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Abstract
The tourism system is inevitably influenced by the new business environment created by the diffusion of ICTs. Information technology is one of the external environment elements for tourism, travel and hospitality, although in recent years technological developments have supported tourism innovation and vice versa. ICT have become an imperative partner, increasingly offering the interface between consumers and suppliers globally. Generally, ICTs provide the tools that enable the evolution of tourism demand and supply by facilitating existing needs and business prospects. The continuous development of ICTs during the last decade has had profound implications for the whole tourism industry. ICTs incorporate not only software, hardware and netware but also information, management and telecommunication systems to enable the processing and flow of tourism information within and between organizations, as well as the utilization of equipments for the production of commodities and the provision of services. 
1.    The Role of Information & Communication Technologies in Tourism 
1.1  The Impact of ICTs on Tourism 
The Tourism Industry has been among the fastest developing sectors worldwide, with profound impacts affecting most countries’ economies. ‘The sector is covered by a wide range of other professional categories, such as transport, accommodation, restaurants, cultural activities and leisure and therefore can be more effectively viewed as market rather than a single sector’ [2].  In other words, it is a multi-dimensional industry which combines many different economic sectors that affects dramatically the economic prosperity of a destination.

Tourism has become the world’s largest industry and its growth shows a year-to-year increase. This trend has led WTO to predict that by 2020 tourist arrivals around the world would increase over 200% [11]. The vast majority of tourism enterprises globally are small and medium sized, and belong to local businessmen. Despite their size, they are of primal importance to European economies as they provide stable employment opportunities and support the local economy through tourist expenditure (Buhalis, Main, 1998).  

‘As it is an information-rich sector it depends heavily on finding and developing new ways to deliver tourism products, communicate information to consumers and provide convenience to travellers’. Similarly, travellers (less dependent on traditional intermediaries and more sophisticated) are constantly seeking new sources of information to facilitate the decision making process before purchasing services. It is not surprising that electronic commerce in tourism is among the top two growth categories, second only to finance and insurance services” [2]. “Information is the lifeblood of tourism; timely and accurate information, relevant to customers is a key to tourism production and satisfaction of demand” [9]. In tourism everybody needs information, from tourism suppliers and businesses, to national and regional organisations, as well as consumers. As a result, it is understandable why ICT and especially the internet have this major impact upon all types of tourism transactions.

The whole travel industry is radically changing; the evolution of internet-based businesses (new tourism emediaries) and especially e-travel agencies (expedia.com, orbitz.com) force traditional business to change their whole operation and go online. The adoption of an effective online strategy and the use of the new technology tools is a critical decision that every tourism business must make if they are to survive the competition. ICT forces tourism enterprises and other related to tourism companies (airlines, car rental) to discover new ways to expand their market share, to attract customers by customizing products and services to their needs and to reorganize business strategies in order to achieve competitive advantages. The web turns to be an ideal platform for travel businesses to deliver information about their products to consumers all around the world, in a direct, time effective and less expensive way [10]. On the other hand, the instant availability of travel information about tourism destinations and services, in addition with the ability of sophisticated search engines to analyse and demonstrate this kind of information, enables traveller’s to compare among several tourism suppliers, which will fatefully lead to intensive competition through “grazing”. Therefore, in order to compete in the electronic era, “businesses must be prepared to use technology-mediated channels, create internal and external value, formulate technology convergent strategies, and organize resources around knowledge and relationships” [5].   
1.2 Figures & Statistics of the Online Penetration in Tourism
‘United Kingdom is one of the most important European markets in electronic tourism with Germany in second place. Both markets represent 57 per cent of the EUR 18.4 bn. spent for e-tourism in Europe (2004). Tourism transactions via internet channels raises during 2004 by 41%, and a further increase of 29% was expected in 2005. It is estimated that online travel in Europe, along with 10 new EU member countries, will achieve revenues around EUR 28.8 bn. by 2006, which account for 11.6% of the total market for selected travel services’ (Marcussen, 2005).
1.3 The concept of e-tourism
‘E-tourism reflects the digitalization of all processes and value chains in the tourism industry, travel hospitality and catering industries’ [1]. ‘E-tourism revolutionizes the business process and the strategic relationship among travel organizations and their stakeholders’. e-tourism is in other words, ‘the application of electronic business in the travel sector, which is also defined as any process that a business conducts over a computer network-external and internal processes’. E-tourism is a much broader concept than e-commerce, which is about transactions undertaken over a computer network. E-tourism functions determine the competitiveness of the organization by taking advantage of intranets for reorganizing internal processes, extranets for developing transactions with trusted partners and the internet for interacting with all its stakeholders and realizing online sales. The e-tourism concept involves all business’ operations from e-marketing, e-commerce, and e-finance to e-procurement, e-accounting, e-R&D and e-HRM [9]. The main disciplines that e-tourism is consist of are Business Management, Information Systems and Tourism [1]. These disciplines represent the principal domains of e-tourism and along with the sub-sectors they include such as Regional and National Tourism Organisations, media, professional guides (e.g. lonely planet), event organisers, tourism suppliers (e.g. hotels, airlines) and travel intermediaries (e.g. travel agencies, tour operators), interact together in order to produce and promote the e-tourism product. ICTs act as the connective bond among all the different stakeholders in tourism, operating for enabling the co-opetition and interchange of resources and information. E-business in tourism not only embraces the use of the new media, internet and emails but also enables more efficient use of traditional media such as brochures and advertising. The area of sales and electronic marketing represent the main activity of electronic tourism. In other words, communication and online transaction with customers: from simply advertising a product to providing an enabling for purchases environment. 
1.4 Technological Applications & Simplified Solutions for Tourism
Internet and web applications [7]:  
· Search and reservation: On the internet, travellers can search on their own for up-to-date information on supply, for example, information on places and events, timetables, open hours, real time (or close to real time) availability, etc. Everybody can search for such information from any access point and make reservations. 
· Payment: Several forms of payment methods can be linked to a reservation through the web, such as authorization of withdrawal of a credit card account, sending an invoice, etc.
· Delivery: Information services, such as guide books, can be conveyed electronically. Also, simple access to tickets, lodging, etc. can be provided with reservation codes transmitted over the web. In addition, possibility to amend or update customer’s profile online, direct coordination of prices, provision of special promotional offers, registration to mailing lists.
Intranets-extranets: The most common systems for tactical planning and operational management are intranets/internal systems and extranets/partner systems. Some basic internal functions facilitated by intranets are the following [2]: Sharing documents electronically to perform collaborative work, automating travel cost reimbursement online, monitoring working hours and production line electronically, support administration of human resource activities (eHRM) and e-CRM. Also, partner systems and extranets enable close cooperation between partners by giving access to dedicated parts of others’ systems [1].
Enterprise Resource Planning Systems: Enables the automation of internal business operation and refers to the completion of several functions within the organisation regarding accountancy, production, sales, etc. The ERP can be transformed into a fully integrated e-business platform to decrease the time needed for data entry, achieve homogeneity in all corporate processes, increase market share through increasing customer, diffuse information in real-time, collect customers’ data through the internet (e.g. emails).
Electronic Data Interchange (EDI): EDI represents a very useful tool for reducing the cost of information interchange among corporations and partners. The errors can be reduced, while the feedback time can be increased, which in turn can lead to a better management of logistics.

Multimedia Applications: The development of Digital Television will effectively bring the internet to the living room of most families. User friendly interfaces based on an advanced TV set will be easily operated through a simplified keyboard providing the majority of users with direct accessibility to organisations, electronically. This will bring electronic commerce to the mass digital market [3]. IDTV has been characterized as a “wide reaching, populist channel”. The requirements for obtaining IDTV are quite simple and involve a set-top box, usually obtained free and a subscription to a digital broadcaster’s service. Another development is the idea of the multimedia museum or attraction guide and the audio presentation, through a PDA screen. The visitor can travel throughout a fresco or an ancient monument and discover the several details in it. During the presentation, a sequence of images is synchronized with the audio commentary and the transitions among the pictures are planned according to cinematic techniques.
Wireless & Mobile Platforms: In the case of airlines, mobile phones, Personal Digital Assistants (PDA) and other wireless-handheld (smart phones, mobile phones, laptops) devices are already used for searching and booking flights, altering flight arrangements, retrieving updated arrival and departure information, checking in quickly and selecting seats directly [1] . Wireless technologies can also be used for communication between airline partners and wireless networks have been implemented in several airports, allowing connectivity of portable devices through wireless-radio connections (Wi-Fi). WAP enabled mobile phones were designed to provide a various range of accurate and up-to-date travel information such as hotel amenities, traffic situation, weather tips, flight schedules, bus stations, email correspondence, room availability, room reservation, etc. Finally,  the emergence of 3G mobile technology with enhanced content management systems, with multi-channel delivery (PDA, mobile phones, Web) and multilingual capabilities enabled the take off of mobile commerce and mobile tourism services.
2.
The Challenge of Transforming the Old Fashioned Greek Tourism Industry into the Most Dynamic and Profitable Economic Sector
2.1 Coping with the information change-National E-Strategies
The national tourism organization of Greece must bridge the digital divide between Greek and international tourism. It is crucial to understand the significance of the construction of a dynamic Web-platform; a fully integrated destination marketing and management system, which will also enable different forms of partnerships and alliances among the several stakeholders of the sector; develop a strategy with a clear policy towards e-commerce. The national tourism Web-platform should: Provide a booking engine itself; Provide seamless links to websites of Greek tourism suppliers; create a window to international customers and enable travellers to choose among a variety of Greek tourism products. This initiative should seek to: Create a web-based network, applied for the travel industry, aiming at searching for travel information, booking electronically and setting up partnerships; Encourage national tourism organizations and regional small and medium sized businesses to promote their services and destinations online and attract their customers electronically.
2.2 Recommendations to Greek Tourism Businesses for Applying an Effective Online Strategy
Before proceeding with building a tourism website (e.g. structure, design, content, etc.) it is very important to initially set and answer some general but very essential questions regarding the goals of the website, in other words what is the mission of the website (Statement of Purpose)? What must the site achieve (main objectives)? What type of visitors do we want the site to attract (who is the target audience)? And how do we see the target audience benefiting from the site? Several people of different cultural and social background are going to visit our tourism website. Understanding which ones is our main target audience will help determine the details of designing the site. The major question however, is how we evaluate the effectiveness of a tourism website. The answer to that question derives from three important factors, which are recognized as critical for the success of a tourism information system [16] : The quality of access; the quality of the tourism content; the ability in the configuration of the whole system;
Structure and Design of the tourism website: Both the design and structure of the website are incorporated in the more general term “site architecture”; how directories are set up in the company’s web server, the cross linking (site navigation scheme), URL structure and page layout. The five most basic rules of web design irrespective the content are the following [4] : Easy to read; Easy to navigate; Easy to find; Consistent in layout and design; Quick to download; Also use spider-friendly navigation scheme, avoid unnecessary creatives, be concise in information and provide the possibility of searching the information.
Content of the tourism website: Users wish to get information simply and directly through webpages that do not include unnecessary details and data that aggregate the download procedure. The utility of information is based upon factors such as, validity of data (e.g. prices and time schedules), maps usage, and provision of communication facilities. There are several examples of travel information categories that can comprise a tourism website: Representation of local culture and physical attractions of tourism regions through images, videos and other material; Destination maps; relevant links and useful webpages (e.g. GNTO, local tourism boards, schedules and itineraries, etc.); Hotels, airlines, car rental companies; Some more specific advices: Different webpages for different languages (e.g. English, French); Avoid using multiple colours; Avoid using animation, which do no provide any substantial information; Use of legible font so that the information is easily apprehensible; 
Internet or web services of the tourism website: Possibility of online payments through the use of credit cards; Provision of interactive maps; (e.g. http://maps.flash.gr/); Creation of a club that will provide financial facilitations and discounts to its members (e.g. www.greekvista.com/club form.php); Enrolment in mailing lists for the provision of special offers, new packages, etc; Provision of a forum where the visitors can exchange views about destinations or give advices regarding online operations and specific transactions in travel websites (e.g. www.tripadvisor.com); Possibility for “last-minute” reservations and direct response from the travel website; Weather forecasts for the most popular Greek destinations (e.g. http://www.hit360.com/greek/weather/);  Online reservations and online informing for itineraries to and from the destination; Online car rental;
Customizing users’ profile in tourism websites: Every travel website that aims at creating a hard base of visitors should incorporate systems that would enable it to personalize services and accumulate as much information as possible regarding users’ needs and habits. By following this procedure via their websites, Greek travel businesses will be able to direct the traveller’s needs to their providing products and services. The system correspond the user’s behaviour to some existing profile and presents reports and data that match to his/her customer profile using the gained experience from previous users with similar characteristics.                                                                                           Security of online transactions in a tourism website: The key for the commercial success of a travel website, besides the variety of online services, is to provide customers with a safe environment in order to fulfil their online transactions without the fear of losing their personal data. The most popular method that is currently used for protecting the transmission of personal data via the internet is the cipher of the transmitting information. In order to ensure the origin, secrecy and integrity of the transmitting data, a technology known as network security protocol is used, e.g. ‘Secure Sockets Layer’ or ‘Secure Electronic Transaction’. 
Promotion of e-tourism Websites: There are hundreds or even thousands websites including travel ones that remain invisible because of their inability to effectively advertise the site itself, as well as its products and services.  It is crucial therefore to implement several promotional techniques such as web-marketing.  The marketing models that can be used on the internet are various: Brand building or bringing out direct response? Address to masses, to smaller groups or to each client separately? Follow a passive or active approach? Pay the customers for seeing the advertisements? There are two principal techniques for online advertising; e-marketing (email marketing, banner advertising, search engines and directories, etc) and Search Engine Optimization: “a form of online marketing; Search Engine Optimization is the process of making a website and its content highly relevant for both search engines and searchers. Successful search marketing helps a website gain top positioning for relevant words and phrases” [15]. Other successful techniques of web marketing are emails & newsletters (avoid spamming), banner advertising, ads in search engines and directories (for targeted marketing), linking strategies (do not underestimate the power of links). 
E-marketing key principles: Tailor the website to the target audience-different languages, different content, and different presentation; Understand (preferably through research) what the consumer requires and the constraints of the technology they are using; Develop multi-channel marketing strategies, embracing traditional channels, as well as electronic, recognising that in future, consumers will use multiple electronic channels, from interactive television to websites, from websites to web-enabled call centres and back again, from brochures to websites and vice versa, etc; Continuously evaluate the effectiveness of e-marketing, through market research and through collection and analysis of performance data;
3. Conclusion

Due to the radical change of the travel marketplace and customer behaviour, the critical decision for most tourism businesses is to develop their business character so that is compatible the new information era. What is proposed is the use of internet which enables tourism businesses to improve their flexibility, interactivity, efficiency and competitiveness. The future of tourism is electronic and information technology will play a leading role in the transformation of the whole sector.
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