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A
lot has happened in the last few months, both on the
development protocols and on Covid-19-related
technologies. They have improved the toolkits of
cruise lines and ports for minimising infection risks
and making passenger operations safer. Cruise

restart is now a reality in the USA, Europe, and Asia. Every month,
more ships are preparing to set sail once again. The entire operation
is supported by a new set of guidelines, protocols, and advanced
medical and sanitisation technologies and equipment.

In July, more than 140 ships from 50 different lines were in
operation worldwide. Together, they represented more than 180,000
lower berths at full occupancy, but in the interest of safety the ships
were operating at a maximum 50% capacity. This is expected to
increase in the next few months, reaching 80%–85% capacity. 

As the number of vaccinations increases, so will the demand for
cruising – especially now, when the protocols have been proven to
work. Considering the number of newbuilds coming on stream in
2020–22, the number of ships being scrapped, and the increased
demand for 2022 cruises, full cruise comeback is closer than
previously believed; it could happen as early as 2023. The speed of
development will depend, at least in part, on the efficacies of the
protocols and technologies in application.

Upon resumption, cruise lines’ operation methods depend on

the nature of the source market, the flag-state requirements, the level
of vaccinations of crew and passengers, and national and regional
cruise protocols. Travel restrictions and quarantine rules are also
considered for both ends of the voyage. Cruise lines take all these
factors into account when making decisions on how they will
operate.

The Covid-19 protocols are both overarching and specific.
Currently, there are two different methods of operation dominating
the restart: the “bubble” and the “green” approaches. 

The bubble approach denotes an operation which carries both
vaccinated and unvaccinated passengers on the same vessel.
These itineraries are strictly controlled by the cruise lines. All
excursions, for example, are organised from the ship; no one is
allowed ashore unaccompanied by an authorised guide or
supervisor. 

The green method decrees that the ship will only carry fully
vaccinated crew and passengers; the operation will follow the
protocols of each port and country visited. In this case, passengers
and crew can go ashore (free flow) and spend time at each
destination unaccompanied. 

Further discussions are taking place among countries, ports,
local health authorities, and cruise lines aimed at offering more
incentives to those fully vaccinated passengers travelling on bubble
cruises. Incentives being considered include free Covid-19 insurance
and being allowed to visit the destination on “free flow” despite the

KEY ROLES OF PROTOCOLS AND
INNOVATIVE TECHNOLOGIES

IN CRUISE RESTART
The long-awaited cruise resumption has finally started. Most key aspects of the
passenger and crew operations are supported by new protocols and innovative
technologies, which are constantly being advanced and will remain in place for some
time to come. They have become indispensable new components of the industry.
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bubble rule.
In all cases, a specific process is followed before, during, and

after embarkation, including a pre-boarding screening, temperature
measuring, and Covid-19 testing. In addition, each port must
develop and agree its Covid-19 emergency plan with all local
authorities involved and decide what procedure to follow.

With safety and containment being paramount, cruise
resumption is clearly a complicated and costly exercise. The new
protocols and procedures are supported by innovative technologies
developed specifically to prevent and contain viral infections,
especially on board passenger ships.

Efficacious solutions 
Although major strides have been taken in

recent months towards protocol
development and finding acceptable
technological solutions to combat the
potential spread of Covid-19 infections
on board passenger ships and ashore,
much still remains to be done. 

It can be said that the specialised
Covid-19-related technologies are still
in their infancy. More testing and data-
gathering are being carried out. Cruise
lines have partnered with specialist
technology companies in this endeavour.
Several reliable solutions have been
developed and applied.

There are many aspects and a multitude of
details to consider when rolling out Covid-19 protocols or
advancing technological solutions to combat the pandemic. The
security of interoperability between the port and ship operations, for
example, is an aspect that must be considered and closely
scrutinised. This is important because, in the new era of cruising,
positive viral infections would occur, but the appropriate protocols,
procedures, and technologies will ensure that – through contact
tracing and subsequent cabin isolation and disembarkation to a safe
port – the infections are contained and the cruise will be able to
continue to the next port of call.

Testing is the first line of risk mitigation, as it ensures that all
passengers, even those who are fully vaccinated, are free from
infections and symptoms at the time of embarkation. So, as well as
the mandatory PCR test no more than 72 hours before boarding, an
additional rapid test before embarkation is required for all
passengers. A further test for both crew and passengers might be
necessary during a seven-day voyage. 

In many cases, day-of-embarkation tests are carried out on
board the ship in order to save time on preparations or if the port
does not have the necessary facilities for this operation. In some
cases, cruise lines, mainly the luxury ones, have opted to perform
daily tests in order to increase confidence levels among passengers
and crew. Testing and many other practical measures are dynamic,
and as the situation improves, they will also be revisited and
changed. 

The constantly evolving Covid-19 containment and prevention
protocols are supported by rapidly advancing technological
solutions. All the procedures and their efficacies are often possible
only when specific technologies are adopted.

Most major cruise lines have been at the forefront of technology
for some time now. For example, Royal Caribbean International has
implemented a fast-track check-in system, whereby the passenger
can take a selfie and scan their passport as a way of checking in;

Celebrity Cruises has adopted a facial recognition technology; MSC
Cruises has rolled out its artificial intelligence (AI) system ZOE, an
onboard assistant that makes life much easier for passengers and
crew; and Princess Cruises has introduced Ocean Medallion, a
smart system that, among its multitude of functions, unlocks the
door to the cabin as the guest approaches it. 

The pandemic has served to further increase the pace of
technological advancement and technology adoption by the cruise
industry. Cruise lines can now confidently claim that their ships are
safer places to be than most land-based venues in terms of viral

infection and prevention, largely thanks to the adoption of
trialled and tested stringent protocols and other

technological solutions. 
This was achieved in a short space of time.
Further and rapid advancements are
expected. While vaccines are a scientific
and medical response to the pandemic,
we must not undermine the importance
of other protocols and technological
solutions to the problem.

Seven areas 
CruiseTimes has identified seven

distinct areas where protocols and
technologies are playing key roles in

combating the pandemic, thus allowing a
safer cruise restart.
1. Health surveys. This is a crucial initial

undertaking for gathering and evaluating data before
check-in and embarkation. Passengers are required to

respond to a detailed health questionnaire and to undergo health
screening. Should any issue arise, a secondary, more rigorous
interview with medical personnel will follow, with an additional test, in
order to determine if the passenger will be allowed aboard the ship.

Most cruise lines now offer an online check-in service, which was
initially just a way of removing paperwork and eliminating queuing
times. This process can also perform many other functions, including
issuing boarding passes to guests’ smartphones. Now the system
has been amplified to handle Covid-19 protocols. Stephen Xuereb,
CEO of Valletta Port, told CruiseTimes that the port was developing
an additional feature that would be able to scan the EU digital Covid-
19 certificates – a fine example of technology and protocol working
in harmony in the struggle against the pandemic.

2. Equipment and personnel. Protocols and technologies also
come in the form of increased medical facilities and personnel
aboard ships with enhanced capacity and capability to assist and
support. Mobile X-ray machines, oxygen beds, virtual reality
connectivity to specialist doctors, and other equipment provide the
necessary tools to deal with foreseeable crisis situations. 

The Netherland-based company Bolidt, for example, has
developed an anti-microbial decking that improves hygiene and
helps limit the spread of multi-resistant bacteria on ships. The
company suggests using its product under the carpeted areas of
cabins. The carpet can be lifted, allowing a cabin to be transformed
into a medical room when needed.

3. Ventilation. Good ventilation has been identified as an
effective tool for combating the spread of airborne viruses, including
Covid-19. Advanced air-purification systems using UV-C lights
operating in 254 nm and electrostatic filters, capable of killing up to
99.9% of viruses by sterilising biological contaminants like germs,
viruses, and mould in the HVAC systems, are being manufactured
for cruise ships. 
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This is now widely accepted as an industry-standard installation. 
4. Onboard sanitisation. There has been much focus on raising

onboard sanitisation standards. Hospital-grade equipment and
disinfectants are now widely used on cruise ships. Technologies and
products are advancing by leaps and bounds in this area. One
glimpse into the future comes from a company called Xenex, whose
LightStrike germ-zapping robots are already used in hotels,
restaurants, and cruise ships to decontaminate rooms and public
spaces.

A hi-tech sanitisation process is now even part of luggage
screening. Arno Ahrens-Bohm, sales director cruise, Steripower,
spoke to CruiseTimes about the company’s new product that
disinfects luggage immediately after the X-ray check: “The luggage
is first placed in the inlet of the link chain conveyor belt. The light
barrier at the input of the device recognises the object, and the
1,520W UV-C burners emit light with a wavelength of 256 nm. The
device also contains mirrors that ensure that the light shines on the
surface of the case to achieve the highest possible energy density.” 

The product has a standard capacity of 800 units per hour.
Newer models will be able to reach 1,500 units per hour. This
technology is already installed at Columbus Cruise Center in
Bremerhaven. It can also be used for sanitising elevators.

5. Contact tracing and social distancing. Contact tracing is one
of the most critical tools for identifying and containing viral infections.
Protocols entail that all persons who have had close contact with a
confirmed case of Covid-19 must be traced, isolated, and tested
immediately. This is a vital procedure to stop infection from
spreading and to minimise further exposures. 

Different systems have been developed. Most of them use AI via
specific algorithms aided by GPS to analyse passenger movement

data to determine who needs to be tested for infection. This
technology has been trialled with great success recently in tracing
close contacts and isolating other positive cases quickly and
efficiently. It has allowed cruise ships to deal with isolated cases and
has provided the necessary tools to work with the local health
authorities, who are then able to release the affected ships to
continue their voyages after the disembarkation and isolation of the
positive cases.

6. Temperature tracking. Here the technology application has
made significant progress in the last few months. The ongoing
procedure is carried out in two parts: in port before boarding, and a
daily temperature check throughout the voyage. The most advanced
system today is working in parallel with check-in, where each
passenger’s facial data is registered. Then, through automation
(before disembarkation) and cameras in strategic positions on the
ship (e.g., restaurant and theatre entrances), the temperature of
each passenger and crew is measured automatically and regularly.
The system will also notify individual passengers, if their temperature
is not registered, to visit a certain location for a manual temperature
check. 

7. Excursions. Shore excursions are an essential part of the
cruise experience. Covid-19 protocols and technologies have
enabled cruise lines to return to as normal an operation as possible,
taking account of any local restrictions and rules. Testing local
partners such as bus drivers, guides, and other service personnel
before allowing them to interact with the passengers is a new norm,
and utterly necessary in the fight against the viral infection. 

Additionally, in many cases, group sizes are limited, and more
outdoor experiences using self-guiding headphones are favoured.
Extra masks and hand sanitisers are generally provided to all guests.
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Stephen Xuereb, CEO, Valletta Port, and COO,
Global Ports Holding. Antony Papageorgiou, VP, Intellipure.

Arno Ahrens-Böhm, sales director cruise,
Steripower.
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The buses are also sanitised between excursions. New advanced
medical-grade air-purification systems, such as the ones supplied by
Intellipure, are used with great success to cleanse the air in hotel
rooms, in ship’s cabins, and inside buses, capturing up to 99.99% of
all particles as small as 0.007 microns, according to Antony
Papageorgiou, VP of Intellipure. 

Essential components
Cruise has restarted with the help of vaccines, protocols, and

technologies. These have worked hand in hand with day-to-day
operations to ensure a safe and sustainable resumption. After 16

months of standstill, the industry is in a dire financial situation. It
cannot afford any major mishaps from this point on. So efficacy and
steady advancement in prevention and containment are paramount
to its future survival and eventual return to prosperity. 

It may be said that protocols and technologies are playing the
central role in cruise restart. Moreover, they will be in place for a long
time to come as essential components of cruise business, to prevent
any future outbreaks. Covid-19 protocols may yet be enshrined as
the industry’s standard practice even in normal circumstances. They
are also effective in combating other infections, such as norovirus,
which had been the bane of the industry long before the pandemic.


