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A
n ancient fresco in Santorini shows a Minoan ship with
well-dressed ladies travelling the Aegean Sea,
probably visiting neighbouring cities. Dating back to
1750 BC, it is the oldest visual representation of
cruising in Europe. The Polynesia of Greece and the

close proximity to three continents – Europe, Asia, and Africa –
provide the best-case scenario for cruise itinerary planners to design
and execute unique trips.

In recent years the Eastern Med has seen its share of
geopolitical problems, and many cruise lines have chosen to avoid
the area altogether. Today the situation has changed, and almost all
the cruise lines have returned or are planning to return to the area
soon. According to recent data, 63 ports in the Eastern Med were
visited by at least one cruise ship in 2019 – 38 ports in Greece, 14 in
Turkey, three in Cyprus, three in Egypt, two in Tunisia, and three in
Israel. 

The large selection of ports in the area, and most importantly the
many diverse cultures and history, are attracting deployment
planners’ attention. The good news is that 23 new cruise ships last
year and 25 this year will start their operations worldwide, adding
pressure to itinerary planners to design new trips and restart old
successful routes that are based in this interesting part of the world.

An increased presence in the region 
In 2020, four ports in Greece, three in Turkey, and one in Cyprus

will be used as homeports, with numbers expected to grow,
especially given anticipated passenger numbers in the next two to
three years. The investments that some of the ports have made in
infrastructure are starting to pay off, with cruise lines adding more
cruises in a fly-cruise-style package where guests from North Europe
fly to the destination to start their cruise in the area. One example is
the new operation that MSC Cruises recently announced for 2021 for
the Port of Piraeus, where MSC Lyrica in a seven-day cruise will sail
to the ports of Mykonos, Haifa, Limassol, Rhodes, and Kusadası
before returning to Piraeus. 

Achille Staiano, vice president of global sales for MSC Cruises,
told CruiseTimes: “Customer demand for sailings in the Eastern
Mediterranean is on the increase, and we are introducing new
itineraries and homeports in 2020 as well as 2021. We will start our
first ever season from Athens’ Port of Piraeus, and we are really
looking forward to a return to Turkey with embarkation in Istanbul,
plus calls for the first time at Kusadası in two new Eastern Med
itineraries. I’m very confident that these two new innovative cruises
will lead to great interest and demand among prospective guests
from Europe and North America, as well as in local markets.”
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Also in 2021, TUI Cruises and AIDA Cruises are expanding their
operations from Heraklion Port, with two butterfly itineraries in the
area that are expected to draw the attention of the German-speaking
market, TUI cruises with Mein Schiff Herz and AIDA Cruises with
AIDAcara. In the same format, Marella Cruises’ Marella Celebration
will use Limassol in 2020 and 2021 as a seasonal base of operations
while visiting Israel, Greece, and Turkey. 

Lazaros Charalambous, commercial manager at DP World
Limassol, told CruiseTimes: “Cyprus is blessed with more than 300
days of sunshine every year, and it’s an ideal location for year-round
cruising. Every season in Cyprus and Limassol has excursion
opportunities that will energise each passenger and create unique
memories.

As part of our marketing, promotion campaigns, and
collaboration with relevant cruise stakeholders, this has enabled us
to secure new cruise lines for 2019 onwards and an increase of over
40 per cent compared to previous years’ cruise bookings. For 2020
and 2021 we expect the same trend to continue along with further
bookings that will encourage and enhance the local economy.”

Always an important player in the area, Celestyal Cruises is
expanding its programme for a year-round operation with Celestyal
Crystal that includes its seven-nights, three-continents itinerary
visiting Greece, Egypt, Israel, Cyprus, and Turkey at the beginning
and the end of the year. Its other ship, Celestial Olympia, is expected
to continue its operation on the Greek islands and Turkey on its
three- and four-night programmes from early March to late
November, taking an additional month travelling from Venice to
destinations in the Ionian sea. 

Chris Theophilides, CEO of Celestyal Cruises, said: “Following a
sharp three-year slump due to geopolitical tensions, some of the
region’s key destinations, homeports, and host countries are
experiencing the first promising signs of recovery. We strongly

believe in the potential of the Eastern Mediterranean and have shown
our commitment through the expansion of our regional footprint, with
the aim being to establish ourselves as the leading cruise operator in
the region. If we focus on sustainable development, I’m confident
that demand for the Eastern Mediterranean will continue to grow,
which will increase new opportunities and, in turn, benefit local
economies.”

Newcomers reflect potential for growth 
A brand-new player in the area will be ANEX tour, a Turkish tour

operator specialising in the Russian market, who recently acquired
Saga Sapphire. After its delivery in mid-2020, the 720-passenger ship
is expected to undergo a refit and enter service in 2021 based in the
Turkish Port of Antalya, cruising in the Eastern Med area and the
Greek islands. Another Turkish operator, Etstur, is also expected to
continue its operation for 2020 from the ports of Izmir and Cesme on
its seasonal three- and four-day itineraries. 

The luxury category may have the largest potential for growth for
the area. This sector of the cruising industry has been steadily
growing over the last number of years and is expected to grow even
more as 37 new vessels, with an average capacity of over 560
guests, will be added to the fleet by 2027. For 2019, the Med area
had almost 24 per cent of the total traffic in this category. For
comparison, Northern Europe had 19.2 per cent and the Caribbean
13.7 per cent. 

It is important for the smaller islands that the luxury category
usually travels to more unique destinations and smaller ports than
the mainstream-category cruise lines, which prefer larger ports with
adequate infrastructure and services for their size. The whole Eastern
Med has islands and locations exactly like these, especially Greece.
Even though they are geographically close to each other, they are
individual in character and experience. 

Michael Pawlus, director of
strategic itinerary & destination
planning, Azamara Club Cruises.



In the world of luxury cruise destinations, Bodrum is
emerging as an East Mediterranean vacation magnet for
cruisers seeking both beauty and substance. This
hotspot is gaining heat as visitors discover its striking
views, active nightlife, and rich historical relevance. 

Straight from the port, cruisers take a brief 1.5 km
walk to the city centre, where they find some of the
unique experiences that Bodrum has to offer: views of
iconic windmills and sunsets over the Aegean, fresh
seafood at local restaurants, and local culinary classes,
including a genuine bazaar experience where
participants purchase ingredients for their dishes. 

Built on the site of the ancient city Halicarnassus,
Bodrum is home to one of the Seven Wonders of the
Ancient World, the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus.
Located in St. Peter’s Castle, a UNESCO World Heritage
site, is the Museum of Underwater Archaeology, where
visitors can see ancient shipwrecks and a large
collection of glass objects from as early as 1400 BC. It
is no surprise that this town contains such a historical
heirloom, given that it is the former capital of the Karian
Empire and the birthplace of Herodotus, the father of
ancient history. 

Bodrum’s picturesque villages provide views of
quintessential whitewashed sugar-cube terrace houses
framed by vibrant bougainvillea. Additional attractions
include snorkelling, Turkish bath houses or hammams,
and a robust beach-club scene. A glimpse into the
production of authentic Bodrum sandals, a taste of
Turkish delights made from Bodrum mandarins, and
tours of excavated ancient cities including Stratonikeia,
Pedesa, Euromos, and Iassos also provide a window
into the enduring identity of the land. Beachfront luxury
hotel chains such as Kempinski, Edition, Mandarin
Oriental, Amanruya Bodrum, Swissotel Resort, and Four
Seasons have planted roots or are planning to within the
next year, thanks to the location’s promising popularity
among tourists. 

With the Aegean Sea as its western border, Bodrum
has much to allure those who sail near the underrated
peninsula on which it is situated. Bodrum Cruise Port
can accommodate two large or four small cruise ships
at a time on its finger pier, and thanks to an extension in
2011 the port has enough berthing room for the largest
cruise ships in the world. Separate quays can also
harbour up to 30 mega-yachts, while the port’s three
ferryboat ramps allow for daily ferries to Greek islands,
which expand the appeal of this new kid on the
Mediterranean coastal block.
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Michael Pawlus, director of strategic itinerary and destination
planning for Azamara Club Cruises, told CruiseTimes: “Our guests
love Greece, and there are so many quality places to choose from.
Besides the marquee ports, there are many wonderful smaller ports,
which are a good fit for our ships. Azamara continues to add more
and more of Greece to our itineraries. Between now and 2022,
Azamara ships will call at 29 unique destinations in Greece, which I
believe is the most of any major cruise line.” 

preparing the region for an influx 
Almost all the ports in the area, even the big ones, are very active

in organising their services better and offering a memorable
experience to their passengers. Mykonos Port, for example, is
currently working on two different areas that will make cruise lines’
and visitors’ lives easier, port chairman Dimitris Manesis told
CruiseTimes. “We are now working towards introducing a berth
allocation system that will allow for early booking for the cruise lines
that will assist in avoiding very congested days. Also, we are working
with all local authorities to propose sustainable excursions that will

also help the environment by neutralising the energy footprint but
also energising all of the five senses.” 

Another interesting concept for the Eastern Med area are
thematic cruises. All the cruise lines are trying to fit visits to historic
destinations, in order to create value and excursion opportunities.
They are therefore creating round-trip concepts that can appeal to
specific travellers and group targets. Many itineraries, especially in
the premium and luxury categories, have added cruises with historic,
gastronomic, or even religious concepts, but there are many more
that can be created to facilitate different audiences. Wine road
cruises, mythological concept cruises, even cruises that relate to
Alexander the Great can be created to trigger the imagination and
interest of the passengers. 

The cruise lines are creating new itineraries, introducing new
ports and destinations, and developing new products that they hope
will create memories in this region experiencing a long-awaited
resurgence. This year is looking bright for the Eastern Med at large,
and with the industry’s anticipated momentum gaining in the area,
2021 and beyond look even brighter.

Minoan ship fresco from the Archaeological Museum of Thera in Fira, Santorini,
Greece.

Achille Staiano, vice president of global sales, MSC
Cruises.

Chris Theofilidis, CEO, Celestial Cruises. Lazaros Charalambous, commercial manager, DP World Limassol. 
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