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BY SUE BRYANT

B
efore Covid-19, Arnold Donald’s greatest fear was
“people being afraid to travel, or people not being
allowed to travel”.
“Well, look what happened,” Carnival Corporation’s
CEO added ruefully. “Now, when you ask me what I fear,

I say, I fear that we’ll only be at 100 per cent of our previous
occupancy, not 120 per cent. So my fear is a positive thing. It’s
unbelievable what’s happened this year, but it has.”

Once cruising does restart in 2021, it will be a slow growth curve,
not a sharp rise, Donald said, with that coveted 120 per cent
occupancy some way off. “We’re in such a unique situation here
because, when we do come back, we’re not going to come back
with all the ships at once. We’ll come back with limited sailings,
limited ships. All the destinations aren’t going to open at once.”

Not to mention the fact that the world’s fleet is smaller now;
Carnival alone has sold or scrapped 18 ships. “In this environment
where we can’t sail, those ships eventually would have been rotated
out anyway, because they’re less efficient. The newbuilds will be
replacing this less efficient capacity. We were happy to take Iona, our
ship for P&O, back on October 9; it’s what we consider a big signal
of hope for the future. We have not cancelled any newbuilds.”

Aside from a multitude of new health protocols, Donald
said it will not initially be difficult to fill ships once cruising restarts.
“You’ve got all this pent-up demand from previous cruise-goers, and
very few ships. And given that, even when we get back to, say,
‘normal’, there’s probably going to be less capacity at full capacity
than there is now. So all of that bodes well for an industry to be able
to fill the ships with previous cruisers.” 

NAVIGATING A
NEW NORMAL 

Carnival Corporation’s CEO
weighs in on his expectations
for an industry facing Covid-19

Arnold Donald, president and CEO, Carnival Corporation & plc.
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announced their 2022 voyage schedule for Queen Mary 2, Queen
Victoria, and Queen Elizabeth is now on sale, including Queen
Mary 2's transatlantic crossings and new voyages to Alaska.
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The ‘Petri dish’ myth
It is quite possible that those coveted potential cruisers will be

discouraged by the extraordinarily negative publicity about cruising
since the pandemic began. 

“Perhaps we’ve got a bigger hurdle now than we had pre-Covid
to get those people on a cruise ship,” Donald said. “Certainly, the
way all this has been positioned and presented could be an
additional barrier for many of them.”

Including the dreaded “Petri dish” myth that’s become so
widespread in a cruise-bashing media? “Remember, there were
myths about cruising before, and it’s not the case. We’ve dealt with
viruses before. This is a unique virus, obviously, but we’ve had to
deal with MERS and SARS and Ebola and Zika.

“I think we always did have a publicity job to do. We were
chipping away at it. And I think that’s the situation going forward. The
reality is we won’t need to fix it immediately, because we won’t have
ships for people to sail on immediately. But over time, we can
address it, because, again, it’s not anything new or different. There
was a lot of negative media around cruise in 2013 when I took over
as CEO of Carnival. And then the industry went on a five-year growth
binge, and things were going really positively. Today’s environment
will not persist.”

Two Carnival brands, Costa and Aida, had already completed
short seasons in the Mediterranean before countries began to lock
down to weather the second wave of Covid-19. “I think that the
experience in Europe, which we continue to refine, has
demonstrated an ability to cruise with the interest of public health in
mind,” Donald said. “Everybody talks about the CDC, which is

appropriate, but at the same time, destinations will have their own
requirements, and they’re going to decide when they’re going to
open. All these places have their own equivalent of the CDC. It
depends which destinations are ready to receive people.”

“Covid is probably going to be on board”
What’s interesting is that Donald is under no illusion that all ships

will remain Covid-free once cruising restarts. Perhaps the industry
has moved on from assuming the virus will vanish or be driven back

The resumption of Costa Deliziosa’s operations is scheduled
for 26 December, with an Italian itinerary to include
Trieste, Bari, Brindisi, and Catania. 
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by a vaccine, to a more pragmatic approach.
“I think it would be inappropriate to presume you can sail with no

Covid on board, just as it is in your own neighbourhood or city,” he
said. “The idea is to mitigate spread. So we’re doing a lot of things to
reduce the chances of Covid being on board, but it’s probably going
to get on board. 

“But once it’s on board, if you have the operating procedures
and the protocols and all the enhanced things we have – medical
screenings, isolation rooms, testing available, and so on – then you
can mitigate the spread. Then it becomes more similar to other
things we’ve had to deal with forever on cruises. So that’s how you
have to think about it. To think you can sail at this stage where this
virus is, and never have Covid on board, makes no sense, really.”

Donald said that the protocols now in place or ready to go on
Carnival Corporation’s ships already far outweigh those in most land-
based communities. “We’re doing universal testing. That doesn’t
happen when you go in a restaurant. When you walk around the city,
everybody hasn’t been tested. The virus is out there, obviously.
People are getting it. And the testing isn’t perfect. And so, no matter
what testing regimen you put in, it’s possible somebody can get
through with a false negative or an accurate negative but [Covid-19]
manifests later, given the nature of the test. And so all that can
happen.”

Trends in the new normal
When cruising does achieve a “new normal”, what other trends

can we expect? A change in source markets, perhaps? “I think, over
time, things will return to the trends we were already experiencing,”
Donald said. “In the near term, I think it is unpredictable, just as
where the world is in dealing with Covid in the short term is
unpredictable. I believe that the underlying trends will still be the
underlying trends – and that was a great appetite for travel in the
population at large, and growing travel from China and Asia, but
continued growth in the other markets in the world.”

How about itineraries? Surely the days of the long, exotic winter
cruise to remote destinations are over? Donald said that initially it will
be challenging to have complex, long-term itineraries simply
because of which destinations will be open. “What’s the reliability by
the time you get there? So initially, there will be careful planning
around all of that. Longer-term, absolutely they’ll be back, because
there’s no question the world will learn how to deal with Covid-19.
Science will evolve with therapies and vaccines and other
procedures to mitigate spread.”

Sustainability and overtourism
Perhaps sustainability and the related issue of overtourism will

become central to the way forward for cruising once more. After all,
Carnival Corporation made headlines recently with US District Judge
Patricia Seitz requiring Donald personally to certify an environmental
compliance plan for all Carnival Corporation ships entering US
waters. 

While Carnival has announced it will comply fully with this
demand, Donald remained defensive about the overtourism issue.
“Cruises in most of those places, especially Venice and Dubrovnik,
are not the source of overtourism,” he said.  “They may reflect it, but
they’re not the source of it. We were already on a path to address
those, especially Dubrovnik, with which we worked very closely, and
the mayor has been a champion of the cruise industry.”

The positives of Covid-19
Finally, has anything positive come out of this crisis? “On the

human level, the outpouring of support for our crew members and
for our shore-side employees from our guests has been just
humbling and unbelievably rewarding and fulfilling,” Donald said.
“Similarly, the bond with all of our partners, especially travel agent
professionals – it’s a tough time for them obviously. But as an
industry pulling together to try to weather this storm, it just creates a
deeper bond. And the government relations with all the destinations
we go to – many of these destinations are totally dependent on
tourism, and for some of them, most of that is cruise. And so, just
sharing and working together to figure out how to weather the storm,
again, it just created a deeper bond. 

“Then, there are new ways to work. There were the things we
took for granted. We’ve raised almost $14 billion in capital, overall.
And we did it with nobody in an office. Not even the investors were in
the office or the banks, lawyers, let alone our people. If somebody
had said nine months ago, ‘Okay, you’re going to raise $14 billion,
and nobody can work in an office’, then I would’ve said, ‘That’s
impossible.’ But we did it.” 

For now, Donald said, his biggest concern is the ability to restart,
as Carnival Corporation works its way through the demands of the
CDC. “After that, then I think it’s a matter of discipline and open-
mindedness. We have to go in with an orientation of how do we do
this safely, serving the best interest of public health in a way that still
retains the essence of why people want to cruise in the first place. Is
this environment more challenging than other environments?
Absolutely, but that’s what we have to do, so I have no fear there.” g

Costa Smeralda, Carnival Corporation’s second LNG-powered ship, is
currently sailing under enhanced protocols introduced by the company
on cruises dedicated to Italy.

Carnival Cruise Line’s Mardi Gras, currently under construction in
Finland, will feature the first roller coaster at sea and is expected to
enter service in 2021.


