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1. Introduction 

Cruise tourism, which represents only 02 per cent of the global travel industry, is a high-growth sector in the 
tourism industry, achieving an annual growth rate of 6.74 per cent. An estimated 28.5 million passengers travelled 
on cruises in 2018, compared to 26.7 million passengers in 2017 (CLIA, 2020). According to United Nations World 
Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) World Tourism Barometer, cruise tourism grew at 07 per cent in tourist arrivals 
in 2018 whereas international tourism grew at 06 percent in tourist arrivals (UNWTO 2019). 

The huge cruise ships, often described as floating resorts, operate in deterritorialised environments, and cater 
to diverse entertainment requirements of the tourists by a global workforce serving on-board food, accommodation, 
entertainment, and shopping besides shore tourism (Najafipour 2014; Georgsdottir and Gunnar 2017; Santos 
2019). The wide range of services offered in a single package on-board vessels compete with land-based tourist 
destinations and other entertainment avenues. 

Operating on high seas, cruise tourism thrives on the trust and confidence assured by the cruise operators, as 
the travel packages typically involve a short-duration tour, lasting a few days, or a long-duration holiday, lasting a 
few months. Leaving the tour abruptly between ports is rather impossible once the vessel sets sail. The onus is on 
the operators to keep the passengers entertained throughout the tour. Avoiding contingencies and addressing 
unforeseen risks form a part of cruise operations. The unexpected can happen. Acts of terrorism, natural calamities, 
economic crisis, and medical emergencies haunt this sector from time to time (Sausmarez 2007; Wilks and Stewart 
2004; Holland 2019; Bowen et al. 2014; Bysyuk 2010). The impact of all these unforeseen events was largely 
localised, low and confined to only a particular geography. But the COVID-19 pandemic poses unique challenges to 
the cruise industry. Lockdowns in the initial phase of the pandemic curbed movement of people, and tourism was 
nowhere in anyone’s mind. Entertainment was totally curtailed as it poses an epidemiological risk. Further, the 
pandemic-induced financial crisis forced people to avoid non-essential services, especially tourism, the sector 
always with an elastic demand. Moreover, the lasting epidemiological risks and the difficulty to ensure safety and 
security to travellers in a cruise vessel increases the perceived risks of passengers. The very nature of this industry 
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Abstract: Cruise tourism, which was achieving an average growth always higher than the global economic 
growth, had a global presence and saw participation from all the continents during this decade. The COVID-19 
pandemic very adversely affected the global travel and tourism sector perhaps more than the other sectors of 
the economy. Since the time COVID-19 was declared a pandemic, in March 2020, the cruise tourism market 
went into a swift decline. The prospects of recovery of this market crucially hinges on how the pandemic is 
overcome and thereafter measures taken to rebuild confidence in the minds of the passengers. We present a 
sweep of cruise tourism in this paper covering the nature of the cruise market, demographic composition of 
passengers, challenges, and opportunities, and show the relevance of cruise tourism as an industry 
contributing to global tourism. We also dwell upon the internal and external risks and uncertainties 
experienced by the cruise industry. In the light of several measures taken all over the world to address the 
pandemic, we examine the measures taken by the cruise companies to rebuild the lost confidence as the cruise 
industry operates in an elastic market. 

Keywords: cruise tourism; pandemic; global tourism; crisis of tourism. 
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and confined spaces on-board make it difficult to ensure social distancing, one of the essential measures to stop the 
spread of COVID-19. 

As the world battles the pandemic, which has had a negative impact on the global economy and relegated 
tourism to the brink, it would be pertinent to provide an overview of the historical evolution of cruise tourism, 
nature of the cruise industry and the demographic composition of the tourists to show how cruise industry formed 
an important part of tourism. How cruise tourism is negotiating the unforeseen effects of COVID-19 is also pointed 
out in this paper. Attention is focused on how major cruise tourism operators used their Web pages to revive the 
sector and instil confidence in international cruise tourist community to tide over the crisis. In conclusion, 
suggestions to revive the cruise industry that operates in an elastic market requiring a huge human involvement 
are provided. 

1.1. Cruise tourism: A brief historical roadmap 

The steamers that sailed to North America with thousands of Europeans during the first half of the 19th century 
were considered the forerunners of the modern-day cruise tourism, which took shape through a long journey of 
transformation of merchant ships and passenger ships in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The Cunard Steamships 
Limited’s first steamship, Britannia, from Liverpool to Boston via Halifax with 63 passengers in 1840 was the first 
ocean liner with a recorded history of transporting passengers and cargoes (Ajagunna and Pinnock 2006). By the 
1880s, a significant growth in the vessels carrying passengers between Europe and North America had taken place 
with the introduction of steamships and shipping companies. Several luxury passenger ships launched during the 
same period, such as Aquitania and Leviathan of the Hamburg American Line and the Olympic, the Titanic and the 
Britannic of the White Star Line, offered luxurious services and had a high carrying capacity (Nguyen and Annaraud 
2018). Many a time, these transatlantic vessels failed to ensure comfort and safety as passengers often met with 
accidents and succumbed to the fury of the oceans. 

The First and Second World Wars interrupted marine transportation on the Atlantic Ocean as the passenger 
vessels were recommissioned to transport military troops (Stopford 2008). However, during this period, the laws 
passed by the US government pertaining to the prohibition in the sale of alcohol nationwide, issue of subsidies to 
build larger ships and the Immigration Act of 1917 gave impetus to the growth of US ocean liners (Byod 1999). 
What really pushed ocean liners into a shadow of its former self was the commercialisation of the airlines industry 
in 1960s. The transatlantic passenger transport shrunk to 5 per cent in 1969 (Stopford 2008). The rise in oil prices 
further dealt a blow to ocean liners, which lost popularity as a principal mode of passenger transport. These events 
eventually birthed dedicated cruise service as ocean liner companies converted their vessels for cruise travel, 
despite being handicapped by high costs, poor services, limited ship capacity and restricted ports of embarkation. 
In 1970, the North American passenger liner market served only 500,000 cruise passengers (Coggins 2014). Over 
the course of time, ocean liners attracted global tourists as they transformed from a mere mode of ocean 
transportation to offering the comfort of a resort with varied amenities. 

In the mid-1970s, Carnival Cruise Lines first introduced the idea of cruise as a voyage for leisure on-board a 
vessel for visiting a variety of destinations rather than a set route (Ajagunna and Pinnock 2006; Nguyen and 
Annaraud 2018). Two other cruise operators, Royal Caribbean Cruise Line (RCCL) and Norwegian Cruise Lines, 
established during the same period, are still active in the cruise industry. Cruise liners from then on have improved 
upon their carrying capacity, offering more variety of services to the passengers, and adding safety measures. 
Scientific and technological advancement improved methods of navigation and communication, providing ocean 
liners the necessary wherewithal to combat environmental adversities. During 1980s, the cruise industry 
introduced mega ships with carrying capacity of more than 2000 passengers and incorporated on-board activities 
to make cruising a unique travel experience. The industry itself went through a process of consolidation through 
mergers and acquisitions. This has resulted in Carnival Corporation, Royal Caribbean and Norwegian Cruise Lines 
becoming the top three cruise companies in the world. 

1.2. Nature of the cruise market 

The cruise market operates mostly in three geographical regions: Europe, North America and Asian region. 
With a recorded utilisation of more than 100 per cent capacity, cruise industry is the fastest growing sector in the 
travel and tourism industry, which contributes 10.3 per cent to the global GDP, providing employment to 330 
million people (WTTC 2019). The Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA 2018), an industry organisation of 
cruise liners, reports that 28.5 million passengers went on a cruise in 2018 alone, generating an estimated revenue 
of USD 45.6 billion for the cruise industry. 

Cruise tourism offers luxurious on-board travel on a vessel with a variety of options for entertainment besides 
shore excursions and visits. Some studies (Bowen et al 2014; Singh 1999) have indicated that cruise tourism has 
become popular and affordable with the provision of all-inclusive products, debunking the perception of it as a 
luxury service. Cruise travel faces competition from land-based entertainment (Jeon et al 2019). According to 
Nguyen (2018), the cruise liners recruit crew from various countries to create an international environment in the 
vessel and often the employees work for longer hours at a lower wage. Accommodation offered on-board is like 
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offshore facilities. Uysal and Jurowski (1994) examined on-board and offshore motivational factors of cruise 
tourism. On-board environment, recreation and social interactions were the major on-board factors whereas safety 
and comfort, learning and exploration, and visual appeal of the surroundings were the offshore factors that 
motivated the cruise decisions. 

Cruise travel is offered in budget, contemporary and premium segments (Oskarsson and Irena 2017). 
Relatively small companies with older ships offer budget cruise travel, whereas contemporary sector is made up of 
largest demographic passenger group and large profits are realised from this sector due to economies of scale. Ultra-
luxurious cruise travel is offered to an elderly, elite segment of the population. These three sections form the mass 
market for cruise travel, over which lies the niche sector with highly diverse group of cruise options: sailing ships, 
high-end yachts, small cruise vessels with unusual itineraries, river cruises and various kinds of exploration, 
adventure, and special interest cruises. Therefore, through diverse cruise products and services, the cruise industry 
caters to a wide category of customers.  

Cruise tourism comes under the leisure market where customers desire quality services to give them 
relaxation, hassle-free trip with flexibility, options to visit different destinations, luxurious and fun-filled vacation 
with fine dining and variety of high-quality entertainment (CLIA 2018). Cruise liners compete in offering a variety 
of services and to make cruise travel a quality experience. They offer a variety of options for passengers such as 
short cruises, cruises lasting several days, several weeks or more than a few months, thematic cruises, cruises 
around the world, expedition cruises, etc. (Perucic 2019). 
Table 1 lists the dominant players in cruise tourism detailing the number of ships with their carrying capacities. 

Table (1): The 15 top ranking cruise shipping companies in 2017 

Owner/Operator Country  No  1000 gt Berths Avg1000gt Gt% share Average age 
Carnival USA 103 8959 229655 87 43.0 13.6 
RCCL USA 39 4410 107811 113 21.2 14.3 
NCL Group USA 25 2077 50475 83 9.9 11.7 
Mediterranean Shipping Switzerland 14 1520 40396 109 7.3 9.8 
TUI Group Germany 16 940 24166 59 4.5 19.8 
Genting Group Malaysia 9 681 16420 76 3.3 19.7 
Disney Cruise Line USA 4 426 8520 107 2.0 12.0 
Viking Ocean Cruises  Norway 4 192 3712 48 0.9 1.2 
Silversea Cruises  Italy 9 183 2864 20 0.9 20.8 
Cruises and Maritime 
Voyages 

UK 5 169 4628 34 0.8 50.7 

Friend Olson Cruise Line Norway 4 125 3785 31 0.6 35.2 
Phoenix Reisen, Bonn Germany 4 124 3154 31 0.6 30.2 
Louis Group Cyprus 4 98 3940 25 0.5 33.2 
Sky Sea Cruise Line  China 1 72 1778 72 0.3 21.7 
Windstar Cruises UK 6 56 1234 9 0.3 27.9 
Others   60 794 21980 13 3.8 27.0 
Total   307 20827 524518 68 100.0 17.2 

        Source: ISL Shipping Statistics and Market Review 2017. 

Almost 75 per cent of the cruise market in 2017 was dominated by three players: Carnival, which has a major 
share of the gross tonnage, followed by RCCL and NCL, occupying the second and third positions. Thus, cruise 
tourism market is oligopolistic, with a few major players predominantly deciding the course of the market, the types 
of the services offered and the prices. Heavy capital investment needed for purchasing cruise ships and maintaining 
the services at a high-cost act as a barrier to entry to the industry. Similarly, the limited number of ship builders 
reduce the bargaining position of cruise liners whereas the wide presence of suppliers of equipment, fuel and food 
products improve their competitiveness. 

The cruise industry, earlier mostly preferred by elderly wealthy couples, gradually underwent a 
transformation in demographic composition and also in regional representation (Georgesdottir and Gunnar 2017). 
According to CLIA, the average age of a cruiser was 47 years and the average number of days of cruise was 7.2 days 
in 2017. The rate of growth in arrivals of cruise tourism is more than the rate of growth achieved by travel and 
tourism over the years. The annual growth of global cruise passengers given in Table 2 indicates a significant growth 
over the decade. 

Table (2): Global Ocean Cruise Passengers (in Million) 

Years  Passenger capacity Annual growth rate (%) 
2009 17.8 – 
2010 19.1 7.30 
2011 20.5 7.33 
2012 20.9 1.95 
2013 21.3 1.91 
2014 22.34 4.88 
2015 23.06 3.22 
2016 25.2 9.28 
2017 26.7 5.95 
2018 28.5 6.74 
2019P 30 5.26 
2020P 32 6.66 

Source: State of the Cruise Industry Outlook 2020, CLIA. 
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Caribbean region, which commands 40 per cent of the worldwide cruise market, has a high deployment 
followed by Mediterranean and Europe (Cruise Industry News 2019). North American passengers constituted 50 
per cent of the cruise passengers of 2018, followed by passengers from West Europe and Asia. Though number of 
cruise passengers from North America increased from 5.05 million in 1997 to 14.24 million in 2018, the relative 
share of North America in the total market has declined from 73.5 per cent to 50.2 per cent during the same period 
(CLIA 2020; Perucic 2019). Asian ocean cruise passengers recorded the highest growth rate with 20.5 per cent, 
whereas the European passenger market attained a saturated growth rate with 2.5 per cent (CLIA 2017). Asia seems 
to be potential future cruise market going by its recent growth. 

Asian cruise tourism market is relatively new and 80 per cent of Asian cruisers prefer shorter trips of two to 
six days. A study on the willingness to pay by Asian cruisers, carried out by Chen et. al (2016), showed out that the 
variables such as income, education, family structure, occupation, cruise experience, cruise duration and cruise 
preferences were associated with willingness to pay. The observations from this study could be used for pricing and 
offering services across different segments of the cruise industry. A study on the recent trends in the cruise market 
in China by Liu et al. (2020) pointed out that the newly retired senior citizens with leisure time and money have a 
strong desire to take cruise trips. The cruise trips offering packages focusing on the kids and parents are likely to 
be desired by Chinese tourists who prefer to expose their kids to new experiences. The options for shopping and 
the availability of tour guides are other travel experiences highly valued and preferred by them. Summing up what 
passengers from Asia want, Chen et al. (2019) notes that cruise vessels serve as hybrid platforms, both acting as 
suppliers of ship-based products and services and serving as promoters of cruise ports’ itineraries. 

Diverse experiences gained from a single voyage that includes different destinations is beneficial in saving 
money and time and at the same time minimises the risks and uncertainties associated with making separate trips 
(Holland 2019). By providing entertainment opportunities on the vessel, these floating resorts try to maximise 
cruisers’ time spent on-board, minimising the time spent in the port. Thus, cruise ship companies directly compete 
with the offshore facilities offered at the port to attract passengers and it is seen that cruisers prefer to purchase 
imported luxury goods with little local content (McKee 1988; Seidl 2006). A study by Pattullo (1996) points out that 
in the Caribbean region, some cruise companies own islands, cays or beaches, thereby minimising contacts with the 
local community and avoiding the sharing of expenditure with an outside local economy. Of the 28 cruise 
destinations in Caribbean, 12 are owned by cruise companies. These enclosed entertainment zones in private 
islands are the captive markets completely controlled and run by the cruise companies (Ajagunna and Pinnock 
2006). 

Cruise tourism does not benefit the local economy as a study on the economic impact of cruise tourism on the 
local economy in Costa Rica shows. When the spending of the cruisers and crew of the vessels on the local products 
is compared with the imported products available on the shore and also on-board, it is shown that the money 
injected into the local economy per cruise tourist is substantially lower than other types of tourism (Seidl 2006). 
The all-inclusive packages offered by the cruise vessels with no avenues to spend on the local community brings 
down the multiplier effects that the cruise ships are expected to generate. 

A study on the motivations for cruise carried out by Jones (2011) indicates that the cruise experience attracts 
the passengers and not the itinerary. The personal and internet-based information sources act as major sources 
influencing the passengers’ desire to travel. A study carried out by Fox, a criminologist in 2018, brought to the light 
that crime rates in cruise vessels are 25 times lower than land tourism due to the strict compliance of 
comprehensive security regulations since embarkation, the deployment of highly trained security personnel, 
transparency in crime reporting and ensuring strict compliance through a published list of prohibited items 
(Goldstein 2019). A study by GP Wild International in (2019) covering 10 years from 2009 to 2018 indicates a 
reduction in operational incidents and rate of human incidents, though there has been a 55 per cent growth in cruise 
passengers during the period (Sampson 2019). The cruise liners have been able to achieve this progress by giving 
crew member training, scrutiny of ships, constant improvements of safety procedures and technology and also by 
adopting adequate precautionary measures. 

Certain studies have examined the burden of the negative environmental consequences that cruise tourism 
foists on the local community and also on the marine environment. A cruise vessel with more than 3000 passengers 
and crew is estimated to generate 210,000 gallons of sewage, 1 million gallons of greywater, more than 130 gallons 
of hazardous wastes, 8 tons of solid waste and 25,000 gallons of oily bilge water (Copeland 2005). According to 
Najafipour et al. (2014), major cruise lines have taken steps to minimise the adverse effects they leave on the 
environment such as air pollution, illegal dumping of sewage and solid waste, inadequate treatment equipment, 
damage to coral reefs and sensitive marine environments. The studies that examined cruise tourism from the 
sustainability perspective have focused on how cruise liners can ensure environmental, social and local 
sustainability while meeting the needs of the present generations without compromising the needs of the future. A 
study by Klein (2011) invokes the concept of responsible tourism to explain the role of a balanced and an equitable 
sharing of the welfare across cruise liners and all the other stakeholders, particularly among the local community 
without leaving any negative environmental effects. Cruise tourism also has the responsibility to minimise the 
negative sociocultural impacts. Large-scale cruise visits to destinations produce unfavourable overcrowding, 
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leading to lower sociocultural experience, cultural degradation and community disruption. Pinnock (2012) stated 
that the large cruise vessels do not always bring economic returns to the local community and rather, there is an 
inverse relation between the size of the cruise and the positive economic gain to the community. 

1.3. Uncertainties and challenges faced by the cruise market 

The major uncertainties and the risks faced by the cruise liners have been classified into internal and external. 
But Ugur and Akbiyik (2020) used the terms endogenous and exogenous to classify the point of origin of crisis and 
threats, as the former indicates the source from within whereas the latter indicates that the source of these threats 
lie outside. Endogenous crises could be prevented easily as human or technological factors that contribute to such 
crises can be managed more effectively whereas exogenous crises are rooted in the external environment and hence 
outside the influence of the cruise liner company. The internal risks could be related to the outbreak of fire accidents, 
shortage in the supply of goods, dissatisfaction of passengers or any conflict taking place on-board. External 
uncertainties affecting the tourism are wars, terrorist attacks, natural disasters, epidemics and financial crises 
(Tekin 2015). The 9/11 terrorist attacks and the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 reduced global mobility and had a 
significant impact on the global economy. 

Rodrigue and Wang (2020) pointed out that the risk of hurricanes due to climate change in the Caribbean 
would disrupt sustainable cruise supply chain. Thus, the floating resorts must be resupplied during their short port 
rotations by customised procurement practices. The unforeseen events could result in uncertainty of on-board 
consumption and hence the cruise liners are required to ensure the replenishment of a ship to maintain the quality 
of the on-board experience. The main categories include suppliers of navigational equipment and fuel, product 
suppliers for accommodation, merchandise suppliers for retail outlets and food suppliers for restaurants and bars. 
Theseasonality, expected consumption behaviour, along with demographic composition of the passengers on-
board, determine the orders. The weather-induced disruptions leading to uncertainties in the cruise supply chain 
necessitates the management to be prepared for any eventuality. The flexibility and adaptability of the cruise 
industry to rise up to the situation is suggested to address the uncertainty. 

Lack of safety at the destinations impact the travel decisions of the tourists (Dreyer et al 2010). Kozak et al. 
(2007) pointed out that it is not the real risks, but often the perceived risks emanating from fear of disease, lack of 
sanitation, natural disaster or political dispute influence the travellers to change their travel plans. According to 
Bysyuk (2010), the terrorist attack in the USA affected the travel and tourism industry and a decrease in demand 
was experienced by all sub-industries such as travel, hospitality, leisure, and restaurant. The negative effects of the 
terrorist attack continued for 6 to 25 months depending on the industry. Similarly, some tourists cancelled their 
trips to USA and travelled to safer destinations. 

Tekin (2015), through his study on the tourism market in Turkey, determined how demand for the tourism 
market is interrelated with international issues. He stated that the political tension between the EU and Russia led 
to decreasing number of Russian tourist arrivals to the EU and it contributed positively to an inflow of Russians to 
Turkey, though the state was experiencing political and economic instability. An analysis on the time taken for 
recovery during the previous crises having global implications indicate that worldwide arrivals returned to normal 
growth five months after 9/11 and five months after the SARS outbreak in 2003, whereas it took 10 months to 
regain growth after the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 (WT Barometer 2020). 

Contact with international tourists increases the chances of disease, which appeared to be more than the 
chance of an individual getting the disease from his domestic state. In the destinations the tourists travel to, their 
contact with pathogens, bacteria, parasites and viruses that are no longer to be found in their home countries 
increases the rate of sickness (Ugur and Akbiyik 2020). The health characteristics of individuals, especially people 
with comorbidities, are prone to health emergencies compared to others. Travellers generally choose a destination 
depending on the safety and security at the preferred location (Kuschel and Schroder 2002). In 2003, the SARS 
epidemic spread to 30 countries and infected 8000 people. However, the spread of the disease could be prevented 
to a great extent because of the travel restrictions issued by the WHO. The economies that relied heavily on tourism 
were the worst affected and the economic ramifications reduced the GDP of many Asian economies. China’s GDP fell 
by 25 per cent, Vietnam’s by 15 per cent, and that of Hong Kong and Singapore by more than 40 per cent compared 
to the previous year (Richie 2009). One of the studies (McKercher and Chon 2004) stated that the overreaction to 
pandemic is the major reason behind the collapse of Asian tourism. 

1.4. Impact of COVID-19 on the cruise industry and the long road to recovery 

It is evident from the preceding discussion that cruise industry is highly prone to various exogenous challenges 
including terrorism, economic slowdown and infectious diseases. However, the challenge posed by COVID-19 is 
unprecedented and has had a devastating effect on the cruise industry. Given the magnitude of the epidemic and its 
long-lasting impact, this crisis is unparalleled in the history of modern cruise industry. Revised OECD estimates on 
the impact of COVID-19 indicate that international tourism declined by 60 per cent in 2020 but expected to further 
drop by up to 80 percent if the pandemic situation exists beyond December 2020, which would imply a loss of USD 
910 billion to USD 1.2 trillion in export revenue from tourism. The World Travel and Tourism Council made a 
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forecast that 100.8 million jobs are at risk and the ILO policy brief identified tourism as the most vulnerable sector 
that is likely to experience a drastic fall in the jobs due to COVID-19 pandemic (OECD 2020). Various studies (Radic 
et al 2020; Jenness et al 2020) that focused on the impact of COVID-19 on travel and tourism have analysed the 
intensity of the crisis on tourism industry by examining the immediate reaction of the travellers and tour operators. 
The UN Secretary General Antonio Guterress (UNWTO 2020), in his statement, mentioned that the first five months 
of the pandemic reduced the international tourist arrivals by half and reduced the exports from tourism by USD 320 
billion. About 120 million direct jobs in tourism are at risk, especially the women, rural communities, indigenous 
people and many historically marginalised people are the most affected. Asia and the Pacific saw a decrease of 35% 
in arrivals in Q1 of 2020. The second hardest hit was Europe with a 19% decline followed by Americas (–15%), 
Africa (–12%) and the Middle East (–11%) (WTO Barometer 2020). According to UNWTO, domestic tourism will 
recover faster than international tourism. An impact assessment study (Ugur and Akbiyik 2020) of the COVID-19 
pandemic using text mining by analysing the comments of travellers and travel planners revealed that tourism 
sector is very sensitive and easily affected by a global crisis. On the day WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic, many 
travellers cancelled their trips immediately and started to discuss travel assurance issues. 

Cruise industry came to an abrupt stop with the onset of the pandemic as passengers who booked upcoming 
cruise trips resorted to mass cancellation. Cruise ship companies themselves cancelled bookings and stopped 
further cruise announcements. The focus immediately shifted to cruise ships that were on the waters as COVID-19 
cases began to be reported from these ships or from passengers who disembarked from these ships. Given the 
congested spaces within a cruise ship and the difficulty in practicing social distancing, these vessels were seen as 
the potential breeding grounds of COVID-19 and were denied permission to call on the ports and disembark tourists. 
These ships were forced to travel from ports to port, seeking permission to dock, or were anchored near the shore 
indefinitely awaiting permission to disembark. The news reports of such vessels became an international sensation 
as the plight of the stranded passengers was discussed widely. The most prominent was the case of Diamond 
Princess (Statista 2020), which had set on sail on 20 January 2020 from Yokohama, Japan, with a crew of 1045 and 
2666 passengers on-board. A week later, a passenger who disembarked in Hong Kong tested positive for COVID-19 
and the authorities informed the cruise company of the impending danger. However, it is alleged that the ship 
management continued with the regular entertainment and other activities on-board without informing the 
passengers of the imminent risk. Later, on 5 February 2020, Diamond Princess was quarantined in Yokohama and 
the guests and the crew were tested. Japanese authorities made elaborate facilities to evacuate the infected tourists 
and provide them with adequate medical care on the shore. Other passengers were asked to undergo quarantine on 
the ship and it was a real hard time for them to be confined into small cubicles inside the ship under tiring conditions 
of anxiety and fear. By 1 March, all passengers and cruise members were allowed to disembark, and arrangements 
were made for their onward journey to their respective countries. It is estimated that as of 27 March, 712 of the 
3711 passengers on Diamond Princess had tested positive for COVID-19, out of which 9 people had died. It is certain 
that the tragedy on-board of Diamond Princess will loom large over the cruise industry for years to come and likely 
to influence future passengers. 

This incident was followed by several similar incidents reported from several cruise circuits (Zdanowicz 
2020). MS Braemar, a UK-owned cruise vessel, was stranded in the Bahamas and was denied entry at several ports 
in the Caribbean due to reported COVID-19 cases on-board. Four passengers and one crew member, including a 
doctor, were placed under isolation after they were observed to be having symptoms. A cargo carrier delivered 
supplies of food, medication and other essentials to the ship and hence averted a serious shortage of essential 
supplies on-board. In another incident, Silver Shadow, docked in isolation in north-eastern Brazil, had two guests 
who tested positive and one among them was an elderly person. In yet another case, the Silver Explorer was docked 
in Chile after a passenger tested positive for COVID-19, and the ship was put in quarantine off the port of Castro. 
The passengers of Golden Princess, a vessel carrying 2600 passengers and 1100 crew near Akora harbour in New 
Zealand, were denied permission to disembark after three passengers developed symptoms. The Norwegian Jewel 
in the Pacific Ocean was denied docking at the previously scheduled ports in New Zealand and Australia, though 
there were no suspected or confirmed cases of COVID-19. The Pacific Princess, which embarked on its 111 days’ 
voyage in January, announced closure of its operations within 60 days due to COVID-19-related fears as it was 
denied entry to scheduled ports and so disembarked guests at convenient locations. Three passengers with 
symptoms of COVID-19 disembarked in Spain’s Canary Islands, from the Costa Luminosa, a Carnival Corporation 
owned vessel, though Spain had banned all cruise operations since 12 March. Each of these incidents, widely telecast 
and reported across the world, highlighted the depth of the crisis that the cruise industry found itself saddled with. 
The disturbing images of stranded ships and locked-up passengers who once boarded the ship for luxurious leisure 
time became the death knell of the cruise industry at the time of a pandemic. 

According to Ugur and Akbiyik (2020) the COVID-19 pandemic had produced its effects both on the demand 
and supply sides of the tourism. On the demand side, restrictions were imposed on the freedom of movement, 
border closings, guests’ fear of infection, whereas on the supply side the closure of accommodation, catering 
establishments and leisure facilities used for tourism halted the operations of travel and tourism. Given the confined 
nature of space in a cruise liner where guests are forced to interact with each other and where the crew members 
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stay in proximity makes the cruise industry the last option for potential tourists looking for a welcome change from 
the monotony of complete lockdown. However, cruise companies, already suffering massive losses and staring at 
an uncertain future, has started initiating measures to revive the industry. 

Cruise liners have adopted several measures to rebuild the confidence of passengers by enforcing safety and 
security norms besides updating their websites with flexible booking and cancellation options. The measures 
currently put forth by the cruise industry can be divided into three broad heads: prevention, mitigation, and 
response measures. Royal Caribbean and Norwegian’s Healthy Sail Panel published 74 recommendations to the 
Centre for Disease Control and Prevention with an intention to prevent the introduction and mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19 on cruise ships (Hines 2020). It includes the best practices to safeguard and protect the health of the 
passengers, crew and the community that they visit. The protocol details would be worked out by each company 
and CDCP will ultimately decide appropriate guidelines once cruising companies resume their operations. The key 
areas that the report focused upon includes testing, screening, and exposure reduction; sanitation and ventilation; 
response, contingency planning and execution; destination and excursion planning; and mitigating risks for crew 
members. An exhaustive plan has been chalked to bring passengers, crew and local community under the purview 
of safety measures, which indicates the level of concern and care extended towards human life. The initiatives taken 
by the cruise liners to implement the best practices to regain the confidence of the tourists will be strengthened 
once cruise tourism operations resume.  

The cruise liners have offered flexible booking options on their websites, which consists of request for a refund, 
lift and shift the plan to a future date and future cruise credit to book a new cruise. TUI Cruises and Hapag Lloyd 
(TUI Group 2020) produced a 10-point plan to reassure passengers and encourage more people into travelling 
again. Among these points are pre-boarding thermal image screening for travellers; social distancing; 40 per cent 
less guests; reduced table numbers in the restaurants; fewer participants in sports and entertainment activities; 
ships equipped with a laboratory and expanded medical teams. Crew members will undergo regular screening for 
COVID-19. Elderly people older than 70, who constitute a major segment of the passengers, are asked not to take 
cruises. Jenness et al. (2020) state that extreme restrictions in contact patterns during the network lockdown and 
idealistic clinical response scenarios could only avert a major outbreak of COVID-19. A change in the behavioural 
intervention and clinical diagnosis are necessary to prevent a massive impact of an outbreak. Limited passenger 
crew contacts for the crew and an early screening with PCR test and isolation of the individual upon diagnosis are 
suggested for the passenger. Cruise ship environment is the one in which the potential for critical transmission is 
very high. There have been several incidences of epidemic outbreaks in the cruise ships in the past. The denial of 
access to the ports and the medical facilities on-board to the infected passengers resulted in additional infections 
and psychological distress to the passengers and the crew. The reputational damage faced by the industry could be 
restored only if they adopt improved public health standards, resort to aggressive marketing and offer massive 
discount. 

2. Conclusion 

Cruise industry is a niche market in the travel and tourism industry catering to the more affluent sections of 
the tourists. This travel segment was witnessing an impressive growth over these years, but the outbreak of COVID-
19 has dealt a deadly blow to the cruise industry. While external threats such as terrorism, accidents or economic 
meltdown are not new to the cruise industry, the challenge posed by COVID-19 is unparalleled in terms of its 
immediate as well as long-term impact on the whole business. The very nature of cruises where the passengers are 
forced to interact with each other and with the crew in limited spaces makes cruises extremely vulnerable to the 
spread of this pandemic. The tragic stories of COVID-19-affected cruise liners anchored indefinitely near the ports, 
not able to disembark the passengers, will linger in the minds of potential travellers for a long time. 

The resolution to COVID-19 challenge to the cruise industry will emerge only as a part of the larger story of the 
triumph of humankind over this deadly pandemic. Invention of effective vaccines and its widespread administration 
to a sizeable section of population alone will decidedly end the onslaught of the pandemic. While cruise companies 
have initiated several measures to regain the confidence of customers and resume the voyages, it is yet to be seen 
how many tourists would express interest in tourism activity in an uncertain environment. Given the availability of 
a host of inland tourism options, cruise tourism will be one of the last options for the travellers due to its very 
limitations in terms of space on-board and high density of people in a given area. Considering the nature of the 
market with potential difficulties, the recovery of cruise industry from COVID-19 appears to be a slow and painful 
process. However, the growing participation of cruise tourists from various continents during earlier outbreaks and 
uncertainties indicate that regaining the lost cruise market is not very difficult, if the industry is ready to welcome 
them with attractive price discounts and safety measures. 
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