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Ladies and Gentlemen,

I have the honour to represent a sector that is the most important investor in the Greek economy, contributing decisively to regional development and employment. A characteristic example is that the contribution of Greek tourism, led by the sector of hotels, to the GDP of our country within the last 35 years reaches approx. 1 trillion dollars, according to modest calculations. 
What is strange though is that the return on equity of the majority of hotel-related investments remains negative for several years now, as shown by the analysis of the balance sheets of hotel businesses. 
The basic factors accounting for this are:  

· The sensitivity of the tourism product in imponderable factors and the consequent crises, which often have a negative impact on the results and the pricing policy of hotels.
· The high charges born by hotels in the form of taxes, local fees, social security contributions, etc. 

· The rigid framework in the labour market.  

As you all know, demand in tourism is characterized by marked seasonality and last minute changes; therefore flexibility in the labour market is of the utmost importance. It should be noted that Greek hotels have the highest labour cost in the European Union, amounting to over 50% of their total operational costs. 

· Social security contributions paid by employers are also the highest in the EU.

· Another important factor is the over-availability of beds throughout the Mediterranean and of course in Greece, a fact noted by top tourism agencies in Europe. For example, the president of TUI recently said that with the current rate of bed increase in the Mediterranean, it will take 50 million more tourists to cover the supply of beds. 

All these reasons explain why the large multinational hotel chains choose the policy of management in Greece instead of buying property. 

For years now we have being listening about major foreign investments in Greek tourism but up to now none of them has materialized. By taking a look at the plans of these investments it is easy to understand that interest is focused on the construction and sale of vacation residences and not on hotels; that’s why the appropriate legislation is awaited for their implementation. 
Ladies and Gentlemen,

Following all this, it is only logical that the Hellenic Chamber of Hotels (HCH), representing over 9,500 hotel businesses, remains extremely cautious vis-à-vis every regulation that supports, either in terms of spatial planning or by financial incentives, any kind of accommodations that will cause the existing hotels to deteriorate.      
For this reason and for several years, the HCH has being asking the State to define the quantitative and qualitative targets for the further development of tourism, the ways in which these targets will be achieved and, mainly, the methods by which it is going to ensure the prolongation of the tourist season, so that Greece has tourism throughout the year. Naturally, a necessary prerequisite for such development planning is the protection of the natural and cultural environment, which are the ‘raw material’ for tourism, as well as the existence of resources and infrastructure (airports, roads, sewerage, etc.). 
We have been waiting for the General Spatial Master Plan and the individual Spatial Master Plan for tourism to get a precise picture of future planning, and what we were given eventually for consultation was a set of general guidelines. The only specified element of this plan is the clear intention to institutionalize tourist complexes that will include tourist residences. 

However, this framework, which is going to be our spatial planning Constitution for the next fifteen years, should be absolutely clear as to what may be done in each and every region. Moreover, we would very much like to know the contents of the study of the Ministry for the Environment, Physical Planning and Public Works, on which the spatial plan for tourism was based. 

So, on the basis of this plan, which you all know, there is an attempt to introduce a new operational form of tourist installations, entitled “complex and integrated development of tourist infrastructure for regular vacationing”. This actually means the introduction of tourist residences - and to be more exact, located outside the town plan - with the clear intention to include them as tourist installations in order to get the increased coverage (building coefficients) of hotels outside the town plan. This new operational form, which will probably be accompanied by strong zoning incentives, must not be accompanied by financial incentives as well, because it will function competitively to the existing hotel businesses. The “uncontrolled” exploitation of these residences will deprive hotels of their tourists-customers, driving them gradually to financial deterioration. 
Regarding this crucial issue of vacation residence development, the HCH, following a study of the cases of Spain and Cyprus, clearly expressed its positions as follows:
· It agrees to the promotion of the blended model of vacation residence and hotel only if it is combined with installations of special tourism infrastructure – mainly golf courses – in order to support the viability of the said investments that enrich the product of the tourist destination. The percentage of residences though must not in any case exceed 30% of the total area of the accommodation installations with the minimum area limit for construction set at a significant number of m2. It is possible that the limit of 150,000 m2 provided for by the plan is not enough for this kind of investment. 
· For all other cases of tourist residence development, interested investors may choose, under the existing law, among a number of forms or procedures, such as town planning on private initiative (Area of Especially Regulated Town Planning, PERPO), Integrated Tourism Development Area (POTA), Spatial and Residential Plan for Open City Organisation (SHOOAP), time-sharing etc., of course only after the required procedures have been simplified and rendered time-effective. 
· Experience from countries where tourist residences have developed without restrictions shows a series of negative effects related to all the aspects of the social and economic life in an area: unplanned constructions, increased corruption in town planning divisions, tax evasion, illegal tourism activity, significant deterioration of the natural environment, steep decline in hotel occupancy with a consequent decrease in employment and tourism-related income.
· The HCH also opposes the development of rocky islets and sensitive island complexes. 
As regards the rest of the issues dealt with by the spatial plan, we have the following remarks to make:
· The HCH asks that the possibility is given to withdraw obsolete hotel units in the country, i.e. to change the usage. This is the very first step towards the reform of hotel supply and the total upgrading of the tourist profile of an area; however this is merely mentioned in the spatial plan.  
At the same time the possibility should be explored to introduce modern investment products in hotel-related investments. A good example is something that already happens in the UK and other countries, i.e. that an existing hotel sells individual rooms or apartments to interested parties that use them for a specific number of nights per year, having at the same time ensured an annual yield by commercial lease. 
· The minimum area limit for construction of courts and courses, the density of beds and the maximum capacity have to be reviewed on the basis of the criterion of available resources and infrastructure, and the financial viability of hotel units. To our opinion these issues are the object of the planning that will follow the regional framework or the general town plan that will specify the guidelines of the Spatial Master Plan for tourism. 
· We do not agree with the categorization of the national space because all areas are treated in the same way in terms of tourism development and geomorphology, while they should have been divided into coastal, urban, mountainous or flat, based on the tourist resources, the infrastructure, etc. Moreover and according to the intensity of tourist activity, they should be divided into zones of containment, intensity and mild promotion.
· We would like to note the fact that there was no prior elaboration of a General Spatial Framework, which is strategically important, as it organises the national space on the basis of criteria of development, balance and preservation. 

· The “resolution of conflicts between the tourist usage and other usages” is blurry. Instead, the legal tourist usage should be protected from other interfering usages (industries, scrapyards and concrete producing units) in a definitive and absolute manner. 
· Especially for metropolitan areas it is necessary to reevaluate the expediency of creating new high-class accommodations of 4 and 5 stars, without considering the trend of important indices such as nights and occupancy.   
· The action plan should include priorities, costs, timetables, indices to monitor development, quick processing mechanisms, etc.
In conclusion, on the issue of tourist residences I would like to underline that, in order to avoid conflicts of interest in exploiting the coastal zone, a happy medium should be found between tourist and residential usage, always considering the potential of the ecosystem and the resources of each area. 

If no care is taken, it is certain that we will undermine irreparably the possibilities of upgrading the quality of the Greek tourism product and in the long run the losses to the national economy will be greater than the benefits from selling vacation homes. 

It is also necessary to formulate fixed terms regarding the tax charges on and the forms of exploitation of a property, so that foreign investors may know their rights and obligations. For example, it will be a lethal source of unfair competition to existing accommodations operating legally, to allow vacation home owners to lease these homes through the Internet, without having to go through the torture of special licensing and tax controls, as is the case with existing accommodations. 
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