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REGAINING CONFIDENCE 

BY MIKE LOUAGIE

T
he cruise industry has taken a bashing
these past few months. I happened to be
on board Costa Smeralda when a Covid-
19 case was discovered and all
passengers were quarantined. Several

media outlets asked me to report live. I soon realised
that they all had a sensation-driven way of asking
questions, such as: “Are people panicking?!”

With the Diamond Princess in Japan, the gates of
media hell were thrown open wide. Despite the best
attempts by Princess Cruises to communicate calmly,
a second virus was unleashed, and this time it was
the press that was transmitting it. The media spread
the word that cruise ships were international carriers
of the virus.

Customers want answers 
“Restoring customer confidence? A good idea!”

said Ben Scheefhals. He is the owner of Antwerp-
based cruise tour operator ATC Cruises, and his team
has been flooded with questions from anxious
customers: “How certain is the route?” Because, as
he said, “floating around until a port accepts a ship is
the last thing the guests want to experience”. There is
also some anxiety about getting ill on board: “They
certainly do not want to be locked up in their cabin.”

“And yes, people want to know if the onboard air
will be filtered, if the tables will be at a safe distance, if
there are fewer passengers. However, the biggest
concern is about the experience,” Scheefhals said.
“People hope that staff are not going to keep nagging

about disinfecting hands. Holidays should be fun.”  
Then comes the burning question about the price

tag. “Customers are not stupid. A company
announces that they will not restart before November,
fine, but who will pay for this? Will the prices go up?
On board, will I become a cash cow? And what if the
cruise line goes bankrupt? Luckily there is the
insurance against insolvency of travel resellers, but
what if it becomes a global crisis, with a domino
effect? Customers are concerned,” Scheefhals
continued.  

“Tour operators and travel agents have a pivotal
role. They need to be sufficiently supported to
appease fear. They are in between the customers and
the cruise companies, who communicate in a general
way. Companies communicate by first saying what
they are not responsible for. That doesn’t create trust,”
said Scheefhals.

On the one hand, cruise operators have been able
to stockpile a bit. On the other, many cruise
passengers are still awaiting refunds. Companies say
they will need months to process all compensation
requests, and then you read that they have fired
hundreds of their back-office staff. It’s hard to get
anyone to pick up in a call centre, and if you do get
through, you need a lot of patience. This is frustrating
for people.

The bigger picture 
Scheefhals believes that too much energy is being

lost in the actual method of communicating. “It is too
much about a single subject, and never about the
bigger picture. All CEOs should sit together to define

After suffering an
unprecedented
blow, the cruise
industry aims
to regain
consumers’
trust

“A company
announces that
they will not
restart before
November, fine,
but who will pay
for this? Will the
prices go up?” 
Ben Scheefhals,
CEO, ATC
Cruises.

Regaining passenger confidence





www.cruisetimes.net 29

REGAINING CONFIDENCE

the necessary framework and the effect this has on all
operations, i.e., ships, sales, crew, staff.”

That is what their colleagues of the ferry industry
did. In early May, Johan Roos, director of regulatory
affairs at Interferry, a global ferry industry association,
and five CEOs of Europe’s most important passenger
ferry companies had a conference call with the
European Commissioner for Transport, Adina-Ioana
Vălean. A task force of Interferry members identified
the key measures necessary to support the safe,
gradual start-up of passenger services.

They issued a document with guidelines covering
shoreside and shipboard measures to protect
passengers, staff, and crew, ranging from booking,
check-in, and boarding procedures to onboard
limitations in passenger numbers and facilities.

In early July, CLIA announced a commitment to
“door-to-door” Covid-19 protocols to ensure cruise
passenger health and safety – from booking to
customers’ safe return to their homes – that will
exceed the standards that local governments are
calling for. In an opinion piece for Travel Weekly, CLIA
described a need to dissect the travel experience
thoroughly to outline a standard for precautionary
measures, as well as necessary reactionary steps
should cases occur on board cruises when the
industry resumes. 

Genting Cruise Lines was the first to come up with
a vast action plan, in the first week of April. The Asian
company outlined detailed preventive steps. These
include stringent health screening processes and
protocols before embarkation and disembarkation, as
well as thorough sanitisation and disinfection and
enhanced hygiene practices for guest cabins, various
onboard public areas and recreational activities, and
food and beverage safety, all the while prioritising the
health of its crewmembers. 

Genting Cruise Lines has set new standards for
the cruise industry, including ports and terminals.

A divided approach and cruising closer to home 
Piet Vandenkerkhove, who handles public

relations for the Port of Zeebrugge, reflects on how
Europe has been very divided in its approach to
Covid-19, with borders only gradually reopening, and
different quarantine rules applying. “Now we are all
waiting for authorities to assess the framework which
we will be able to work in. The danger in such a top-
down approach is that regulations will be imposed by
people who have no idea what cruising is about.
Uniform policies are needed to take away uncertainty,
and hence create trust.”

The question is two-fold: Which rules should be
followed? And who will pay to make terminals healthy?

Zeebrugge docks around 150 large cruise ships
per year, with limited turnaround cruises.
Vandenkerkhove thinks that embarkation ports face
greater challenges to create a healthy environment.

“Cruise also has to regain the confidence of the
destinations and their inhabitants. While local
politicians appreciate the economic value of tourism,
they are also listening to their electorate, whose
perception of cruise, certainly after what happened
during the pandemic, is sub-zero. The public relations
effort here is gigantic.”

Zeebrugge has formed a Covid-19 Cruise Task
Force and hopes to accept ships again from
September. Vandenkerkhove believes that customers,
at first, will prefer to choose embarkation ports that
they can get to without flying. “It looks like we need to
focus on drive-to markets.”

Several companies have indeed started to offer
cruises around their own coastlines. For example, in
France, CroisiEurope offers around-Corsica cruises
aboard La Belle des Océans. Meanwhile Ponant
decided to start with France-only expedition-style
cruises. The focus will be on natural heritage; notably,
excursions will be managed by Zodiac. 

“Guests will not be able to mingle with the local
population. They will stay in the ship bubble,” said a
Ponant spokesperson. 

“Hurtigruten have also announced the start of
year-round cruises to Norway, with departures from
Dover and Hamburg. There is not an aeroplane in
sight. 

Health and safety at sea
On 7 May, Tillberg Design of Sweden organised a

webinar about health and safety at sea. 
Maurizio Eliseo, owner of Thalia Marine Services,

said that in the era of the great migration, when there
were frequent epidemics like cholera and scarlet fever,
health on board passenger ships was poor.

“Now the cruise industry has one of the highest
standards of public health,” said Peter Hult, CEO of
Vikand, which specialises in medical management
and consulting services for the cruise industry. “The
biggest problems started when authorities did not
allow ships to disembark people. Normally the small
onboard hospital is enough, because high-level
shoreside hospitals are never far away. Now the
situation was different. During several weeks

“The danger in
such a top-down
approach is that
regulations will
be imposed by
people who have
no idea what
cruising is
about.” 
Piet
Vandenkerkhove,
cruise manager
at the Port of
Zeebrugge.

Piet Vandenkerkhove,
cruise manager at the
Port of Zeebrugge.

Ph
ot
o:
 M

BZ



A
RC

H

I T E C T U R E  &  I N T E R I O
R

S

                                                        

S

A

          

S
R

OII ORR I

EE R

TT E
NN TI&ERUTCE C

TT E
II T

HH

I

CC
H

RRC
AA

R

  



www.cruisetimes.net 31

REGAINING CONFIDENCE

passengers were not getting access to intensive care
units.” 

“Testing is going to become a critical component.
In the beginning it took up to 48 hours before we
knew if somebody was infected. New systems are on
their way. New saliva-based tests do not even need a
machine. Another test, with a breathalyser, is also
waiting for FDA approval.”

Hult is pleased to see new products such as non-
chemical surface cleaners coming into the market.
“We love these no-rinse, natural, food-grade products
that have a faster virus and bacteria kill rate than
conventional chemicals. If before, everything was
about guest experience, we believe now that a ship
will be defined by the standard of public health and
health care,” he said. 

Technologies mentioned during the seminar
included hydroxyls generators that can be installed in
the HVAC. This FDA-approved solution produces
penetrating natural hydroxyls to eliminate
contaminants. Hult called it an immune system for the
ship. 

Integra Fragrances is an Italian company that has
an innovative answer for HVAC-based systems. The
firm is known for designing and creating scent
identities for top global brands in fashion, hospitality,
travel, and banking. “We have some 3,500 remote-
controlled machines installed all over the world,” said
CEO Lorenzo Cotti.

When the pandemic began, Integra Fragrances
realised that their nebulisation devices, which connect
to the HVAC systems, could be used not only to
perfume but also to sanitise environments. Integra
ended up certifying the sanitising effect of their
systems with benzalkonium chloride, a worldwide-
known odourless biocide used for disinfection mostly
in the pharmaceutical and food industries.

“It is regulated and accepted by all countries, and
under our input protocol it is far from toxic if inhaled,”

Cotti said. So according to him, as a solution already
used by luxury hotels, it would be an ideal fit for the
cruise industry. The device, 20 by 15 by 18
centimetres tall, connects to the ship’s HVAC. Its
function would be to sanitise surfaces and disinfect
the air and the HVAC conducts and filters. A reporting
system constantly tracks cabins, galleys, and
common areas that have been sanitised. The
nebulisation device can also be combined with a
scent.

It’s a roll of the dice to travel pre-vaccine
Bruce Nierenberg, president of Bruce Nierenberg

& Associates and consultant to the cruise and
hospitality industry, believes that people will continue
to postpone travel for some time, or until a vaccine is
available.

Nierenberg said that he has been disappointed in
the response, so far, from all sectors of the hospitality
industry, including cruise companies. “All I have seen
so far is masks and social distancing.”

He suggested measures such as providing active
disinfection of all surfaces such as handrails, air
purification with Photo Catalytic Oxidation (PCO)
technology, and textile disinfection. It’s possible that
some new environmentally sensitive solutions prolong
their sanitising effects, as the textiles continue to
proactively kill bacteria and viruses even after they are
put into service.

Finally, the most important measure is a vaccine
programme that the world can count on, so that there
will be no need for masks.

“The cruise industry would be wise to use the
remainder of 2020 to do what is necessary to provide
future guests and crew with a sanitary environment on
the ships they sail,” Nierenberg said. “In addition, they
need to establish serious pre-boarding protocols in
embarkation terminals and ports of call. To have this
in hand and enjoy the availability of vaccine protection
will bring cruise passengers back in droves.” 

People love to cruise. It’s what has made it the
fastest-growing sector in tourism for the past 30-plus
years. But when people don’t feel safe, they don’t
book. So it’s up to the industry to take a leadership
role in securing their ships that they have invested
billions in, as well as their crew, who look after guests.
They also need to regain customers’ confidence that it
is time to go cruising again. g

“All CEOs should
sit together to
define the
necessary
framework and
the effect this
has on all
operations, 
i.e., ships, sales,
crew, staff.” 
Ben Scheefhals,
CEO, ATC
Cruises.

Ben Scheefhals, CEO,
ATC Cruises.
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