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BY IOANNIS BRAS

F
or the past seven months, the cruise industry has more
or less been at a standstill. Cruise lines, ports,
destinations, and thousands of related businesses and
individuals worldwide that are integral to the industry
have been assessing the damage with an aim to move

forward. Most of the cruise lines have developed their own health
protocols that will allow them to be ready to start operations, and
some have already started with a diversified programme to suit
current health protocols and the needs of passengers. 

The lines that have already been able to resume operations have
done so with offerings such as cruises to nowhere or sailings to
ports within the same region with only local passengers. Regardless,
operations have been dependent on the local health protocols, and
restrictions have become the new norm. Additionally, destinations
face the reality that passengers cannot explore the destination by
themselves, and there is rising scepticism and concern among the
local communities and commercial associations. Probably more
pressing, however, is the first step of establishing and testing all
protocols that will minimise risk holistically, including for passenger
excursions. 

First ones out of the gate
This reality is reflected in the initial resumption of cruise lines’

operations. TUI Cruises first reintroduced a special fly-and-cruise
package from Germany to Greece, including a Covid-19 test in the
price. A negative test from every passenger was required before the
flight. This seven-day itinerary included three iconic destinations in
Greece and three days at sea, with the capacity reduced to about 50
per cent and a health protocol that was tested in the second week of
operations. 

Mein Schiff 2 was the first volume market cruise vessel to return
to service after the worldwide operations pause, on 24 July 2020 in
Hamburg, Germany, followed by Mein Schiff 1 on 3 August in Kiel.
Leading the way for the industry’s broader return to cruise
operations, TUI Cruises was the first volume market cruise line to
offer cruises in Greece, with Mein Schiff 6 on 13 September 2020 in
Heraklion. TUI Cruises was also the first cruise line to receive
approval to sail within the Canary islands, resuming operations in
Las Palmas, Gran Canarias, on 6 November with Mein Schiff 2. So
far, more than 34,000 guests have travelled since they returned to
service. 

Marcus Puttich, head of port and ground operations and incident
commander at TUI Cruises, spoke to CruiseTimes: “At TUI Cruises,
we have always believed that cruises under Covid-19 conditions are
safely possible. Our teams shore-side and on board have committed
to this challenge, and we carefully developed TUI Cruises’ Healthy
Return to Service Concept – a living document outlining various
processes for guests, crews, and service providers on how to safely
cruise on board the Mein Schiff fleet. Our organisation is confident
that the sum of our longstanding proven procedures, along with the
addition of new certified protocols and technologies, will continue to
guarantee cruising on board the Mein Schiff fleet as one of the safest
ways to travel.”

Both MSC and Costa Crociere have started operations from Italy,
visiting destinations in the west and eastern Mediterranean, with trips
expanded to 10–12-day sailings. Rossella Carrara, vice president of
external relations and sustainability of Costa Group, told
CruiseTimes: “As Costa Group we were among the first companies
to responsibly and gradually return to operations in September.
Thanks to solid health and safety protocols, we have been able to
demonstrate that cruising is possible even during these uncertain
times.

Our restart was the result of a positive cooperation with our flag
state authorities, which understood the importance of cruises for the
national economy and for the whole tourism ecosystem. Feedback
received from our guests up to now has been very encouraging.”

Aida Cruises is planning to start operations from Italy, and
Ponant has started cruises from Greece. Many more are expected to
follow suit, despite the current temporary lockdown in many
countries. 

The biggest challenge remains the American continent, where
just recently the CDC published its framework for “conditional sailing
and initial phase Covid-19 testing requirements for protection of
crew”. In a stepped approach with four phases, the cruise lines must
establish crew testing facilities on board, conduct simulated voyages
to test protocols and performance of operations, get certified with a
“Conditional Sailing Certificate” from CDC, and finally resume
revenue sailings. 

Each port must define its capacity in terms of land facilities like
hospitals, Covid-19 hotels, isolation, and so on. The process could
mirror the same pattern as in Europe: starting with cruise trips to
nowhere, then 2–4-day trips, and then longer trips. This is crucial to
regain the trust of the local authorities and most importantly the
passengers. 
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Science-forward thinking
A big portion of the restart can be attributed to science-forward

approaches and the latest developments in testing. Recently CLIA
announced their decision to test each and every passenger and
crew before embarkation, in ships carrying more than 250
passengers, together with additional measures like screening and all
other health protocols and measures.

It seems that further developments in the field of testing – more
than 99 per cent accuracy, less than 3–4-minute process time, and
less than €15 – will allow the cruise lines subsequently to create
local bubbles for the ship, as it will be possible to test everyone
before sailing from every port on the itinerary. As soon as this is
possible, it will have the capacity to change the whole process and
offer assurance and additional safety for passengers. That will allow
them to be connected to the experience once again and enjoy all
that a cruise trip can offer. 

The long-term solution will be a vaccination that will eliminate the
risk and allow a return to the new normal. This will take time to be
implemented globally, and we can safely assume that for all of 2021
we will have to be extra careful and follow the rules of the experts.

Map for cruise restart
On 30 June 2020, EU Healthy Gateways published its “Interim

advice for restarting cruise ship operations after lifting restrictive

measures in response to the Covid-19 pandemic”. It was the first
entity to do so. Since then, other organisations like EMSA have
published similar guidance, and many countries in the EU and
worldwide have adopted and developed their own local protocols
covering both cruise ships and port operations. 

Realistically, the restart process should work in tandem with the
development of general travel and health protocols, which
incorporate travel instructions, Passenger Locator Forms (PLFs),
local sample testing, Covid hotels, Health Monitoring Systems
(HMS), and so on, on a specific, country-by-country basis. Then the
cruise protocols must be prepared to cover both cruise ship and port
operations, with the ports being split into home port and transit port
categories. 

The port authorities, in cooperation with local health authorities
and local governments, must then develop a series of Standard
Operating Procedures (SOPs) like communication plans with the
health authorities and between ports, training for their staff
(screening processes, check-in, the use of Personal Protection
Equipment (PPE), identification of possible positive cases, isolation
and testing facilities, etc.), cleaning and disinfection protocols,
baggage tracking, and training on the use of health equipment. 

In addition to the SOPs, each port should develop its own
special action plan for single or multiple possible cases of Covid-19
on cruise ships, with positive cases delineated into four categories –

On 19 October, MSC Magnifica departed Genoa, Italy, to begin 10-night cruise itineraries in the Western
and Eastern Mediterranean. In early November, significant travel restrictions were introduced, especially
in France and Germany – two of MSC Magnifica’s key source markets. Cruise companies had to suspend
further sailings; in MSC Cruises’ case, from 8 November through to 18 December. MSC Grandiosa,
meanwhile, has extended her current sailings in the Western Mediterranean through to March 2021,
with rigorous extra measures under the company’s health and safety operating protocol.
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Marcus Puttich, head of port and ground
operations and incident commander, TUI
Cruises. 
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Stephen Xuereb, chief operating officer,
Global Ports Holding.
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relations and sustainability, Costa Group.
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asymptomatic cases, light cases, cases where hospitalisation is
necessary in Covid-19 hospital wards, and finally cases where an
intensive care unit (ICU) is needed because of a life-threatening
emergency. 

Stephen Xuereb, chief operating officer for Global Ports Holding
(GPH), told CruiseTimes, “GPH commenced preparations for the
post-Covid cruising reality way back in January 2020, at the first
sightings of the pandemic. The actions taken were to revise the
Emergency Response Plans and the Health and Safety Protocols for
all of the 19 ports forming part of our network. This process served
us in good stead, since we were well prepared to welcome back the
first cruise calls to Valletta Cruise Port last August. The preparations
were not limited to the written protocols, but entailed lots of meetings
and discussions over the course of a number of weeks with the local
stakeholders, primarily the health and port authorities, in order to
secure the necessary approvals not only for our processes but more
importantly regarding how the cruise lines are ensuring the safety
and security of the guests onboard." 

There must be different emergency plans depending on the
category and capacity of the cruise port. The first category should be
the home port, classed as a “Safe Port”, equipped with all processes
and procedures, and with hospital facilities (Covid-19 ward and ICU)
and Covid-19 hotel capacities available and ready to accept all four
categories of positive cases. 

The second category should be the contingency port, where
even though there will not be any embarkation, all other processes
and procedures of a home port apply. The contingency port must
also be close to an international airport and Covid-19 hotel facilities
for the duration of the itinerary. A special form from the health andSwab testing carried out by MSC Cruises medical staff.
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port authority must be required so it can be distributed as a
statement of interoperability to all other transit ports in the itinerary.
The reason that some ports decide to adapt their capacity to
become a contingency port is that it rapidly increases their chances,
in the near future, of receiving cruise lines and their ships.

Finally, there should be the transit ports, where the emergency
plan applies to the fourth category of positive cases – ICU care. The
port authority must cooperate with local health authorities and
ensure the capacity and capability to receive and possibly transfer a
patient who needs ICU care to a larger hospital by road or air. In all
cases, the plans must be sent to the cruise lines, and the cruise lines
must send their own plans back in order to ensure compatibility of
operations. 

In addition to the above, each port must prepare and implement
an operational plan that will cover all aspects of everyday operations.
These processes, procedures, and measures should include the
wide use of face masks, physical distancing, use of floor markers
and special information signs, the creation of passenger lanes,
physical separators, use of outdoor spaces, cleaning and
disinfection programs, use of antiseptics and locator maps,
introduction of digital methods of information sharing, transport
management for incoming passengers and excursions, ventilation,
and WC management. 

Special attention must be given to training the port and terminal
staff (internal and external) on screening procedures, testing and use
of PPE in all case scenarios, and baggage management. Also
important for the isolation and testing facilities is the total
management protocol, including cleaning and disinfecting before
and after each cruise call. 

Home ports will need to re-engineer their embarkation processes
from scratch, including pre-boarding screening, check-in, luggage
and tracking, time management, and the terminal as a whole, as it
may at any time be required to close and be disinfected as well as to
receive and handle a number of possible or positive cases. That will
entail coordination between several local authorities, such as port
police, ambulance service, local transport companies for positive
cases in category one and two, local hospital, police, and many
others. It also entails the handling of all local staff and any provisions

that are handled by the port. The contingency port needs the same
level of preparedness and support, as its operational readiness will
attract cruise lines. 

An additional aspect of the control and prevention measures
used by the contingency and transit ports is the need to control the
disembarkation of passengers, checking of temperatures, display of
any local rules, and crowding control for excursions and passengers’
return to the ship. 

Perhaps Covid-19 health insurance will be a prerequisite for all
cruise passengers, so that local health authorities will know that all
costs related will be covered in case of emergency. 

In my view, many ports across the world are just starting to think
about this process, and it is very clear that they will need effective
leadership, a budget, and stamina in order to be ready for the start
of the next season. 

Inspections facilitate preparedness
In Europe, the EU Healthy Gateways will support the competent

health authorities to perform focused inspections on board each
cruise ship and in the port, and will review the procedures and
written plans of each cruise ship and cruise line, in order to ensure
that the adapted measures are met by both the cruise ship operator
and the port authority. Accordingly, for all other ports around the
world, there should be similar inspections so that the workflow of
operations can be ensured.

It is essential that the cruise lines and port authorities are
prepared and ready to be inspected, as this will ensure and
showcase their readiness of operations and identify any areas that
might need further adjustment or improvement.

When ready, each port must communicate emergency plans and
showcase what steps they have taken to improve passengers’
experience through this difficult time. Also, it is time to invest in re-
engineering the ports processes and procedures to make the ports
stronger in the future. 

Learning from cruise lines that have already started to sail again,
and from destinations that are now receiving ships and passengers,
is a step in the right direction. This industry is like a family, and
strong families always survive no matter the storm. g

Electrostatic spraying methods used to deep-clean a ship.
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