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A
s cruise companies respond to the
pandemic, too much effort seems
focused on turning back the clock
to 2019, to regain their previous
vibrancy and prosperity. This may

be an impossible proposition, because you cannot
undo the events we have seen throughout 2020.
Gone are the days of unbridled expansion – at
least for the foreseeable future. 

The cruise industry, long in the business of
selling dreams, now projects a very different
image, one that will need radical revision to attract
new clientele in the future. That future also
promises technological upheaval. Within decades,
we may be in an age of hydrogen-powered
propulsion; existing ships, if not defunct by then,
will need profound retrofitting.

The entire sector must now reconsider its
values and reshape its business model based on
the new realities projected for the post-Covid-19
world. In the medium term, it may struggle to
depend on volumes for profitability. The big
players are optimistic about the levels of pent-up
demand, but we may see a shift in emphasis from
the mass market to moving up the value chain.

The crisis appears to have altered something
fundamental in the structure of the industry. Until
now, smaller cruise lines and ports have operated
in the shadows of bigger ones. With the larger
players now encumbered by their sizeable empty

ships and terminals, smaller operators are seizing
the opportunity to renew their fleets and improve
their product offering, a trend of recent months
that is likely to continue.

Smaller operators are enjoying an advantage
over their bigger peers that would have been
inconceivable not long ago. In a short space of
time, with big ships and terminals proving
impossible to fill, major players have lost their
competitive edge and the benefit of economy of
scale. Smaller cruise lines and ports, operationally
more nimble, can restart sooner and have become
more competitive.

In the months and years to come, it is hard to
see how the consolidated giants will not lose some
of their great power. The sector’s major
conglomerates may soon loosen their grip; they
have certainly lost much of their former
exuberance. 

The smaller ships and ports are also battling
hard, but they are in a better position and no
longer see the bigger players as threats. The next
decade will prove to be a defining one for them all.
But first they will need to survive.
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