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T
he reason for the rethink is simple: as the pandemic has
evolved, travel restrictions have been imposed and
lifted, sometimes at only a few days’ notice. The more
countries – or rather jurisdictions able to set their own
rules – that an itinerary includes, the greater the risk that

operating it as advertised would become impossible due to
restrictions.

This became very clear in the UK, where MSC Cruises was the
first to resume cruise operations, on 21 May this year, only four days
after foreign travel became permitted in England again. MSC
Virtuosa, the ship that MSC Cruises had committed to the UK market,
would have boarded passengers in Southampton and Liverpool in
England plus the port of Greenock outside Glasgow on the west
coast of Scotland.

However, the Scottish government in Edinburgh has the right to
set its own rules regarding the pandemic, and passengers were not
able to either embark or disembark in Greenock, because the
Scottish rules in place did not allow arrival or departure by ship. MSC
Cruises had to leave Greenock out of the itinerary, at least until the
Scottish rules would change.

For the cruise industry, the ability to resume operations is crucial,

as it had come to a virtual standstill in July 2020, with enormous
financial implications. Industry executives have often talked about a
strong pent-up demand, which has been confirmed by cruise.co.uk,
a major online retailer of cruises in the UK.

Upper-end accommodation in demand
“We’ve been very pleased with how UK summer 2021 cruises

have sold,” a spokesperson for cruise.co.uk told CruiseTimes. “For
many seasoned cruisers, the fact that sailings are starting again has
been positive news. We have also been encouraged that almost half
of guests booking up are new to cruise.”

“We’ve received positive feedback from customers about the
health and safety procedures that are in place on the first cruise lines
to get back in the water. Everything has been well received, including
the more general attention to detail and reassurances onboard. We
have found that, on average, customers have been booking
upgraded accommodation onboard – with balconies selling faster
than other cabin types,” the spokesperson said.

Some of the cruises now on offer, not just in the UK but also in
Germany, include no ports of call at all in the itinerary. Rather, the
ships sail to scenic waters in the Baltic or around the UK, and the
ship becomes a viewing platform for the passing sceneries. 

Peter Deer, managing director of Fred. Olsen Cruise Lines

Destination-
light cruising
meets healthy
demand and
appeals to
newcomers

The cruise industry has traditionally
used destinations as a strong selling
point: some destination-intensive
itineraries have included a dozen ports
of call on a 14-night cruise. But the
Covid-19 pandemic has forced a
drastic rethink – at least for now.

Photo: Royal Caribbean International.
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(FOCL) in the UK, said it is to be expected that people will want to
enjoy the many facilities that a holiday on a cruise ship brings. 

In autumn 2020, the company acquired the former Amsterdam
and Rotterdam of Holland America Line and will reintroduce them as
Bolette and Borealis in summer 2021. They replaced Black Watch
and Boudicca, which were both built in the 1970s, and considerably
updated the offerings of the company. 

“But for us, even when we aren’t offering opportunities to go
ashore, we are still celebrating the destination that we are in,” Deer
told CruiseTimes. He said that cruises around Britain would take
passengers as close to the places of scenic beauty as safely
possible. “We also have marine wildlife charity ORCA on board,
helping guests to spot whales, dolphins, and porpoises on their
travels, and also giving them the opportunity to feed into ORCA’s
vital research,” he added.

Tony Roberts, vice president of Princess Cruises UK & Europe,
said that the market has responded extremely well to Seacations –
cruises that call at UK ports only or that have no ports of call at all –
on Regal Princess and Sky Princess. “The itineraries with UK port of
calls are proving particular popular, however we have also seen
significant interest in our scenic cruises, as they provide a unique
opportunity to have a short getaway on board a Princess ship,” he
told CruiseTimes. 

Roberts pointed out that the launch day of the Seacation
offerings was one of the best booking days on record in the UK, and
they continue to see a steady flow of bookings.

Strong newcomer interest is anticipated and welcomed 
Princess Cruises has also been able to attract ample passengers

that have not travelled with the company before. This has been
helped by the fact that domestic holidays in the UK are expensive
this year due to strong demand. 

“Over half of the guests booked on our Seacations are new to
Princess,” Roberts said. “With land-based holidays in the UK being
expensive and limited in availability, these UK cruises offer an ideal
alternative at much better value, which is appealing to anyone
looking to book a staycation this summer.” 

Deer of FOCL has also noticed strong interest from newcomers:
“People really are looking at cruise in a new light this year. There will
be many people who will be completely new to sailing, not just to us
as a brand but to the industry.”

This is significant for at least two reasons. In order to grow, any
industry needs to attract new customers rather than recycle existing
ones. Also, the pandemic has led to a situation where cruise lines
owe significant amounts of money to their customers in credits for
previously cancelled cruises. When people use them, only onboard
spending generates new revenue. New passengers, by contrast,
bring in fresh cash as well.

Bookings and future cruise credits (FCC)
Bookings FCC FCC Share

Carnival Corp & plc ................USD 2,200 .....“majority” .............
Royal Caribbean Group..........USD 1,800 ......USD 810 ..........45%
NCLH .....................................USD 1,300 ......USD 850 ..........62%

All USD figures in millions
Carnival Corp & plc as per 28.02.2021, Royal Caribbean Group 

and Norwegian Cruise LIne Holdings Ltd (NCLH) as per 31.03.3021
Source: Carnival Corp & plc, Royal Caribbean Group & NCLH

Should the lines be able to turn the new business of this summer
into business retained in the future as well, then the industry would
reap an additional benefit that it might not have expected.

However, money does matter to passengers too. Controlling the
cost of a holiday is an aspect that encourages many passengers of
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Princess Cruises, which is part of the Carnival Corporation & plc
group, to select an all-inclusive option through its Princess Plus fare.
This covers unlimited, fast MedallionNet Wi-Fi, premium drinks, and
tips for £30 per person per day. “We have seen a strong uptake for
this from guests across all our programmes and particularly for our
Seacations,” Roberts said. 

However, as positive as the public response has been to cruises
with few or no ports of call, neither Deer of FOCL nor Roberts of
Princess Cruises expects the importance of destinations to diminish
as a result of the pandemic. Deer pointed out that FOCL has always
been a destination-focused company and that this would not
change. 

Roberts, meanwhile, noted that there is a growing trend for
longer time in ports and overnight stays. “For example, we have a
two-night Panama Canal experience, an overnight stay in Hong Kong
and many late departures in ports across the globe, and the number
of ‘More Ashore’ ports is increasing each year,” he said, referring to
ports where the ships of the line stay longer than the usual roughly
breakfast-time arrival and departure around 6 p.m. 

Several lines are bringing their ships to the UK for a series of
summer cruises, but will this result in an oversupply of berths?

The picture is rather complicated. In the rules introduced in April
2021, which permitted cruise operations to resume in England on 17
May, capacity was limited to 1,000 per ship or 50% of the total
capacity of the vessel, whichever is smaller, until at least 21 June. 

However, the government decided to extend these rules,
together with some other restrictions, until at least 19 July. Some
lines reportedly started to sell full capacity for sailings after 21 June,
assuming that the restrictions would be lifted. 

This has led to cancellations of bookings, rebooking these
passengers, or refunding them for cancelled holidays, further
complicating the picture. 

Most of the sailings from ports in England are scheduled for July
to September. Since, at the time of writing, the government has
indicated that extending the restrictions is unlikely, it at least seems
that ships could start to cruise with full capacity from the middle of
July.

Good model for summer – but perhaps not for winter
From a financial point of view, resumption of operations at full

capacity would be very important indeed, at least in light of figures
published by TUI Cruises, the German joint venture of TUI AG and
Royal Caribbean Group. 

In the first quarter of its present financial year that started on 1
October 2020, TUI Cruises operated three ships on short cruises it
referred to as Blue Cruises in the Baltic and the Greek and Canary
Islands with no ports of call. In the second quarter, two ships
operated in the Canary Islands.

The company obtained an average daily rate of €104 per
passenger over the six-month period for the operated fleet, which
was 26% lower than in the previous year. Occupancy of the operated
fleet was at 35%, resulting from Covid-19 regulations and a more
subdued environment for cruises. The fall in the average daily rate
was a reflection of the shorter cruises operated and the more local
areas in which they were operated.

The figures were even less appetising for Hapag-Lloyd Cruises,
the luxury and expedition cruise unit of TUI Cruises. It operated one
luxury and one expedition ship in the review period, again in the
Baltic and the Canary Islands.

The average daily rate fell by 33% to €411, and the occupancy
level of the operated fleet plummeted from 77% to 33%, year-on.
Again, the shorter duration of the cruises that were operated in the
review period, and the fact that they covered a more limited
geographical area than usual, stood as culprits behind the

Following a $116 million enhancement in early 2020,
Freedom of the Seas features a line-up of new thrills
for guests, including The Perfect Storm duo of racing
waterslides (left of flowrider).
Photo: Royal Caribbean International
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significantly weaker performance.
TUI AG’s cruise operations, which also include the fully owned

Marella Cruises in the UK that had no ships in service in the review
period, made an operating loss (EBIT) of €153.3 million in the six
months to 31 March, compared to a profit of €26.9 million year-on,
on capacity-adjusted basis.

These figures would suggest that cruises with no ports of call are
less attractive in the luxury and expedition segments of the market
than in the contemporary segment, which is where the TUI Cruises
brand operates.

However, a word of caution may be well justified. The review
period of TUI Cruises and Hapag-Lloyd Cruises performance, 1
October 2020 to 31 March 2021, covers an off-peak season. It also
covers a time when the pandemic had its peak in terms of infections,
at least so far. Such a time hardly encourages people to travel.

Although the pandemic is by no means over at the time of this
writing, the situation is much better now than it was six months ago.
Also, the summer is a peak period for all holidays, cruises included,
so the lines have a better chance of attracting decent fares than in
the winter. 

However, the ability to operate at full capacity as soon as
possible would significantly enhance the financial viability of all
cruises, including ones with no ports of call.

Cruises with no ports of call least likely to be cancelled
While cruises with no ports of call may sound like a desperate

measure to trigger business in times of adversity, they offer one
pragmatic advantage over any other kind of itinerary. They are the
ones least likely to be cancelled due to travel restrictions, should the
pandemic prevail as a major menace.

Any foreign travel has the potential of restrictions. Against this
background, it is not surprising that Cunard recently decided to
cancel its around-the-world offering and most other long cruises for
the winter of 2021–22.

Cruises with no ports of call can, by and large, continue for as
long as any travel, including overnight stays away from home, is
permitted. In the still-uncertain world where Covid-19 remains a
concern, they represent the safest way for cruise lines to resume
operations. The question is not about maximising profit, but about
securing some fresh cash flow.

Peter Deer, managing director,
Fred. Olsen Cruise Lines. 

Tony Roberts, vice president,
Princess Cruises UK & Europe.
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