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Business SHOREX CHALLENGES

BY SUSAN PARKER

O
ne word that springs to
mind when talking with
various shore excursion
operators is “nimble”.
From buses to bubbles,

from victuals to venues, there are many
different guidelines and protocols that have
to be modified and followed. Indeed, Niamh
McCarthy, managing director of Excursions
Ireland, jokingly said her company was on
version 200 of its protocols, which was
probably not far from the truth. In practice,
“nimble” does not adequately describe the
status quo; the words “complex” and
“difficult” ought to be added.

Complicated situation
In reality, many more uneasy adjectives

can be used to describe the current
situation with cruise resumption. All of them
suggest a difficult and challenging road
ahead. “In my opinion, it’s the uncertainty
and volatility of the situation that has proved
particularly challenging, as what seems to
work now may not necessarily be the case
the following day,” said Ramon Hurtado,
transformation & global operations strategy
manager, Intercruises Shoreside and Port
Services (Intercruises), succinctly summing
up the situation. 

Understandably, an earliest possible
resumption is the strongest desire of all
stakeholders of the sector at present.
Unfortunately, they are faced with obstinate
obstacles that either prevent or hinder their
progress. “From a cruise line perspective,
they are willing to start,” said Michael
Stankiewicz, COO of Baltic Gateway Group.
“But in many ways their and our hands are
tied by the various regulations of the
different countries. Right now, it is a waiting
game for the [infection] numbers to become
low enough to open up. Everyone is
prepared for a return to service, but until we
get the green light there is only so much we
can do.”

Everywhere the sector faces difficulties
on account of new safety measures. Like all
other formerly popular destinations, St

Petersburg in Russia, for example, is under
severe restrictions. The Hermitage now only
allows groups of up to 20 (during stricter
restrictions it was groups of five) until 12
February 2020) to visit at specific time slots,
drastically reducing the volume of visitors.
This means that the daily total to this iconic
attraction is now equivalent to only about
30% of what one tour company, Arctur
Travel, used to send each day during the
season. 

Efforts are being made to ameliorate the
situation. “The programming process
continues, but in every communication our
policy now is that, while we are still
negotiating, we cannot confirm anything,”
said Helen Malchenok, general director,
Arctur Travel. 

There is, however, a hidden benefit for
those visiting, and that is the reduced
crowds of visitors, making this museum-
piece of a city ideal for socially distanced
walking tours.

Speaking of numbers, the industry faces
another complex situation here: the
additional operational requirements to
comply with new safety protocols. Sam
Mifsud, managing director of SMS Travel &
Tourism (SMS), pointed out that in Malta, for
instance, the maximum number in a shore
excursion group had been reduced from 25
to 16, then to 10, and finally to 6. What this
meant for the likes of SMS and MSC Cruises
was that there could still be 24 in a bus (at
50% capacity) with one tour guide, but four
escort guides had to be added to keep

Slow but Shore 
– shore excursion operators on difficult 

and complicated cruise resumption

Shore excursion operators are preparing 
for a slow but steady resumption of
cruising. Like everything else with this
pandemic, it is proving to be an arduous
journey and has multiple implications.

Bryggen in Bergen, Norway. Photo: DMC Nordic
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passengers in groups of six once they are in
town. 

To make the situation even more
complicated, every supplier in the shore
excursion chain and every cruise line has its
own set of guidelines, not to mention every
port and every destination. Flexibility is
therefore paramount. It is a huge jigsaw
puzzle, with the pieces having to be slotted
together in order to provide as smooth an
experience for the passengers as possible. 

Imagine also that those jigsaw pieces
keep changing. It is a lot of hard work, but
everyone seems to be up for the challenge,
provided the ships get back on the water in
time to keep the businesses afloat.

Feverish efforts
Even with the sector in its current

dormant state, so much work is taking place
behind closed doors. The simple fact is that
everyone wants to get the business back up
and running as safely and as soon as
possible. “Everyone is joining ranks in the
face of the common enemy,” said
Stankiewicz. For an industry that has
traditionally worked together fairly well, it
seems that the pandemic has brought it
even closer.

Of the eight shore excursion operators
that CruiseTimes spoke to, two of them,
Intercruises and SMS, were more fortunate
in that they had been able to operate
because of a small number of cruise calls
during 2020 under a new and rigorous
hygiene regime. The remaining six were by
no means idle, as they constantly revised
guidelines and prepared programmes. 

The new health and sanitation regime is
obsessive and demanding. SMS has been
working successfully with MSC Cruises on
providing exclusive “bubble” shore
excursions in Valletta and Rome for about
six months now. This means that each
morning anyone who is going to spend

Arthur Kordt, managing director
and owner, European Cruise
Service.
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Helen Malchenok, general
director, Arctur Travel.
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Michael Stankiewicz, COO, Baltic
Gateway Group.
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Jens Elers, chairman and owner,
DMC Nordic.
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European Cruise Service ECO shuttle bus. Photo: European Cruise Service

Frederiksborg Castle Garden, Denmark. Photo: DMC Nordic
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more than 15 minutes with the tourists that
day, for example, has to be swabbed.
Thereafter they cannot step outside the
bubble even briefly, under any
circumstance. 

Many efforts can be futile and their
results disheartening. Some companies,
such as Excursions Ltd and Excursions
Ireland, spend weeks putting together a
programme, only for it to be pulled at the
last minute because of operational issues.
“We worked feverishly with two cruise lines
on a Round Britain series to start at the end
of the summer [2020],” said Rupert
Woodard, managing director, Excursions
Ltd. This was no easy matter against a
backdrop of everything being closed and
phones going unanswered. Of course, the
circumstances did not allow significant
cruise resumption in the summer. All the
hard work came to nothing.

Wider implications
Amidst all the mostly inwardly focused

hard work, there are other broader, equally
important considerations. “I am anxious
about our supply chain. It is a confusing
picture of what will still be here when the
doors open,” said Woodard. If the supply
chain is in disarray, the resumption could be

derailed, or at least severely disrupted.
Aside from the community of cruise,

there are the communities visited. Never
before has their part in the equation been
quite so key, and sadly there are those who
are very reluctant to have passengers
disembarking. Arthur Kordt, managing

director and owner of European Cruise
Services, explained how Hurtigruten’s failed
re-entry into Norway last summer had
negatively impacted many Norwegians’
willingness to see the ships return. “Ships
and cruising and corona[virus] in Norway,
everyone lost faith in them. So this makes it

Guinness Storehouse, Dublin, Ireland. © Enda Cavanagh for Diageo
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more difficult when we reopen,” he told us.
But, as DMC Nordic’s chairman and

owner, Jens Elers, was keen to point out,
this was a problem that cut two ways. “It is
as much a matter of protecting the cruise
passengers as it is about protecting the
local population,” he said, highlighting the
cruise lines’ rigorous attention to health and
safety. “I know many communities see
cruise ships as corona[virus] bombs, which
is wrong. Cruising is probably the safest
location form in the world today.” 

Stankiewicz believed the crisis had
provided a unique opportunity to assess the
true value of cruise business to the
destinations. This could serve the industry
well in the long run. “Now finally destinations
are seeing how much money is spent,” he
said. “You don’t know what you have until
you lose it. From the feedback we have
received, they really want the cruise ships to
return, because they can see the positive
economic impact made on the
communities.”

The safety of the passengers, crew and
the communities visited was at the heart of
all that is being done to get this industry
back up and running. No one was in any
doubt about this, and everyone that
CruiseTimes spoke to was going the extra
mile, both operationally and financially, to
make this happen.

Cost conflicts 
The implications are endless and

numerous. Inevitably, for commercial
operations, the age-old subject of cost and
price will emerge persistently as a major
concern. Cruise lines are likely to be asking
for reduced port and service tariffs, while
attractions, restaurants, and so on will need
to increase prices. “We are starting to get a
view of a nasty pinch point, as the shore
excursion operators will be in the middle,”
said Woodard. 

Niamh McCarthy, managing
director, Excursions Ireland.
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Ramon Hurtado, transformation 
& global operations strategy
manager, Intercruises Shoreside 
& Port Services.
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Sam Mifsud, managing director,
SMS Travel & Tourism.
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Rupert Woodard, managing
director, Excursions Ltd.
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Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, Russia. Photo: Arctur Travel

The Saluting Battery in Valletta, Malta, overlooking Fort St Angelo and the rest of the
Grand Harbour. Photo: SMS International Shore Operations Ltd
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This should not come as a surprise –
there have been ample warnings. Factors
such as additional safety measures and
guest number restrictions will generally lead
to higher break-even points for all parties
concerned. A general cost rise is
unavoidable and will be borne by all parties.
“Everybody has already had to assume
some sort of ‘unexpected’ cost,” said
Hurtado. “Once we get to some form of
normality, there will certainly be a need to sit
down and revisit these costs further.”
Diplomacy and negotiation will win the day
and serve the interests of everyone.

Some have already taken on this new
cost burden. Indeed, there is a general
willingness to take it on board. “We were
glad to have the business, so we all took
some costs on. We all know that these are
things we are doing for Covid,” said Mifsud.

But there are those who see the cost
issue as a potential conflict flashpoint
between cruise lines and shore-side service
providers. “I don’t expect the cost and price
battle to be over,” said Kordt. “We have now
more than ever a feeling of being in the
same boat, but it will be ‘take some, give
some’.” 

It is important to remember that the cost
conflict had always been an issue before
the pandemic; it may now be amplified. All
parties will have to live with the issue and
make efforts to moderate the heat in the
interest of the industry as a whole.

A cost obligation that cannot be met by
some companies, which have had to cut
back staff even with furlough programmes
in place, is putting down deposits, for
example, on five-star hotels when there is so
much uncertainty around. “Ultimately, I don’t
think we can ask our suppliers to give pre-
Covid rates,” said McCarthy. “My biggest
concern is how much cost cutting there will
be. It is a case of having an understanding
and then maybe a five-year plan to help with
the recovery.”

Unique perspective
Despite all the obstacles, restrictions,

and constantly changing circumstances,
there are now hopeful signs that the industry
is turning the corner. The general view is that
there will be a summer season of limited
sailing. June seems to be the month most
focused on. A universal hope is that the
increase in vaccinations is the vital part of
the jigsaw puzzle that has been missing.

Shore excursion operators and their
suppliers are now at the starting blocks and
raring to go. “We will do whatever we have
to in order to get back up and running,” said
McCarthy. “We are planning for the worst-

case scenario. Should things ease, it will be
a bonus for us. The cruise lines need us on
the ground fighting for the ships to return.” 

Indeed, shore excursion operators are
key to cruise resumption in more ways than
one. Because of their position in the cruise
industry and the nature of their business,
they often have a unique perspective when
it comes to the relationship between the
government and the industry.

The shore excursion operators have
demonstrated their worth and
indispensability throughout the prevailing
crisis. Aside from working tirelessly in
developing new procedures and protocols

with the view to cruise resumption, they
have asked governments and authorities to
ease restrictions by presenting convincing
arguments and liaising with shore-side
suppliers. They act as the crucial link
between the sea and the shore in this
amphibious industry.

“I think one of the stronger arguments to
our authorities to reopen is that cruise
passengers are being moved around in a
bubble,” said Elers. “I think the industry has
been very creative and responsible to
reopen, and now it is up to governments
around the world to appreciate and reward
them for that.”

Titanic Visitor Centre, Belfast, Northern Ireland.

Øvre-Eide Farm, 5 minutes from Bergen city centre, Norway. Photo: DMC Nordic


