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W
ith the global
pandemic continuing
to inflict untold harm
on the travel and
hospitality industry, in

the cruise sector the race is on to innovate.
While health and safety protocols may be
garnering the most obvious attention at this
time, other developments, such as those in
ocean–river hybrid cruise products, continue
to change and challenge the way
passengers and industry partners view the
traditional cruise vacation. 

For the last two decades, being bigger
has always been regarded as better. Ships
with increasingly large berth counts were
seen as a financial panacea, an exercise in
prudent economies of scale. Passengers –
particularly in the emergent “new to cruise”
demographic – flocked to the floating
behemoths, attracted by the promise of
countless dining options, bars,
entertainment venues, and increasingly
elaborate attractions like bumper cars,
climbing walls, and even the world’s first
roller coaster at sea.

Small ship operators, meanwhile, have
been quietly doing what they’ve always
done: operating port-rich itineraries that
focus on unusual or unique destinations,
overnight stays, and scenic cruising
opportunities. They offer variety rather than
the formulaic, self-contained mass-market
fare.

In 2019, these operators would have
been described variously as small, niche, or
boutique. Now, as it becomes obvious that
2021 will see a continuation of the turbulent
times, operators with fleets of smaller ships
and unique itineraries are experiencing an
uptick in demand as cruisers look to change
the style in which they sail, experience
bucket-list destinations, or both. 

Coming out of the shadows cast by the
big ships, small and niche operators may
have received much-needed impetus and
focus from the pandemic. “Over the last
thirty years we’ve seen everything in this
industry just getting bigger and bigger, to
the extent the ships are now destinations
themselves,” said Emilio Freeman, vice
president for destinations and revenue
management, SeaDream Yacht Club. “I
believe this will not be so much the case
anymore. There is a tremendous opportunity
for us now. This is the direction the industry
is heading.”

As well as being able to reach more
destinations, small ship operators are more
versatile and innovative in their product

offering. One of the most unique and
understated trends in the industry is that
small ocean-going ships are capable of
operating cruises along some of the world’s
most storied rivers. 

The hybrid 
Smaller sea-going vessels that can

navigate inland waterways are nothing new.
Legions of cruise ships transit the Amazon
River each year, which is not as an
impressive a feat as, say, sailing the narrow
Kiel Canal, transiting the Seine, or cruising
up the Garonne to Bordeaux. Marketing
them as a unique, close-to-land feature is
now an increasingly emerging trend. Several
UK-based lines are leading the way.

One of the leaders in hybrid ocean–river
itineraries is the Ipswich-based Fred. Olsen
Cruises. The line has been quietly offering
unique itineraries for years, from mystery
cruises where the ports of call are unknown
to passengers at the time of booking, to
sailings that offer unique opportunities. At
the time of writing, Fred. Olsen just
announced that it would once again send its

924-passenger Braemar on its second
transit of the Corinth Canal in 2022. This is
the largest passenger ship ever to do so. 

The Fred. Olsen fleet is, from a raw size
perspective, small enough to transit several
waterways thanks to Braemar and its slightly
larger running mate, Balmoral. Both vessels
can transit the narrow Kiel Canal, and both
regularly offer cruises to some uncommon
places.

Balmoral also sails right up the River
Seine to the French city of Rouen. Many
river ships operating on the Seine out of
Paris typically go as far west as Rouen.
Fred. Olsen usually pairs calls on the city
known for the downfall of Joan of Arc with
stops in other Western European ports of
call, such as Antwerp and Amsterdam.
Immediately, one can see a unique
advantage of smaller ocean-going cruise
vessels in offering products that fill a gap in
the market, a feat which neither large cruise
ships nor large river cruise vessels can
accomplish.

Innovative itineraries and unusual ports
of call or events are part and parcel of Fred.
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Where ocean and 
river cruises find their
match – the quietly
expanding hybrid
cruise market segment 
Fred. Olsen’s Braemar in the Kiel Canal. Braemar and fleetmate
Balmoral can transit narrow rivers and waterways, including the
Seine in northern France and the Garonne near Bordeaux.
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Olsen’s offering. The line remains hugely
proud of its successful (and record-setting)
transit of the Corinth Canal. “Our world
record is something of which we, as a
company, feel immensely proud and is a
huge milestone in our history, generating
media interest worldwide,” said Jackie
Martin, marketing and sales director at Fred.
Olsen Cruise Lines.

Being able to offer a river–ocean hybrid
itinerary has been one of the reasons for
Fred. Olsen’s success in a crowded
marketplace. Of course, with any unique
itinerary come higher per diems: Braemar’s
2022 Corinth Canal transit, as of early March
2021, started at just under £5,000 per
person. Under normal circumstances, Fred.
Olsen would have no shortage of interest
even at this price level.

For Fred. Olsen, the key to its itineraries,
whether transiting a land-based waterway or
sailing the open seas, is diversity and its
ability to constantly push the boundaries by
offering hybrid cruise products. “On board
our elegant, smaller ship Balmoral, guests
will be able to sail down the Seine, seek out
the Northern Lights, chase the sun in
Madeira and the Canaries, or visit German
Christmas markets for a bit of festive
shopping,” said Clare Ward, director of
product and service for Fred. Olsen,
remarking on the ship’s 2022 sailings.  

The UK-based Saga Cruises, which
caters to the over-50 set aboard its two
purpose-built new vessels, also offers
sailings that transit some of Europe’s most
storied waterways. The 999-passenger Spirit

of Discovery offers voyages that sail right up
the Garonne to Bordeaux in France’s famed
wine-producing region. Plenty of river cruise
ships operate this route, but vessels that
can transit the Garonne from the Atlantic
Ocean are typically limited to smaller, more
luxury-oriented vessels. 

Saga takes advantage of the
opportunity, with most sailings calling on
Bordeaux spending two full days in the
revitalised city. 

Other small-ship operators, including
Azamara, Oceania, and Silversea, routinely
sail up the Garonne to Bordeaux. Rouen, on
the other hand, sees only a few calls, with
voyages on the books from German leisure
brand AIDA, a single call from Seabourn,
and a few calls from contemporary sailing
brand Windstar. 

Sailing up narrow rivers with oceangoing
vessels also brings about a prestige factor
valued by luxury travel passengers: the
ability to do something very few are able to.

Ultra-luxury line Silversea makes a point

of sailing its smallest vessels, Silver Cloud
and Silver Wind, up the River Thames a few
times a year on its British Isles and Northern
European itineraries. Both vessels can fit
underneath London’s iconic Tower Bridge
and moor next to HMS Belfast in the Upper
Pool. The arrival of one or both vessels –
typically during the summer months – is a
major attraction for passengers and
onlookers alike, and frequently attracts a lot
of free publicity as local newspapers and
websites cover the event. 

It is clear that there is a whole niche
market straddling the rivers and the ocean
that can only be accessed by a specific
class of ocean-going cruise vessels, and
their operators have been able to capitalise
on it to the very limit. There are strong
indicators suggesting that in the post-
pandemic world this niche will be among
the fastest-growing segments of the cruise
industry. There is a whole fleet of small,
expedition cruise ships coming off the
production line, all of them capable of this
hybrid offering. They will reinforce and
revitalise this segment of the cruise
business. 

These ships have other advantages,
too, in the “new normal” operating
environment. “Small ships are going to be in
a better position compared to larger ships,”
said Niels-Erik Lund, president and CEO,
SunStone Ships. “We have more space on
board for each passenger to distance
themselves from one another.”

At the moment, at least, it is the small-
ship segment of the cruise business that is

One of the most unique and
understated trends in the
industry is that small ocean-
going ships are capable of
operating cruises along some of
the world’s most storied rivers. 

Fred. Olsen’s Braemar is capable of transiting the Corinth Canal. The line is able to charge higher per diems for this once-in-a-lifetime feat.
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most attractive to investors. We have seen
private equity interest acquiring Azamara
from Royal Caribbean Group, and the new
owners are expanding the fleet. Major
players in this segment, such as Ponant,
Viking Cruises, SunStone Ships, The Ritz-
Carlton Yacht Collection, and Mystic
Cruises, are all busy building ships that can
serve this niche. Future expansion of hybrid
cruise market is inevitable.

The demand
As cruising recovers, these one-of-a-

kind, bucket-list experiences may well drive
bookings into the future. As a whole, the
cruise industry could be in the midst of an
unprecedented period where the seven-
night Eastern Caribbean itinerary no longer
reigns, deferring instead to longer itineraries
visiting more out-of-the-way ports of call,
including journeys down some of the
world’s most remote waterways.

Consider the example set by Oceania’s
2023 World Cruise. A 180-day adventure
departing aboard Oceania Insignia, it sold
out completely in just a single day. What’s
more, Oceania noted that approximately 20
per cent of guests booking its 2023 World
Cruise had opted to extend their voyage to
the maximum sailing length of 218 days.

“The quick uptake from our loyal repeat
guests and new first-time guests alike
underscores the tremendous pent-up
demand for immersive, destination-focused
cruises and the strong allure of our
acclaimed small-ship experience that
features the finest cuisine at sea and an

unmatched reputation for service from our
warm and welcoming staff,” said Bob
Binder, president and CEO of Oceania
Cruises. “Despite the challenges the world
faces today, travellers are clearly bullish on
the future and are embracing these new
opportunities to travel the world and create
lifelong memories.”

The hybrid market ticks all the boxes of
this emerging trend in the new reality of
cruising: it is an immersive, destination-
focused, and small-ship experience. Hybrid
could be the answer to meeting the demand
of tomorrow, as it may be just what the most
discerning cruise travellers are looking for.

Pushing frontiers
While the Covid-19 pandemic may have

accelerated consumer habits when it comes
to booking longer, more expensive, and
more niche itineraries, several lines had
already begun to lay the groundwork for
these diverse sailings.

Viking Cruises is no stranger to the river
cruise business. Its Longships are among
the most numerous vessels on the rivers of
Europe. In 2015, the company got into the
ocean cruising game with its mid-sized
Viking Star and subsequent sister vessels.
In early 2022, it will debut a new series of
expedition vessels capable of transiting
areas even off-limits to its existing, already
diverse fleet. 

The 203-metre Viking Octantis and
Viking Polaris will primarily operate in
Antarctica and the Arctic. They will also
embark on some journeys through North

America’s Great Lakes, including sailings up
the St Lawrence River from New York City to
Toronto, Canada.

Voyages up the St Lawrence can be
accomplished by most vessels, but the
largest can only reach as far east as
Quebec City. Smaller ships can sail further
east to Montreal, but most are restricted
from transiting into the Great Lakes by either
length, width, or draught, with just 8.2
metres of water depth available past
Montreal.

Thanks to their nimble dimensions,
Viking’s expedition vessels solve that
problem, allowing the line to offer true St
Lawrence River cruises, coupled with Great
Lakes sailings. Both vessels can also transit
the narrow Welland Canal that separates
Lake Ontario from Lake Erie. Ships
transiting the canal should be no longer
than 225.6 metres and no wider than 23.8
metres.

With itinerary planning now presenting a
greater logistical challenge than ever before,
lines will be looking to maximise
destinations and craft increasingly
innovative port calls and transits in order to
get maximum value for each sailing as the
industry looks to come out of the global
pandemic. 

As they continue to push frontiers and
seek out new destinations, innovative niche
operators with fleets of small, flexible
vessels that can be deployed to bucket-list
rivers and waterways around the world, from
the Seine to the St Lawrence, could find
themselves at the head of that recovery. 

Silversea routinely sends its Silver Wind (pictured) and Silver Cloud up the River Thames
to dock in the heart of London, including a dramatic sail away under Tower Bridge.
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