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FINANCIALS CRUISE FERRIES 

BY ALAN LAM

U
nlike the cruise industry, the
ferry industry has not been
completely overwhelmed or
paralysed by the pandemic,
because of the freight-

carrying operations which make up the
biggest segment of most major ferry
companies’ business. Throughout the crisis,
so far, most ferry services have continued to
operate, albeit under modified and reduced
circumstances. 

Many routes have switched to freight-
only sailings. As a result, the impact on
freight-focused ferry companies, such as
DFDS and Finnlines, has been far less
severe compared with passenger-focused
cruise ferry operators like Tallink Silja and
Viking Line.

Because they fulfil vital transportation
services, the future survival of ferry
companies is less in doubt than that of
cruise lines. Cruise lines are generally not

included in any state rescue packages.
Although ferry companies’ financial strength
on the whole has been deemed less robust,
they have not suffered a complete cessation
of operations during the pandemic, and
they can expect survival fiscal supports at
regional and state levels. 

It is nevertheless wrong to assume that
the industry has not been severely affected
by the crisis. Its carrying volumes have
fallen and its income reduced during the
global lockdown. And, like the cruise
industry, its expenses have not dropped in
tandem. 

Recognising the vital service that the

sector performs, governments have
stepped in to support the ferry business.
Since the outbreak of the pandemic, the UK
government for example has offered two
multi-million-pound financial packages to
the sector. Governments of Estonia, Finland,
Norway, and Sweden are among others who
have offered supports to the ferry industry.

Major freight-oriented ferry operators
have by and large been profitable. Their
longer-term survival is less of an issue. But
the cruise ferry segment has been ailing for
years. Despite all the supports it may
receive, the prospect of this business is still
shrouded in uncertainty. 

North European cruise ferry
sector performance and outlook

A deadly blow to
an ailing industry

After another year of weak performance, 
the ailing North European cruise ferry industry
has been dealt a devastating blow by the
Covid-19 pandemic. The impact has only
begun to show in the sector’s latest
performance reports. The outlook for the 
full year and beyond is far from positive.

On 26 June, Tallink group’s Silja brand
started a new summer Helsinki–Riga mini
cruise operation, using one of its flagships,
the 2,850-passenger Silja Serenade.
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Shrinking numbers
Despite a slow recovery in the decade

after the 2008 financial crisis, the
performances of European ferry businesses
have generally been unsteady and
lacklustre. At best we see a flatlining trend in
revenues in recent years. The main comfort
in this regard is that the sector has been
attracting private equity investment, mainly
because of its growing and profitable
freight-carrying business.

Prior to the pandemic, the 2019 revenue
performances of most North European
cruise ferry operators were disappointing.
There was another year-on-year contraction.
For Viking Line it was a fourth consecutive
fall, bringing the longer-term survival of the
company in its current form into question. 

Clinging on to a dying tradition of Nordic
Europe, for a long time cruise ferry
operators like Viking Line and Tallink Grupp
have not experienced the same degree of
dynamism as freight-oriented operators like
DFDS, Stena Line, Finnlines, and to some
extent Irish Ferries, a company which has a
more balanced emphasis between freight
and passenger carrying. As a result, in
recent years Irish Ferries has been able to
gradually increase its revenues, but the
overall curve is still flat.

Even among the better performers of
the sector, their passenger segment
revenues have been shrinking, as in the
case of DFDS, which has experienced
robust revenue growth thanks to its freight-
carrying operations.

Clearly the Covid-19 crisis, which has
brought ferry passenger movement virtually
to a halt, will severely impact on the
performance of the current financial year
and beyond. The first-quarter revenues,

DFDS passenger shipping full-year revenue development trend
(million DKK)

Source: DFDS

On 8 June 2020, in response to rising demand, Tallink added a fourth ship, the
2,500-passenger Victoria I, on its popular Helsinki–Tallinn mini cruise route.
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Major European cruise ferry operators full-year revenues development trends
(million euro)

Source: Viking Line, Tallink Grupp, & ICG

The obsessive focus on
passengers is being
reconsidered. The shift 
toward freight carrying 
is now more tangible. 
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which were partially affected by the
cessation of passenger operations,
supported this assertion. 

Two key North European cruise ferry
operators have reported severe dips in their
first-quarter revenues. Tallink’s Grupp’s total
revenue fell by 13.4%, and Viking Line’s by
as much as 21.7%. Passenger-related
revenues slid even further, with Viking Line
reporting a 23.9% fall. Given that the
operations were only fully impacted during
two weeks of the three-month period, the fall
was dramatic.

Having suspended two passenger-
intensive routes, Copenhagen–Oslo and
Amsterdam–Newcastle, from mid-March,
DFDS’s first-quarter ferry-related revenue
was visibly impacted. After several
consecutive years of growth, its revenue fell
by 2.3% and is expected to fall further when
a fuller impact is felt.

The sector’s inability to increase
passenger numbers meaningfully and
sustainably had been an issue long before
the outbreak of Covid-19. In general, in
recent years, the numbers have either been
falling or remained stagnant. Any increase
has proven to be temporary. This situation
will now deteriorate rapidly for the remainder
of the year, as the crisis bites. Already,
Tallink Grupp reported a 59.3% fall in
passenger numbers for the month of March
and a steep 95.9% drop for April.

Model shift
In most cases, European cruise ferry

operators have been suffering from year-on-
year diminishing profitability. This has been
compensated, to varying extents, by the
rising freight-carrying incomes and other
factors – such as, in the case of Tallink, a
rising number of high-spending Asian

First-quarter revenues development trends
(million euro)

Source: Tallink Grupp & Viking Line

DFDS Ferry Division first-quarter revenue development trend
(million DKK)

Source: DFDS

Viking Line is to launch cruise service from Helsinki to Mariehamn,
Åland Islands, three days a week beginning 1 July.

Ph
ot
o:
 V
ik
in
g 
Li
ne

Jan Hanses, president and CEO, Viking Line.
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passengers on some of its routes. These
factors are now no longer applicable. We
therefore expect to see very poor
performances for the remainder of the year,
and possibly into the next year.

Inevitably, the question of survival will be
asked. At the very least, the viability of the
cruise ferry business model is now in doubt.
Many believed that when duty-free sales
were abolished within the European Union,
the days of cruise ferry were numbered.

For years, ferry companies have
struggled to come up with innovative
products and novel marketing ideas in an
effort to keep the business alive and
profitable. The result has not met
expectation. Cruise ferry operators have
shown decisive signs of bowing to the
inevitable. The obsessive focus on
passengers is being reconsidered. The shift
toward freight carrying is now more tangible. 

With every new ship built, we see a
bigger freight capacity. Viking Line’s last
major new ship, the 2013-built Viking Grace,
has only 1,275 lane metres of freight
capacity; its next ship, Viking Glory, due for
delivery in 2021, will have a 1,500-lane-
metre capacity. Tallink’s last new ship, the
2017-built Megastar, has 1,963 lane metres
of freight capacity; its next ship, MyStar, also
due for delivery in 2021, will have a 3,000-
lane-metre capacity. 

DFDS has taken one giant step further:
each of its two forthcoming Baltic class
newbuilds will have a 4,500-lane-metre
capacity. In 2018, Irish Ferries introduced
the 2,800-lane-metre newbuild W.B. Yeats.
Had it not been cancelled in June 2019 due
to shipyard insolvency issues, its next ship
would have a massive 5,615-lane-metre
capacity.

However, none of these operators have
relented from continuously innovating their
passenger-related products. With each new
ship, they have improved upon customer
experiences with bigger windows, more sea

views, better dining options, et cetera. Had
the market condition remained stable, these
new ships and new marketing strategies
would ensure the survival of most of the
North European cruise ferry operators;
some of them may even thrive.

Dimmed outlook
The arrival of Covid-19 interrupted, to

put it mildly, the carefully laid plans of all
cruise ferry operators. Faced with
evaporating incomes and vanishing
passengers, cruise ferry companies had to
take some swingeing measures, which
included cancelling dividend payments,
curbing capital expenditures, and major job
cuts. The prospect has never been so
bleak. 

And this may just be the beginning. The
full extent of the impact is as yet unknown.
As travel restrictions are gradually eased,
like flood water retreating, more damages
are exposed, and the efforts needed for
recovery begin to dawn.

The entire short-to-medium-term outlook

First-quarter passenger volumes

Source: Tallink Grupp & DFDS

Major European cruise ferry operators full-year
passenger volumes development trends

Source: Viking Line, DFDS, Tallink Grupp, & ICG
Paavo Nõgene, CEO of Tallink Grupp.
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Torben Carlsen, president and CEO, DFDS Group. 
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for the cruise ferry sector has been dimmed.
“As a result of the Covid-19 coronavirus,
operating conditions in our markets have
deteriorated significantly,” stated Viking
Line. “We believe it is unlikely that we will
achieve positive results for the financial year
2020.” Given the crisis the company faced,
this was a rather clement statement; it does
not fully reflect the exacerbation felt by the
industry.

DFDS was more succinct and precise in
its assessment. “The current suspension of
passenger activity has a significant financial
impact that may amount to up to around
60% of the potential decrease in EBITDA in
2020 compared to 2019,” it stated. This may
be a best outcome from the crisis, as DFDS
is a stronger performer with a more robust
financial position.

The fact remains that the damage
caused by the pandemic is a deadly
laceration across the industry, one that no
one can yet fully comprehend, because it is
still in the making and the momentum is still
felt. “Given the uncertainty regarding the
duration of the crisis and the course of the
post-crisis recovery, it is not possible to
assess the financial impact of the Covid-19-
related crisis reliably at the moment,” stated
Tallink. 

In its June trading update, Irish
Continental Group (ICG), the operator of
Irish Ferries, more or less echoed the wider
sentiment of the industry: “It is very difficult
to estimate the full-year financial impact on
the group, as the reduction in passenger
revenue will be material. . . . The severity of
this reduction in passenger revenue is
dependent on the duration and nature of
travel restrictions particularly over the peak
summer season.” The company has

DFDS passenger shippping full-year EBIT performances
(million DKK)

Source: DFDS

North European cruise ferry operators full-year net results development trends
(million euro)

Source: Viking Line & Tallink Grupp

Viking Glory, being built in Xiamen's shipyard, is due for delivery at the end of this year. It is set to
be one of the most climate-smart passenger ships in the world, estimated to consume up to 10%
less fuel than the smaller Viking Grace.

Source: Viking Line“Taking a holiday locally is
something we expect to be very
attractive given the spread of
coronavirus across the world.” 
Jan Hanses, president 
and CEO of Viking Line
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North European cruise ferry orderbook as of 10 July 2020

SHIP NAME DELIVERY YEAR OWNER/OPERATOR GROSS TON LANE METRE PAX BUILDER
DFDS Baltic Class 1 2021 DFDS 54,900 4,500 600 GSI, China
DFDS Baltic Class 2 2021 DFDS 54,900 4,500 600 GSI, China
Superstar Class 1 2023 Finnlines 60,000 5,100 1,200 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Superstar Class 2 2023 Finnlines 60,000 5,100 1,200 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Galicia 2020 Chartered by Brittany Ferries 42,000 3,100 1,100 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Stena Embla 2020 Stena Line 42,000 3,100 1,000 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Côte d’Opale 2021 Chartered by DFDS 42,000 3,100 1,000 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Salamanca 2021 Chartered by Brittany Ferries 42,000 3,100 1,100 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Stena E-Flexer 7 2022 Stena Line 42,200 3,600 1,200 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Stena E-Flexer 8 2022 Stena Line 42,200 3,600 1,200 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
Santoña 2023 Chartered by Brittany Ferries 42,000 3,100 1,100 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
TT-Line Germany 1 2022 TT-Line 45,000 4,600 800 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
TT-Line Germany 2 2022 TT-Line 45,000 4,600 800 CMI Jinling Weihai Shipyard
MyStar 2021 Tallink 50,000 3,000 2,800 Rauma
Viking Glory 2021 Viking Line 63,800 1,500 2,800 Xiamen Shipbuilding Industry Co., Ltd.

Source: Various

suffered a 60% reduction in passenger
numbers and 62% in car traffic between 1
January and 6 June this year, but it also
stated that the group was in a strong
financial position to weather the storm.

Hopeful ray
There is one ray of hope. Covid-19 may

yet help to revive the ailing cruise ferry
industry, as people shun flying and faraway
holidays. 

“Taking a holiday locally is something
we expect to be very attractive given the
spread of coronavirus across the world,”
said Jan Hanses, president and CEO of
Viking Line. “The pandemic will most likely
affect travel patterns in the future. We shall
be prepared for this and believe trips to our
destinations and primarily to and through
the Baltic archipelagos will experience a
renaissance.” 

This view is shared by Viking Line’s
biggest rival. “I think that for the foreseeable
future, people will prefer to travel closer to
home and take more mini-breaks, which
suits the short cruise and shuttle transport
models, like ours,” said Paavo Nõgene,
CEO of Tallink Grupp. “Mini cruises are part
of the lifestyle of our home market
population. I strongly believe this will
continue.” 

In the midst of the crisis, on 8 June
2020, in response to rising demand, Tallink
added a fourth ship, the 2,500-passenger
Victoria I, on its popular Helsinki–Tallinn mini
cruise route. In addition, on 26 June, the
group’s Silja brand started a new summer
Helsinki–Riga mini cruise operation, using
one of its flagships, the 2,850-passenger
Silja Serenade. During July and August, it
plans to operate a number of special
cruises between Helsinki and Visby and
between Tallinn and Turku.

While cruise ferry as a concept is being
further marginalised by the deadly blow of

the pandemic, we could also see reasons
for its revival, especially in the short to
medium term, as people shun air travel and
avoid deep-sea cruising. 

In January this year, shortly before the
spread of Covid-19 in Europe, Tallink Grupp
experienced a 12.4% rise in passenger
numbers. In June, Viking Line became the

first shipping company in the world to have
its Covid-19 management process verified
by DNV GL’s My Care scheme, enabling the
quality of its infection protection work to be
assessed by the third party. 

North European cruise ferry industry is
still hopeful about its future. There may still
be life in this old beast. g

DFDS Ferry Division first-quarter EBIT development trend
(million DKK)

Source: DFDS

First-quarter net income development trends
(million euro)

Source: Tallink Grupp & Viking Line


