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Aerial view taken on May 27, 2021 shows Sevilla’s Cathedral. —  AFP photos Aerial view taken on May 27, 2021 shows the Triana bridge in Sevilla.

S
eville’s pandemic-hit tourism sector is
hoping to get a shot in the arm from
UEFA’s last-minute decision to name

the southern Spanish city as a host for
Euro 2020 matches. While thousands of
football fans are set to flock to the city later
this month, hotels, restaurants and bars
warn the event won’t be enough to make
up for the collapse in business brought on
by the health crisis.

“It is a first-class showcase,” said
Antonio Munoz, the city councillor in charge
of tourism. “It is a draw to recover the
appeal this city has always had to attract
tourism.” European football governing body
UEFA in April picked Seville to replace
Bilbao in northern Spain as a host city for
the rescheduled football tournament.

Bilbao was dropped because it was
unable to guarantee organizers it could
host fans in the stadium for matches due to
the strict virus measures in place in the
region. Seville’s 64,000-seat La Cartuja sta-
dium is set to host all three of Spain’s
Group E games against Sweden, Poland
and Slovakia, plus a last-16 match during
the second half of June. Capacity at the
venue will be limited to around 25 percent,
or 16,000 people.

Seville city hall expects the matches will
draw around 70,000 visitors, providing a
direct economic impact of €61 million ($75
million) in business. Antonio Luque, the
head of the Seville Hospitality Association,
said tourists will be greeted “with open

arms” but the money they will spend will
pale in comparison to the income the sec-
tor has lost. Beyond the Euro, 2021 will be
“complicated”, added Luque, who does not
expect hospitality sector revenues to return
to pre-pandemic levels until 2023.

‘It’s dead’ 
Seville, with its sunny weather, flamenco

dancing and historical landmarks such as
its gothic Cathedral, is Spain’s third most
visited city. The tourism sector accounts for
18 percent of the city’s economic output.
But the hospitality sector’s revenues
plunged to €640 million in 2020 from €1.6

billion the previous year, as the pandemic
put the brakes on travel around the world.

This drop in business led about one in
five businesses to close their doors,
according to the hospitality association. The
fall in visitor numbers can be felt in the nar-

row streets of Seville’s old Jewish quarter,
the Santa Cruz neighborhood. “Here half of
the businesses have closed. It’s dead,”
Maria Menendez, who runs a tea shop in
the neighborhood, said as she pointed to a
boarded-up shop across the street. “The
Euro is a boost that will last three days,”
she added.

A few steps from Seville’s famous cathe-

dral, chef Rafael Sanchez has recently
reopened his tapas restaurant, Las
Columnas, after a 15-month closure due to
the pandemic. With nostalgia he recalls the
European, American and Asian tourists
who ate at his venue in the past. “I hope

they will all come at once, and that we can
return to normality,” said Sanchez.

‘Lost year’ 
Just over half of Seville’s hotels are cur-

rently open but city hall expects that by
mid-June 70 percent of hotel beds will be
available. The local hotel association was
optimistic about the future, but declined to

give a forecast for reservations which will
depend on the recovery of flights to the city.
Seville airport currently operates 67 routes,
two-thirds of the pre-pandemic amount.

“What matters is that Ryanair flights
resume,” said Diego Zanoletti, an Italian

who runs a bicycle rental shop. Like other
business owners, he believes the Euro is “a
positive thing but it remains a one-off event
which will not make up for our lost year or
what we will lose in 2021”. — AFP  

Tourists ride a horse-drawn carriage in Sevilla. Bullfighting placards are displayed at a souvenir shop. A woman walks by a terrace bar at the Plaza del Salvador
Square. 

Tourists visit the ancient temple of Parthenon on Acropolis hill in Athens
on Friday. 

Tourists visit the Erechtheion on Acropolis hill. — AFP photos

The Indian who 
took the Beatles 
home for tea

A
jit Singh, the Indian music shop
owner who befriended the Beatles
during their magical mystery trip in

Rishikesh over half a century ago, has
died aged 88. In February 1968 the Fab
Four fetched up at Maharishi Mahesh
Yogi’s ashram (retreat) in northern India,
seeking spirituality, new experiences and
refuge from Beatlemania back home.

Energized by their new surroundings
overlooking the Ganges river, John
Lennon, Paul McCartney, George
Harrison and Ringo Starr wrote much of
their seminal “White Album” there.
Turbaned, thin and with a croaky voice,
Singh recalled in an interview with AFP in
2019 the band wandering into his musi-
cal instrument shop in nearby Dehradun
one day.

He remembered hitting it off with the
Liverpudlians, who had been pursued
by a crowd outside, and “inviting them
home for tea”. Later he fixed Lennon’s
guitar and performed at Harrison’s 25th
birthday party. “They were very polite
with me, they were not haughty or

something,” he told AFP with twinkly
eyes, in the shop that he still ran half a
century later, the Pratap Music House. “I
always said to people that they were
good people.”

Local journalist Raju Gusain, who has
been at the forefront of restoring the run-
down former ashram in recent years,
said Singh thought Lennon was the most
talented in the band. “Ajit Singh was a
lovely chap,” Gusain told AFP, confirming
his death earlier this week, recalling how
he loved to recount his old stories about
the Beatles.

“He promised he would provide some
photographs of Harrison’s birthday bash,
but he failed to locate them and used to
make excuses,” Gusain said. “He said he
was not that organized and would find
them one day and give me a call. We
both used to laugh about that.”

Singh was a highly accomplished
musician in his own right, performing
abroad and becoming one of the top-
graded artists on All India Radio, accord-
ing to The Times of India. He was one of
very few people who could play the vichi-
tra veena, a traditional string instrument
that rests horizontally in front of the
kneeling musician. “I used to tell Ajit... to
pen down his experiences for posterity
and write a book,” the paper quoted life-
long friend Mercy Phuntsog Nath as say-
ing. “He would nod his head and say, ‘I
am writing’.” — AFP  

C
ontroversy has engulfed an ambi-
tious restoration project on the
Acropolis, with critics accusing the

Greek government of spoiling the country’s
priceless heritage. Most of the fire has
been directed at a new concrete walkway
unveiled in December, which main opposi-
tion leader Alexis Tsipras said constitutes
“abuse” of Greece’s most vaunted archae-
ological site.

A former member of the Acropolis
restoration team, veteran architect Tasos
Tanoulas, has called the new paths “for-
eign” and “stifling” to the 5th-century BCE
monument. The wider restoration project -
delivered in little more than a year - was
done without the care needed to safeguard
a monument that is for many emblematic of
Greece, critics charge.

The government says it has taken all
necessary precautions and that the attacks
are politically motivated. Over 3.5 million
people visited the Acropolis in 2019, before
the coronavirus pandemic shut down trav-
el. The culture ministry this week
announced further improvements to the
Acropolis for disabled visitors, which it said
were carried out after consulting with lead-
ing associations for people with disabilities.

The ministry said signs in Braille and
easier-to-read bold fonts would be
installed, in addition to scaled models of the
monuments, handrails and slope warnings.
But risks remain.

Tripping over 
When AFP toured the Acropolis this

week, a woman tripped into a hollow in the
middle of the new walkway, one of many
designed to give a glimpse of the ancient
rock beneath. Further up the path, a staffer
swiftly swept soil into another hollow after a
visitor group has walked past. It’s a plateau
with potholes. Potholes are the opposite of
safe,” noted tourist guide Smaragda
Touloupa, who recently took her elderly
parents on a visit to the site.

The Acropolis makeover, which cost
around €1.5 billion ($1.8 billion) and
includes award-winning night lighting, a dis-
abled elevator upgrade and better
drainage, was funded by the Onassis
Foundation. The culture ministry has reject-
ed suggestions it was carried out without
proper consultation and mainly aims at
boosting visitor capacity.

Culture Minister Lina Mendoni said last
month the Acropolis restorers are “experts
of global renown” with over four decades of
award-winning work on the site. “Nobody
has questioned their work,” Mendoni said.
“We have entrusted them with the restora-
tion of the Acropolis monuments. How can
we doubt them over a (concrete) laying
project?” she said. But Touloupa, who has
written books on heritage management
and has been guiding visitors to the
Acropolis since 1998, said the project was
decided within an inner circle of ministry
experts, mainly archaeologists. “It’s a com-
pletely technocratic approach,” she said.

Even UNESCO found out about the
Acropolis “interventions” from “third par-
ties,” Mechtild Rossler, director of the
UNESCO World Heritage Centre, told AFP.
As a signatory to the UNESCO World
Heritage Convention, Greece should give
notice “before making any decisions that
would be difficult to reverse”, Rossler said.

‘Minor’ changes 
Mendoni has insisted that the changes

are “minor” and “fully reversible” and there
was no obligation to inform UNESCO,
whose experts are due to attend a confer-
ence in Athens in the autumn. Officials
have said the makeover was needed as
the old paths around the Acropolis monu-
ments, designed five decades ago and last
retopped in 2012, caused hundreds of acci-
dents every year.

Project supervisor Manolis Korres, a
respected architect involved with the
restoration project since 1975, has said the
concrete rests on a protective membrane
that can be removed quickly if necessary.
The ministry also stressed that sturdy
paving was needed to allow heavy machin-
ery to move slabs of masonry in ongoing
restoration work.

Dig at metro project 
Criticism has also been levelled at plans

to remove a Byzantine-era highway found
during construction of a new metro in
Greece’s second city Thessaloniki. Last
month, dozens of experts said the move
“jeopardizes the preservation of important
remains” of the city’s Late Antique and
Byzantine past. In an open letter, they said
the 6th-century BCE road “is one of the
most spectacular finds from these periods
anywhere in the world.” 

According to reports, Greece’s top
administrative court, the Council of State, in
April narrowly approved the temporary
removal of the antiquities. Its ruling has yet
to be published. The €1.5-billion
Thessaloniki subway project, which was
scheduled to be completed by 2012, is now
slated to be operational in 2023. The min-
istry did not respond to requests for com-
ment for this story. — AFP 

In this file photo taken on June 19, 2018, Ajit Singh, owner of the music shop who fixed John
Lennon’s guitar and performed at George Harrison’s 25th birthday party when the Beatles stayed at
an ashram in nearby Rishikesh 50 years ago in 1968, poses for a picture in Dehradun. — AFP 


