
46 www.cruisetimes.net

cruise Line Focus NEW TO CRUISE 

BY SUE BRYANT

T
radewind Voyages launches in
June 2021 with one ship, the
square-rigged, 272-passenger
Golden Horizon. Both the
company and the ship are

owned by Zagreb-based DIV Group. The
ship was originally built for Star Clippers, but
it has now been chartered to this UK-based
start-up. 

According to the company’s CEO,
Stuart McQuaker, the pandemic has not had
the impact on its business that others have
suffered. “We’ve been quite lucky,” he said.
“We originally planned to start our first
voyages in May. We’ve had to do lots of re-
planning, and we have delayed, but nothing
like the significant disruption the rest of the
industry has suffered. We haven’t got a
whole legacy backlog of cruises from last
year that we’re trying to unravel and rebook.
Yes, we’re going to be six weeks later than

originally planned, but that’s small in the
scheme of things.” Indeed, one distinct
advantage of a start-up in this climate is the
absence of the burdensome legacy
backlog.

In a similar vein, Atlas Ocean Voyages, a
new luxury expedition brand of Mystic Invest
Holdings, has taken advantage of the
shutdown and will launch its first ship, Atlas
Ocean Voyager, in July. “The pandemic has
been good for us from a business
perspective,” said the brand’s president,
Alberto Aliberti. “We were able to establish a
communications plan that kept us in the
public eye because we only had positive
news. When no one wanted to talk to the
press because it was such a difficult time
and so many challenging questions were
being asked, we didn’t have to deal with
those challenges. We were able to bring our
positive message to whoever would listen. It
was a great time to be on the stage. It gave
us visibility.” Backing from Certares, an

investor Aliberti describes as “committed to
staying with their products”, has reduced
financial insecurity. 

It appears that there are multiple
advantages to starting a new cruise brand
during the pandemic. While established
lines are firefighting with refunds and
cancelled voyages, and rescheduling
itineraries, start-ups are able to take a long-
term view. James Cole, the founder of
Cruise 118, launched a new agency,
Panache Cruises, in May 2020, targeting the
luxury sector and selling entirely online. 

“We knew that the future of cruising,
over the next five or ten years, was going to
be very bright, irrespective of the
pandemic,” he told us. “You have to launch
a new business at some point – why not do
so when there’s a pick of people to choose
from, as other companies made
redundancies? With a new business, you
always start from a position of zero
customers and zero bookings, therefore

Could there be a more challenging time to launch a new cruise line than in
the midst of a global pandemic? You might think not. Yet despite the ongoing
financial pain being felt by the industry, a crop of new companies and brands
has sprung up over the last two years. All are surprisingly bullish, having
seen an unusual opportunity in the midst of a once-in-a-century crisis.

ADVANTAGES AND CHALLENGES OF

STARTING NEW 
CRUISE VENTURES 

DURING THE PANDEMIC

Havila Capella in Lofoten,
Norway, with Northern
lights in background.
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starting in a pandemic made little difference.
We made sure we were well prepared to
weather the storm by having a prudent
budget, with minimal costs and very
pessimistic sales projections.”

The owners of these new ventures have
one thing in common: They saw an
opportunity in this crisis. But they were also
mindful of the challenges.

Remote working
Almost all the executives we spoke to

cited remote working as one of the biggest
challenges they’ve faced. “We are a lean
team,” said Mario Bounas, vice president of
marketing for Swan Hellenic. “We’ve been
able to adapt as we go through. But a
challenge for us is the remote working.
We’re trying to start a brand and a new
culture. We have all bonded over Zoom. But
our offices are remote, with operations in
Monaco, sales and marketing in Düsseldorf,
and our head office is in Cyprus.”

Establishing relationships with partners
and suppliers is another challenge. “We
really wanted to grow our global audience,
but a lot of the trade were furloughed,” said
Bounas. “At the same time, we were setting
up offices globally. It takes a bit longer, but I
am confident that we have found the right
partners internationally.”

All this can be costly. “We’ve had to
keep an eye on our costs, knowing the right
time to go and which markets are going to
be bigger,” Bounas continued. But we’ve
been creating all the assets for our trade
partners to promote Swan Hellenic when the
time is right for them.” 

The experience related by Bounas is
shared by his contemporaries. “Starting a
business that is fully remote was the most
difficult thing,” said Cole. “I didn’t meet a
couple of my new colleagues in person for

several months, so we had to get to know
each other over Zoom, which was
something different. As we all know, video
conferencing has been hugely beneficial
during the pandemic, but it does have
limitations, and for some meetings you just
can’t beat face-to-face.” 

Many team members have never
actually met in person. “We had two weeks
[working] as a team last year, then the office
closed till July,” said McQuaker. “Although
there were five of us, the team is now

eighteen. That’s thirteen people who were
recruited by Zoom.”

For a start-up, working with a dispersed
team has a major practical challenge, which
runs to the very core of cruise business.
“The most challenging bit about Zoom has
been with the itinerary planning,” McQuaker
told us. “The challenge with itinerary
planning is that we get out the big, old-
fashioned paper routing charts. They show
what the winds and currents are doing for
every month of the year, and every ocean.
To design the initial sets of itineraries, we
spread out these charts on the tables, which
is hard to convey on Zoom.”

Tonnage supply
The start-ups are also subject to other

external challenges which are beyond their
control. Shipyard delays due to various
lockdowns, for example, have been an
issue, but the fact that a start-up is more
agile by nature has helped, and so has the
fact that all of them are building small ships.
Havila Voyages, which has won a ten-year
public service contract from Norway’s
Ministry of Transportation to operate four
ships on the coastal voyage route, has
delayed the launch of its first two new ships,
Havila Castor and Havila Capella, from early
2021 to the summer. Both ships are under
construction at Turkey’s Tersan shipyard. 

“On the production side, we have
experienced delays due to shutdowns,
closed national borders, and challenges in
getting newbuild supplies from one country
to another as quickly as planned,” said Tor
Johan Pedersen, senior vice president,
sales and marketing. “But we are not alone
in that situation.”

Swan Hellenic has ordered three ice-
class hybrid vessels from Helsinki Shipyard.
So far, this company has been less affected

Alberto Aliberti, president, Atlas Ocean
Voyages.
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“We were able to establish a
communications plan that kept
us in the public eye because 
we only had positive news.”
Alberto Aliberti, president, 
Atlas Ocean Voyages.
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by shipyard delays. “We started the project
working with the Helsinki shipyard way
before the pandemic,” said Bounas.
“Building started at the end of 2019. The
fortunate thing for us is that our ships don’t
start sailing till November 2021.” Swan
Hellenic’s CEO, Andrea Zito, reiterated this
at last year’s International Cruise Summit in
Madrid, confirming the launch of the first
ship, Minerva, in London in early November
as planned, on schedule to cross the
Atlantic for a voyage to Antarctica to
coincide with the solar eclipse.

The start-ups also enjoy a number of
shipbuilding and design advantages and
flexibilities, especially in respect to the new
Covid-19-related health and sanitation
requirements. When a ship is still under
construction, the yard can be agile in
making adaptations to work with new Covid
protocols – where the existing cruise lines
have only the option of costly retrofits. “The
fact that we are building a new company in
the middle of a pandemic has given us the
opportunity to plan ahead and adapt to
meet the needs of post-Covid travellers, for
example fitting washbasins at the entrance
to onboard restaurants,” said Pedersen. 

Both Tradewind Voyages and Swan
Hellenic are working with medical expert
Vikand Solutions to enhance the health and
sanitation standards of their ships. “We

have to make some changes,” said Bounas.
“Our filtration system is now a higher spec.
All the air-conditioning plants, for example,
are UV-sanitised using the most advanced
technology.”

For Atlas Ocean, with a ship already
under construction, the timing worked. “Our
clients quickly assessed the fact that our
brand-new ship from the yard was designed
to exist in this environment,” said Aliberti.
“We were at a point in construction where
we could very easily adjust things like our
air-conditioning systems, our use of UV
technology, setting up our furniture patterns
to maximise [social] distancing for those
who wanted. Nothing was a retrofit.”

Brand building
Not all the challenges and opportunities

are pandemic-related. The start-ups are well
aware of other, more conventional issues
with a new cruise venture.

Painting a picture of a new brand can be
difficult when there is no history or existing
legacy. Swan Hellenic had a head start in
that it had acquired the database of the
original brand when it bought the rights to
use the name from G Adventures. “The
database hadn’t been used since 2017,”
said Bounas. “We’ve slowly started to
engage the audience. I’ve had some great
conversations with guests. Launching a
brand with a heritage like we have is a
challenge in itself, as you have to live up to
their expectations. 

“There was already a lot of brand affinity
in the UK market, but the US and German

markets are important to us too.” 
While Havila may be operating on

contract from the Norwegian government, it
nonetheless has to build a brand identity, as
it is now in direct competition with
Hurtigruten. “We are clear that we want to
differentiate ourselves from our competitors
in several areas,” said Pedersen. 

“We have brand-new ships with new
technology (LNG and battery) that will
provide significantly fewer emissions, but
also improve the customer experience by
allowing us to sail silently and emission-free,
for example into ports or in some of the
fjords our customers can experience along
the Norwegian coast. We have also
increased the size of the cabins, which we

James Cole, founder, Panache Cruises.Stuart McQuaker, CEO, Tradewind Voyages.
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Tradewind Voyages’ five-masted Golden Horizon.

“We’ve had to keep an eye on
our costs, knowing the right
time to go and which markets
are going to be bigger.”
Mario Bounas, VP marketing,
Swan Hellenic.
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know will be a strong selling point.”
Tradewind has gone out on a limb to

create a brand image that’s never been
done in the cruise industry. “Our philosophy
is that we use the winds and the currents to
follow the sun,” said McQuaker. “When I first
went and saw the ship, the owner had some
pretty standard ideas about seven-nighters
round the Med and the Caribbean. It was so
obvious that this was a really high-quality
good replica of a proper clipper ship. It
really had to be used for sailing. If you start
and finish in the same port on a tall ship, by
definition 50 per cent of the time you’re not
sailing. The concept I came up with was that
we would use the winds and the currents.”
This does mean, however, that the cruise

line is going to have to find customers
attracted to long sea voyages.

Social media has been an invaluable
brand-building tool during the pause in
leisure travel. “We have invested in
Facebook, which fits well with the
demographic of our end users,” said
Bounas. “It’s been a great way to show
some of our cruises. ‘See What Others
Don’t’ is one of our brand pillars.” 

Tradewind too has been active on
Facebook, using video footage of the ship
during its recent sea trials and
commissioning a rousing theme tune that
will be associated with the brand. “We’ve
had no difficulty in getting people
enthused,” said McQuaker. “But we’ve been
really careful not in any way to capitalise on
the previous company’s story. From day
one, we have never mentioned it. We want
to be seen as our own thing.” 

Other enterprises
There have been a number of other new

start-up brands and strategic tonnage
acquisitions in recent months; their fate
remains unclear. Indian operator Cordelia
Cruises snapped up Royal Caribbean’s
Empress of the Seas in December 2020.
The ship has been rebranded and renamed
Empress and will offer cruises for the Indian
market, positioned, somewhat questionably,
as “India’s first premium cruise liner”.

Forsee Cruises bought Sea Princess
from Princess Cruises in September 2020 to
offer cruises to the Chinese market,
renaming it MS Charming, but little is known

about further plans for the ship.
The biggest shopping sprees has been

carried out by Seajets’ Marios Iliopoulos,
who has acquired the defunct CMV’s
Magellan and Columbus, as well as Carnival
Corporation & plc’s Pacific Aria, Veendam,
Maasdam, and Oceana. While Oceana and
the two Holland America Line vessels have
been renamed, no announcement has been
made about their future. Iliopoulos is
keeping his cards close to his chest. What
we do know is that one of his ships,
Magellan, has just ended up in an Indian
scrapyard.

More vocal is Selectum Blu Cruises, part
of Turkish travel giant Anex Tour, which has
bought the former Saga Sapphire from Saga
Cruises, renaming it Blue Sapphire and
targeting markets from Eastern Europe,
Ukraine, and Kazakhstan. The ship will
homeport in Antalya and Marmaris, sailing
in the Eastern Mediterranean from May
2021. As CEO Necdet Ucarlar points out,
the target market consists of 300 million
people. 

Pandemic or no pandemic, there is
potential out there for those who are
prepared to take the risk.

Mario Bounas, VP marketing, Swan Hellenic.
Tor Johan Pedersen, SVP sales and
marketing, Havila Voyages.
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SH Minerva and SH Vega are being built in Helsinki
Shipyard, Finland, with polar ice-class technology. 

“On the production side, we
have experienced delays due 
to shutdowns, closed national
borders, and challenges in
getting newbuild supplies 
from one country to another 
as quickly as planned.” 
Tor Johan Pedersen, SVP sales
and marketing, Havila Voyages.


