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COLLABORATION AND INNOVATION:
AN INTERVIEW WITH

PIERFRANCESCO VAGO
BY AARON SAUNDERS

W

ith the cruise industry on the cusp of restarting
around the world as this issue of CruiseTimes
goes to press, never before have the stakes
been higher for cruise operators of all shapes
and sizes to outperform expectations, at both
consumer and corporate level.
Few are dialled in to the situation like Pierfrancesco Vago. The
executive chairman of MSC Cruises was appointed as the new
global chairman of the Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA)
in January 2021 and has jumped headlong into his new role.
Vago is no stranger to making difficult decisions or leading
decisively. As the CEO of MSC Cruises from 2003 to 2013, Vago
oversaw the line’s transition from fledgling European operator to

international powerhouse thanks to an ambitious newbuild campaign
that saw 12 new vessels enter the fleet and passenger growth rise
more than 800%.
Now, with the pandemic situation beginning to allow for a
meaningful restart of global cruise travel, Vago sat down with
CruiseTimes for a look at the state of the industry, the challenges
ahead at CLIA, and MSC’s early successful restart of operations in
Europe.
CruiseTimes: What is the primary takeaway from this
pandemic and its impacts on the global cruise industry? How
will Covid-19 change the way the industry innovates going
forward?
Vago: From the outset of the pandemic, the global cruise
industry has recognised the importance of collaboration with
governments, health authorities, ports, medical experts, and
scientists. In particular, the input we have sought from the medical
community has been central to how we have responded to the
pandemic, and to the development of our enhanced health
protocols. That our protocols have since proven effective is
testament to this collaborative approach, which was adopted by the
entire cruise community.
On the question of innovation, I believe that the cruise sector is
truly one of the most innovative industries in the world – cruise lines
are constantly looking ahead and exploring the development of new
technologies, products, and services. Our response to the pandemic
has been no different. We have identified new solutions, from
ventilation systems to the use of digital to facilitate social distancing
on board. Innovation was part of our industry’s DNA before the
pandemic and will continue to be so as we emerge from this crisis
and look to future horizons.
CT: What steps is CLIA continuing to take as the global
cruise industry seeks to restart?
Vago: CLIA works closely with governments, health authorities,
and ports around the world to support a safe, responsible
resumption of cruising. Furthermore, we consider it to be important
to maintain this stakeholder dialogue even in regions where cruising
has already resumed.
In 2020, CLIA member lines adopted a Member Policy for
Mitigation of Covid-19. CLIA has been sharing this member policy
with relevant authorities around the globe to support national plans
for resumption. Our member policy has been well received by
governments and recognised for its robust, multilayered approach to
health and safety.
CT: Some would argue the member policy hasn’t been
enough. Is the limited resumption of cruise in Italy, the UK, etc.
having any effect on other global governments in terms of being
allowed to sail again? What are the largest hurdles facing cruise
in Canada and the United States?
Vago: The successful resumption of cruising in Europe and parts
of Asia has demonstrated to the world the effectiveness of our
protocols. Since July 2020, approximately 400,000 people have
sailed in Europe, the South Pacific, and parts of Asia on voyages
using these enhanced measures. During this period, the incidence
rate of Covid-19 on board cruise ships is far lower than practically
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any other setting. Any incidents that have arisen have been dealt with
efficiently and in a manner that mitigates spread without additional
burden on governments, communities, or health care systems.
Unfortunately, in the United States – the largest cruise market –
cruise continues to be the only sector of the US economy that
remains expressly prohibited from operating by the federal
government. Restarting the cruise industry in the US and Canada will
put hundreds of thousands of people back to work and further
support the economic recovery from the pandemic.
CT: Communications from CLIA have, at many times during
the pandemic, been sparse or non-existent. What would you say
to industry stakeholders who feel that CLIA has not been strong
enough in advocating on their behalf during this pandemic and
its associated shutdown?
Vago: The cruise industry has been proactive in its response –
the shutdown was, in fact, a voluntary suspension by CLIA oceancruise members. We were the first industry to do so. Ours was also
the first industry to mandate 100% testing for passengers and crew.
In Europe, CLIA coordinated input to the guidance produced by
the EU Healthy Gateways and European Maritime Safety Agency
guidance for restarting cruise, published in 2020. This guidance
subsequently informed protocols developed by national
governments, opening the way for cruise to resume in parts of
Europe last summer.
In the United States, CLIA recently launched the Ready, Set, Sail
campaign to urge the CDC and the Biden administration to prioritise
a return to sailing from US ports. Since the launch of the campaign,
we have generated over 130,000 messages to Congress from more
than 40,000 people and received the public support of over 140
officials, business leaders, and organisations across the country. As
a result, we have seen a spirit of cooperation on the part of the CDC
to restore the cruise industry to operating status by this summer.
With the success of the campaign in the US, we have launched
the Ready, Set, Sail campaign in Australia, which has generated over
22,000 messages to local MPs and key ministers, highlighting the
impact the cruise suspension has had on thousands of Australian
businesses and workers.
Every step of the way, CLIA has communicated directly with our
members, partners, and industry stakeholders, as well as regional
and local authorities and political and community representatives,
keeping them apprised of developments, and providing them with
facts and updates.
CT: Why should cruisers, travel agents, and stakeholders be
excited about the post-Covid future? What does 2022 and 2023
hold for the industry?
Vago: Simply put, cruising is the best way to experience the
world, providing unforgettable travel experiences. The demand is
there, as CLIA data tells us that 81% of cruisers intend to cruise
within the next two years. We always anticipated a gradual, phased
return to service, and we are all navigating towards the same goal: a
responsible return to full service. Personally, I am of the view that we
can expect to see pre-crisis booking levels of 2019 return by 2022 to
2023.
CT: The pandemic has seen older tonnage head to the
breakers, while capacities on existing vessels may be limited by
local government authorities. Will this make it harder, in the short
term, for consumers to secure a berth? Should they be booking
now for 2022 and beyond?
Vago: I would say that consumers can feel assured by the agility
of the industry to anticipate and adapt to changing consumer needs
and identify new routes. While the industry recycled or retired ships
in 2020, there are also 20 new ships projected to debut this year.
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CT: Is CLIA offering up a different approach for local
governments in advocating the restart of smaller ship expedition
and river cruises?
Vago: CLIA is the only association that brings together ocean
cruise lines and river cruise operators with travel agents and the
wider cruise community. We facilitate sharing of learnings and best
practices, which has been invaluable, particularly during this
challenging period.
It should be noted that river cruise operators sail solely in internal
waters under the jurisdiction of various countries and localities,
rather than in international waters. Consequently, river cruise
operators are subject to local and national laws and can fall under
multiple different authorities during a single cruise.
CT: How will the global cruising landscape change as a
result of this pandemic? Will new homeports and diverse
itineraries become more important?
Vago: The diversity and choice of itineraries offered by cruise
lines has always been one of our industry’s strengths. Our agility in
the face of changing consumer landscapes and trends is a core part
of our sector’s resilience and one reason why we should be
confident that the industry will emerge stronger from this pandemic.
What is happening now in the UK and Greece is illustrative of this
versatility. In the UK, 12 cruise lines are now offering round-Britain
cruises this summer – more than before the pandemic. In Greece,
meanwhile, more than 20 cruise lines are currently scheduled to set
sail on cruises this year, with calls at 45 ports in total. Interestingly, at
least 15 of these cruise lines will homeport in Greece.
CT: Do you think this event has brought the industry as a
whole closer together? Could we see more collaboration among
competing brands in the future than we have in the past?
Vago: Yes, I believe that the industry has been brought closer
together by this world crisis. In fact, it has been striking how closely
our sector has collaborated when you consider the immense
pressure which our entire community has been under during this
period. Cruise lines, city and port authorities, cruise terminal
operators, ship agents, tourism authorities – we have all worked
together with open minds and a can-do spirit to overcome the
challenges wrought by this pandemic. I truly believe that the industry
has benefited as a result, and that we will continue to see more
collaboration on industry-wide issues in future.
CT: Do you think the cruise business model will be
fundamentally changed by the pandemic, or will it be business
as usual after the crisis?
Vago: We have redefined the cruise experience while retaining
the essence of what makes a cruise unique. As we look to the future,
I believe that our industry will form part of a green recovery. Despite
the challenges of the pandemic, we have remained committed to
pursuing resources and funding to identify new, alternative fuel
sources and advanced environmental technologies that can help to
drive the green economy.
We drive innovation in advanced environmental technologies
through massive investment, operational experience, and know-how,
in cooperation with scientists, engine manufacturers and shipyards.
We have already invested more than $23.5 billion in ships with new
technologies and cleaner fuels to reduce air emissions and achieve
greater energy efficiencies.
CT: What would your parting advice to readers be?
Vago: Any industry that is comfortable with a “business as
usual” attitude is missing an opportunity. It is important to keep
learning and to keep challenging the status quo. The cruise industry
has a record of reinvention, and this is why we will overcome today’s
challenges and can look ahead with optimism.
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