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A
t the dawn of 2020, the industry was
facing multiple headwinds stirred up by
climate change, emission controls, and
other rapid regulatory developments.
Then out of the blue it found itself

convulsed by a challenge that could derail all its carefully
laid plans – the outbreak of Covid-19, an infectious and
acute respiratory disease caused by a novel coronavirus.

The world looked on in horror as cruise ships were
quarantined. Initially, the biggest outbreak of infection
outside of China occurred on board a cruise ship.
Headlines describing cruise ships as “floating petri
dishes” added to the nightmare. Instead of being an
aspirational holiday choice, cruise ships overnight
became an object of repulsion. China, hitherto the
world’s most promising cruise market, became
paralysed as one operator after another cancelled
programmes and withdrew ships, sending shockwaves
across the industry and prompting major cruise groups
to issue profit warnings. 

In early March, news broke of a deadly outbreak of
coronavirus infection on board another cruise ship, off
the coast of California, prompting the US Department of
State to issue unprecedented advice to its citizens to
avoid travelling on cruise ships. This advice, issued in the
largest cruise source market in the world, represented
one of the biggest nightmares of the beleaguered
industry.

At this point it is hard to fathom how much damage
these events will do to the cruise industry in the longer
term. We still cannot predict the exact extent of the
impact on its financial and volume performances in the
near to medium term. One thing is certain: it will take a
long time to recover fully from this crippling disaster.
Cruise business may never be the same again after this
inauspicious start of 2020, as its shapes and dynamics
are being redefined.

The epidemic has laid bare a major vulnerability of
our global industry. Unlike many other industries, cruise

business is exposed to a wider risk base and the
exposure is highly visible. It has also revealed a major
weakness of the sector. While some ships were
quarantined, other ships were turned away by several
ports. 

The coronavirus epidemic has become the biggest
challenge the industry faces – so far. By comparison, the
recent costly weather events in the Caribbean were mere
overtures to a much bigger outrage. 

Never before has the industry’s resilience been
tested by so big a challenge in so short a time. Until not
very long ago, the challenges were largely confined to
regional issues, such as geopolitics and hurricanes.
Under these circumstances, ships can be redeployed to
mitigate the impacts. But now the challenge is global,
and cruise lines have nowhere to hide. Most of them
have accepted that the only viable option for the moment
is to temporarily suspend operations. This has indeed
been the trend in recent days.

Yet we must not allow this horrible occurrence to
eclipse everything. Against the background of the
unfolding tragedy, we have not forgotten other aspects of
the cruise business. In this issue, we explore other
pertinent topics of the time, such as voluntourism and
sustainability. And, as always, we celebrate the arrival of
new ships. 

CruiseTimes will continue to monitor the development
of the epidemic, which threatens to become a pandemic,
and other major issues in relation to the wider industry.

We also pay tribute to the generosity of those cruise
lines supporting the fight against Australia’s protracted
bush fires. We dedicate this issue to the sacrifice and
bravery of the firefighters and to the steadfast medical
staff worldwide who are helping sufferers of Covid-19.
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