Krakéw Cultural Program, focused on the development of culture and heritage protection
3.  Krakéw Network Protocol.

The provisions of the strategic document for Krakéw’s sustainable tourism policy
for 2021-2028 [67] will be of fundamental importance for the functioning of tourism in
Krakow in the post-COVID-19 period. It is one of the first comprehensive documents in the
CEE region setting out guidelines for the development of tourism after COVID-19 and has
been approved by both the city authorities and local stakeholders in the tourism industry.
As its authors emphasize, the implementation of the provisions of the document will be
possible only in cooperation with the city authorities and with all partners from the public,
social and private sectors, including city residents. The document’s starting point is the
idea of sustainable tourism. It is assumed that the challenge for Krakéw in the process of
rebuilding tourism will be city management, taking into account the commercialization of
the offer, mitigating conflicts between residents and visitors, regulating access to selected
parts of the city considered as touristic, as well as the involvement of residents with tourists.

Urban tourism management will focus on the nine basic problems identified by this
program [67]). These recommendations were the result of a consultation with the most
important stakeholders related to the tourism sector and were preceded by previous sur-
veys among residents. Among them, the most important issues are (1) supporting the
development of tailor-made products, (2) counteracting the effects of tourism hypertrophy
and introducing the control of sharing economy development, (3) supporting the devel-
opment of the MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions) Industry, (4) the
integration of cultural and creative industries with tourism, (5) nightlife management, (6) a
coherent management of tourism identity and reputation, (7) new technologies in tourism.
This document was adopted in March 2021 and is currently in the operationalization phase.

The second area in which extensive planning activities were undertaken was the
area of culture. The idea behind Krakéw’s Culture Program [107] is a broad range of
actions which implement a multitude of tools, from very general to specific. This includes
both actions taken in forming a new way of organizing and managing historic districts,
especially the Old Town, and a new approach to the city’s cultural offer and its connection
with modern technologies. One such issue is linking the city’s cultural offer with the tourist
offer. Despite the great cultural potential, Krakéw does not use its offer to build on its
advantages on the tourist market. Every year, the city hosts a number of cultural events,
but most of them go unnoticed by tourists. All this means that Krakéw, which in 2000
had been a European city of culture, is still associated by tourists more with fun than with
culture [23,24,68,69,108].

The city’s communication strategy in the field of culture will change. All cultural
events will be grouped into four so-called seasons that will become a tourist brand of
the city. Individual events will be promoted as part of a cultural season. Modern tools
for the geolocation of events will be used. The city’s cultural offer will include events in
neighboring towns, which will expand the territorial range of the cultural offer for tourists.
On the other hand, it is assumed that the promotion of Krakéw’s cultural offer will be
intensified among the inhabitants of areas adjacent to the city [107].

The culture of Krakéw is to be made constantly available on the internet. This is
a consequence of the activities already carried out in the city by the play Krakéw VOD
platform. The platform is to become a window to the world of the city’s culture, has been
operating since the beginning of 2021 and is becoming more and more popular both at
home and abroad. In the first months, it has offered a number of online events which
during the pandemic took place without a live audience. In the future, the platform will
include music shows, concerts, recitals, meetings with writers, as well as reports from other
events, such as conferences, congresses, fairs and fashion shows taking place in Krakow.
Another action taken by the city is the introduction of the Krakow Ticket Hub portal. It will
be a virtual store providing access to all the city’s cultural attractions, including last minute

N



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7914

14 of 22

offers. Examples from other cities, such as Salzburg, show that the spontaneous decision to
buy tickets for events is extremely important from the point of view of tourism.

The third document, the Krakow Network Protocol [109], is dedicated to business tourism.
From the point of view of this economic field, the years 2020-2021 can be considered
completely lost [67]. The MICE sector is characterized by the highest level of sensitivity
to the risk of a pandemic, and the recovery process itself will be much longer than in the
case of recreational tourism. Events are now happening exclusively online. In response
to this situation, representatives of the MICE sector from Krakow, gathered under the
Krakéw Network Agreement, came up with the plan of developing ideas and a set of
good practices in the field of congress tourism. The Krakdw Network Protocol was created
in 2021. The inspiration for its development was the Kaoshiung Protocol, developed by
the International Congress and Convention Association [110]. The protocol is a collection
of good practices and recommendations to be used in the new, pandemic reality [110].
This document is innovative and widely recognized on the international arena [110], while
its recommendations have been recognized by the National Tourism Organization as
exemplary in the tourism industry.

To sum up, in Krakéw, the pandemic period has been used to create conditions for
pandemic tourism and post-pandemic tourism. The main emphasis has been placed on
the elimination of problem areas related to mass tourism, increasing the role of culture in
shaping the tourism product, which in turn may affect the international brand of the city, as
well as stimulating premium tourism market segments related to, inter alia, the organization
and servicing of congresses. All the above-mentioned documents have become model
solutions on a national scale, with the provisions they contain being analyzed and/or
implemented in other Polish cities.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

In line with the research objectives, the article has presented measures and actions
against COVID-19 proposed by the WTCF [21] which can be implemented at the urban
level. In the empirical part, using the case study approach, Krakéw’s actions during the
first year of struggle with the pandemic have been presented.

The actions presented in Krakéw (and their local and national context) allow its
situation to be compared to the recommendations contained in the WTCF report [21]. The
authors are aware that the phenomenon investigated is in a state of constant change, but
several conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, Krakéw uses all the measures and actions against
COVID-19 proposed by the WTCF [21] but to a differing extent. Moreover, secondly, the
scale of mobilization by Krakéw’s authorities is visible in planning the tourist revival of
Krakéw in a ‘new normal’ and in setting these plans in motion. Thirdly, these actions
(at least declaratively) are carried out with the involvement of stakeholders in Krakow’s
tourism industry while taking into account the interests of the community [111]. It should
be emphasized that the problems of excessive tourism were relatively quite well identified
in Krakéw before COVID-19 [64,66,69] and had previously prompted the city authorities to
seek new solutions to balance social and tourism needs. Such activities were quite popular
among European cities [112] on the eve of the pandemic. Most focused on searching for a
more sustainable way of managing tourism in the city (including the challenges of new
phenomena such as a sharing economy in tourism). The case of Krakow is interesting in
that the pandemic appeared at exactly the time of the discussion on overtourism, when
the authorities had realized its potential problems. The tourism blockade ‘opened up’ city
stakeholders (including the tourism and hospitality business) to the discussion on what
to do to recover and how to recover. As a result, the attention of the tourism sector was
‘captured’ and proposals for new solutions aimed at seeking ‘milder” forms of tourism
were discussed. Of course, they may face local business resistance in a post-pandemic,
which may be more interested in making up for losses regardless of prior arrangements.
Such a possibility of returning to the ‘business-as-usual’ model in the post-pandemic phase
of tourism development is indicated, among others, by Brouder [113].
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Generally, the example of Krakow shows that within such cooperative mechanisms
as temporary cross-departmental tasks forces [114], and public-private consolidation and
collaboration, the time of the pandemic could be used both to mitigate losses and to discuss
a new tourism model for the city. In Krakéw, the result of these actions is the officially
adopted new tourism development strategy [67]. The literature until now has no examples
of similar planning activities in other tourism cities during the pandemic. Moreover, it
should be emphasized that the case of Krakow to some extent confirms the assumptions
of Vargas [32] that COVID-19 has given rise to a new model of tourism governance. It is
unknown whether the mobilization observed in Krakéw will bring about the expected
results. Time will tell if Krakéw really will go down the new path of sustainable tourism
development indicated in the city documents.

It is difficult to compare Krakéw’s responses to COVID-19 in relation to other tourism
cities, because, as previously emphasized, such studies, apart from the WTCF report and
several papers mainly concerning Macao [10,18-20], are not yet available. The example
of Macao (casino-city) shows that the economic resilience of a destination is essential for
its social resilience [10] and allows for a quick release of financial reserves as aid funds
for the tourism sector and the local community. It also shows that the recovery wave
should move to public-private consolidation and collaboration [18], which has partially
been found in Krakow as well. At the same time, to understand the Macao context, it is
necessary to emphasize the extreme nature of the tourism economy for this destination
(50.3% of GDP is from tourism [10]) and its strong dependence on Chinese visitors, as
well as the determination to quickly restart and re-open for visitors [10,18,20]. Above all,
however, Macao used its previous experience to deal with epidemic crises. In this respect,
Krakow, but also most tourism cities, especially in CEE, function in different economic and
geopolitical realities. However, the common challenge of most tourism cities, including
Krakow and Macao, is the fact that tourism, due to its economic and social role in the local
economy, has become ‘too big to fail’ [115]. The case of Macao also suggests to tourism
cities, including CEE and heritage cities such as Krakéw, that crisis management should
become a priority in strategic planning, especially when the aim is sustainable.

Learning from the experience of a pandemic is now an obvious necessity [86], espe-
cially for shaping sustainable urban destinations. The wide spectrum of activities under-
taken in Krakoéw gives the city the opportunity to evaluate and revise them in retrospect, as
well as to be appropriate and effective. It can also be a stimulus for building a further vision
of development and strengthening the city’s resilience. The case of Krakow is particularly
important not only for CEE tourism cities (where, as shown in Lviv by Rutynskyi and
Kushniruk [116], the need to support the tourism industry was much less noticed), but also
historical cities that can, in new circumstances, build their own resilience and (re)shape a
competitive advantage based on the potential of cultural heritage.

One of the most frequently emphasized and spectacular responses to the COVID-
19 crisis, indicated both in the WTCF report [21] and in the activities of Krakow, is the
observed change in the area of culture. A visible turn in a pandemic time, following
Agostino et al. [117], can be called a transition ‘from onsite closure to online openness’.
Upon their physical closure, various cultural institutions, such as museums and galleries,
have started spreading online access to culture and knowledge. An increasing number
of museums (e.g., Italian state museums in Venice, Rome and Naples) are using social
media to reach wider online audiences through sharing free virtual tours, descriptions of
artworks, as well as setting up quizzes and treasure hunts [117]. A great example of free
engagement with culture in a wider tourism city context comes from Buenos Aires, where
‘the municipality, together with UNESCO, launched the ‘Cultura en Casa’ project to provide
rich cultural contents for adults and children. Materials are free to everyone and include
opera, ballet, virtual visits to museums and galleries, audiobooks and television series’ [21].
The above examples show not only the use of the newest ICT tools to popularize culture and
cultural tourism, but also to illustrate the implementation of a new approach to culture and
social development [118]. According to these assumptions, cultural inclusion can reduce
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social inequalities and, at the same time, contribute to the post-pandemic re-opening. EU
action can serve as an example of an institutional approach to these issues. The European
path to a safe and sustained re-opening adopted in March 2021 has a special financial
tool, “The European Regional Development Fund 2021-2027’, which is aiming to support
economic development and social inclusion in culture and tourism [119].

The Krakéw case study, in accordance with the assumptions of an exploratory case
study [22], allows for the formulation of questions for further research. In particular, the
following issues seem attractive for future research on tourism cities and COVID-19:

1. Will the city’s tourism offering be revised and become more sustainable? Will post-
pandemic tourism cities become sustainable tourism destinations and thus become
better places to live? As many academics expect [14-16], post-pandemic tourism
should be more sustainable, and tourist destinations should base their development
patterns on sustainable development goals. On the other hand, the practice to date,
especially in urban environments, and despite many declarations, has been strongly
connected with growth strategies that were strengthening urban tourism hypertro-
phy [115]. Will the experience of the pandemic crisis and the corrective actions
discussed and/or implemented effectively change this? Or are the sceptics who
predict the return of ‘business as usual’ right?

2. Will culture be a real driver for a post-covid tourism city? And, if so, to what extent?
How will the new technological improvements in culture be received by their par-
ticipants? What will the trajectories of technology acceptance be between different
groups (e.g., generations) of recipients (such as cultural visitors)? What will the
absorption of new cultural offerings by local communities be? Will any changes
become permanent? Murzyn-Kupisz and Hotuj [108] previously indicated that the
negative impacts of overtourism can be mitigated to some extent by museums. Will
the introduced solutions allow for the effective management of cultural urban attrac-
tions that previously carried the stigma of overcrowding and a reduced experience
for cultural participants?

3. Will ‘being a tourist in one’s own city’, promoted during the pandemic, become a per-
manent model of leisure activity for inhabitants of tourism cities? Richards [120,121]
sees the new practices of cultural tourism in this form. Is it just a temporary fashion
or will a permanent new trend develop? A close and important issue related to these
questions is destination (tourism city) resilience: will the local demand for culture and
leisure be effective in building destination resilience and setting new (e.g., co-creation)
frameworks for shaping the relationship between residents and visitors? Finally,
referring to the ideas for social inclusion through culture and tourism [122]: will such
activities be a driver for strengthening the cultural capital of the local community or
will the cultural turn of cities depend on community cultural and social capital?

4. The reactions of tourists and other city users to the changes in the tourism city
introduced by, and thanks to, the pandemic seem to be equally interesting. Will
city tourists absorb and accept the proposed changes? What changes do they expect
themselves to see in post-pandemic tourism cities?

5. Itis also worth referring to the CEE context. Will the support for tourism received in
CEE cities allow for the revival of this sector? Which direction will post-pandemic
tourism take in CEE cities? Will there be a change in the approach to tourism devel-
opment in CEE cities, or will laissez-faire still be practiced? Will a model based on
growth in international city-break tourism in CEE historical cities be revised? It is
also interesting how the pandemic has influenced relations between tourism stake-
holders in these destinations. Have they managed, as shown in Krakoéw, to constitute
a front of cooperation between public and private tourism stakeholders? The case
of post-Soviet Samarkand (not CEE, but Uzbekistan’s tourism city), described by
Wrdéblewski et al. [123], shows that the challenges may be found in the local tourism
industry’s reluctance to cooperate with the authorities, the weaknesses of the orga-
nizations that represent the industry, as well as a belief that businesses must solve
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pandemic-related problems on their own. In other words, with regard to CEE tourism
cities, an attractive direction for post-covid research seems to be related to their still
ongoing transition and the issue of shaping (institutional and non-institutional) coop-
eration. As it follows from institutional theory [124], the effectiveness of regulatory
and recovery actions depends on the coexistence and mutual support of formal and
informal institutions.

In summary, it can be noted that the strength of this paper stems from the confrontation
of previously theoretical assumptions and recommendations with an in-depth case study
of actually implemented actions taken in specific urban conditions. The case study has
also opened new possibilities for building knowledge and formulating further research
questions. At the same time, the limitations of this paper should be mentioned. They are
embedded in the case study approach, especially in its non-routine research procedures [22].
They are also related to the very limited nature of the available information sources and
the limited scope of research to date (such as case studies of other cities) for making
comparisons. To a large extent, the limitations result from the novelty of the analyzed
phenomenon, including the rapidly changing situation and the complexity of relations
between the city and tourism during a still ongoing worldwide pandemic.
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