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INTRODUCTION

Ernest Cañada & Ivan Murray1 

In March 2020, we became clearly aware of the seriousness of the situation caused 
by COVID-19 when the state of alarm was declared in Spain, with the consequent 
home confinement of millions of people. The generalization around the world of this 
type of measures to restrict our daily behavior for health reasons confirmed that the 
threat was global and that, we were finally facing a pandemic in the way that Mike 
Davis (2020) had warned. Far from being accidental, it was closely associated with 
the historical evolution of capitalism. Inevitably we warned that the nature of this 
crisis, and the actions taken to stop the spread of the coronavirus, reproduced what 
humanity has done in the past to deal these types of threats: isolation as the mean of 
protection. This resulted in a sudden halt to mobility and a sharp reduction of human 
interactions that called into question the dominant tourism development model. In 
addition, in the previous months to the pandemic there had been two episodes that, 
due to their proximity in time, and seen from Spain, alerted us that this kind of tour-
ism development could collapse and lead us to a disaster situation. 

In September 2019, the announcement of the bankruptcy of the historic tour 
operator Thomas Cook put at risk the continuity of the massive arrival of tourists 
that could be catastrophic for those economies highly dependent on tourism. On 
the other hand, in January 2020, the storm Gloria had severe effects on the Spanish 
Mediterranean coasts. Then, in addition to the destruction of coastal infrastructures 
and the blurring of the coastline, we were also strongly impacted by the image of 
supermarkets in Mallorca with empty shelves. Food could not be transferred from 
the Peninsula, neither supplied locally due to the long abandonment of agriculture 
to the detriment of tourism and construction. These three elements concentrated in 
a very short span - business failure, worsening of the effects of natural phenomena 

1  Ernest Cañada is coordinator of Alba Sud. Ivan Murray is lecturer of Geography at the University of the 
Balearic Islands and collaborator of Alba Sud.
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due to climate change and health crisis - illustrate the extreme vulnerability of those 
societies highly dependent on tourism.

Precisely, and in a premonitory way, Joan Moranta, titular scientist of the Balear-
ic Oceanographic Centre, sent us an article that we published immediately on March 
11 in which he warned on this conjunction of factors that could lead to a crisis of 
greater proportions. He pointed out that those societies under the dynamics of global 
tourism were highly vulnerable. And this had accelerated in the last decade. In addi-
tion, from the experience of previous crises, we knew well that, in a context of high 
inequality like ours, the crisis would fundamentally affect the most disadvantaged 
sectors of society, and that it would clearly have a marked class, gender and race 
bias. The risk of a greater precariousness of millions of people’s lives in touristified 
societies triggered our alarms. We decided to take a step forward to face the anguish 
isolation.

With the state of alarm declared, from Alba Sud, as an independent research 
center specialized in tourism from critical perspectives, we analyzed how we should 
react to this situation. The practical paralysis of tourism made it evident that we 
could not continue with our research plans and publications, and we also felt the 
responsibility to intervene politically in the face of what was happening. We became 
aware of the need to provide analysis and perspectives in the face of the gravity of 
the moment and, above all, provide analytical tools to cope with what was falling 
on us. We thought that it was necessary to build a collective vision from Spain and 
Latin America, where our team is located. The identification of the main risks would 
help us in thinking how to influence politically in the face of the gravity of the mo-
ment. It was then when we decided, in addition to postponing our publication plan, 
to get to work from different perspectives to decode the changes that were rapidly 
taking place around tourism. This coincided with the consolidation process of a 
group of young people in the Alba Sud team who, with extraordinary maturity, be-
came aware of the role we wanted to assume. In addition, we appealed to different 
researchers with whom we already had a relationship to join this collective effort to 
think about the present moment. To do this, we put three big questions on the table 
about tourism’s dynamics and their relationship with the pandemic: How did we get 
to this situation? What was actually happening? What to do now? The response was 
immediate and generous. There were many people who wanted to leave the comfort 
zones that past certainties provide and venture to think politically about the most 

In t roduct ion
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serious crisis that tourism has experienced since the beginning of its contemporary 
expansion that began after the end of the Second World War. It was not at all an 
exercise in futurology or naive goodism, which emphasizes the opportunities for 
transformation as a mere wish without taking into account the structures and dy-
namics of capitalism, but rather an awareness of the gravity of the moment we were 
living and a willingness to contribute to a collective analysis that connects with the 
concerns of the subaltern classes and of a planet that we lose at times.

This book, which we publish one year after the declaration of the COVID-19 
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) on March 9, 2020, reproduces 
the effort of the Alba Sud team, expanded and reinforced with renowned research-
ers who wanted to join this initiative. Most of the texts collected in the book were 
published online during the 2020 spring lockdown. We have organized the book into 
four parts. In the first, “In perspective”, Ivan Murray, lecturer of geography at the 
University of the Balearic Islands and collaborator of Alba Sud, and Ernest Cañada, 
coordinator of Alba Sud, as promoters of this process and editors of the same book, 
analyze in an unpublished text what this year of pandemic has meant for tourism, 
with the relative distance that allows us to write from the present moment and put 
the events that have taken place throughout the year in perspective. In this text we 
review how the global financial crisis of 2008 gave rise, in one of the fixes to capital-
ism, to an acceleration of the planetary touristification process; the way in which the 
COVID-19 pandemic has caused an interruption of this model of accumulation and 
reproduction of capital; the transformations that tourism business structures have 
undergone, with special attention to airlines and accommodation; its effects on work 
and, finally, the disputes over the public policy orientations with which it is proposed 
to deal the tourism crisis.

In the following parts of the book we reproduce practically without modifications 
the different articles that we have published on our website over the last few months. 
For this reason, we also expressly leave the usual hypertext links of the web articles 
to be read on the screen. Each of them includes a reference to the date when it was 
published. In the second part of the book, “How have we got here?”, we collect six 
articles that attempt to explain the different processes that have caused the current 
situation of vulnerability associated with tourism. This text will provide us a histori-
cal perspective to understand the current situation. In addition to the aforementioned 
article by Joan Moranta, written from Mallorca, the rest of the texts explore differ-

In t roduct ion
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ent edges of the nexus tourism-vulnerability from a historical perspective. Antonio 
Aledo, Guadalupe Ortiz, Pablo Aznar-Crespo, José Javier Mañas, Iker Jimeno and 
Emilio Climent-Gil, lecturers and researchers from the Department of Sociology I at 
the University of Alicante, analyse the vulnerability of territories that have ground-
ed their development on residential tourism, like the Costa Blanca in Spain. Alberto 
Acosta, Ecuadorian economist, former Minister of Energy and Mines, former pres-
ident of the Constituent Assembly and former presidential candidate, questions the 
role that tourism has played in the extractivist logics of capitalism. Ángela Teberga, 
lecturer at the Federal University of Tocantins in Brazil, coordinator of the Labor 
Movens Research Group and collaborator of Alba Sud, exposes how the very high 
health risks of the cruise sector were already known. Those risks were confirmed 
by the current pandemic. And she highlights how little or nothing was done to pre-
vent them. Érica Schenkel, lecturer at the National University of the South (UNS) 
in Bahía Blanca, Argentina, researcher at the National Council for Scientific and 
Technical Research (CONICET) of Argentina and collaborator of Alba Sud, dis-
sects Latin American tourism public policies to illustrate how they built a model 
highly dependent on the international market. In relation to this, the vast majority 
can hardly access to tourism in their own countries, which in the end have worsened 
the current crisis situation. Finally, Ivan Murray and Ernest Cañada, in an article 
written between Mallorca and Barcelona respectively, responded to criticisms and 
mockeries of racist overtones made from Northern Europe at the beginning of the 
pandemic to explain the greater incidence of COVID-19 infections in countries such 
as Spain or Italy. To do so, they deployed a political economy analysis clarifying the 
structural causes that would have limited those countries response capacity, beyond 
the problems of political management, which also occurred.

The third part of the book, “What’s going on”, contains twelve texts, represent-
ing the bulk of our effort. In this part we compile the articles that we were writing 
to take the pulse of the changes that were happening. Rafael Borràs, a former Mal-
lorcan trade unionist, analyst in the socio-labor sphere and collaborator of Alba Sud, 
was updating at different times on our website the analysis of the effects on tourism 
employment caused by the crisis in Spain. The text we now publish is the latest un-
published version of these concerns. Angela Teberga, in a new text within the series 
of articles she published in recent months on the ravages of the pandemic on cruise 
ships, gives an account of the disastrous, irresponsible and greedy management that 

In t roduct ion
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cruise companies had with their crew in the first months of the crisis, leaving thou-
sands of defenceless people unable to return to their homes. Agustín Cocola-Gant, 
researcher at the Center for Geographical Studies of the University of Lisbon, inves-
tigates the behaviour of short-term rental platforms and for what reasons, despite the 
decline in tourism, the transition of those homes to the residential market is being so 
reduced. Ismael Irigoy, postdoctoral researcher at the Department of Geography of 
the University of Santiago de Compostela and Department of Economic and Social 
Geography of the University of Uppsala, reports on the growing role of financial 
capital in hotel companies. For his part, José Mansilla, member of the Observatory 
on the Anthropology of Urban Conflict (OACU) in Barcelona, points out the possi-
ble changes that can be detected in cities that, due to the reduction in tourism, would 
be strongly affected. Joaquín Valdivielso, associate professor of moral and political 
philosophy at the University of the Balearic Islands, and Jaume Adrover, organ-
ic farmer and member of the environmentalist group Terraferida, from Mallorca, 
emphasize the loss of democratic quality associated with touristification processes. 
Democratic quality has worsened with the current crisis, in which tourism capital 
has redoubled its pressure to tailor public policies to its needs. Next, two chapters 
provide evidence and explain how the current crisis has a greater incidence among 
women who work in tourism, which has to do with previously existing structural 
inequalities for gender reasons. On the one hand, Núria Abellan, Carla Izcara and 
Marta Salvador, Alba Sud collaborators from Barcelona, presented these different 
expressions of gender inequality. 

The third part of book ends with four pieces focused on different parts of Latin 
America, where the pandemic has affected even under conditions of greater so-
cial inequality. Cristina Oemichen, researcher at the Institute of Anthropological 
Research (IIA) of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), and 
Consepción Escalona Hernández, researcher at the Caribe University (Unicaribe), 
examine the situation of hotel workers in Cancun, Mexico. They show how low wag-
es and limited saving capacity, greatly restricted the capacities of working families 
to maintain lockdown since they were forced to seek income, exposing themselves 
to greater health risks. Bianca Paes G. dos Santos, a Labor Movens collaborator, in 
Brazil, reveals the situation of tour guides, who were practically helpless in the face 
of the drop in tourism, due to the very nature of the way they provide services, and 
she introduces some of their efforts to organize and draw attention on their situation. 

In t roduct ion
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Arturo Silva Lucas, collaborator of Alba Sud in Costa Rica, examines the effects 
of the pandemic in a country that made tourism a strategic bet, and the different 
pressures from the business sector to obtain favourable treatment at this juncture. 
This part of the book ends with an article by Angélica Duarte, a collaborator from 
Mexico, in which she reviews the characteristics of the hegemonic tourism model 
in Central America, the policies that have sustained it, its current crisis and the de-
mands for reactivation policies articulated between governments and private sector.

The fourth and last part of the book, “So, what we do”, collects contributions 
proposing ways to transform tourism. Daniel Hiernaux-Nicolas, professor at the 
Faculty of Political and Social Sciences of the Autonomous University of Querétaro, 
Mexico, warns of the impossibility of continuing with the current tourism develop-
ment model and the need for a change of course that allows a transformation from 
its fundamentals. For her part, Cati Torres, associate professor of economics at the 
University of the Balearic Islands, questions the ecological viability of the current 
tourism model and, therefore, sees in its current crisis a chance to press for its trans-
formation. Raoul Valerio Bianchi, professor at the University of East London in 
England, in a defense of the political economy of Marxist tradition, warns of the 
need to better understand the structure and functioning of capital linked to tourism 
in the context of current capitalist dynamics to sustain transformation proposals. 
Robert Fletcher, associate professor in the Department of Social Sciences at the 
University of Wageningen, the Netherlands, Macià Blázquez, professor of geogra-
phy at the University of the Balearic Islands, Asunción Blanco, associate professor 
of geography at the Autonomous University of Barcelona, and Ivan Murray him-
self , in a text written between Amsterdam, Mallorca and Barcelona, they make a 
commitment to degrowth as a paradigm from which to think about the need for an 
urgent change in highly touristified societies. Along the same lines, Margalida Ra-
mis, spokesperson for the Mallorcan environmental group GOB, defends the need 
for a socio-ecological transition that allows places strongly dependent on tourism to 
reduce their vulnerability, while expanding alternative activities. Within the frame 
of the proposals, from Argentina, Rodrigo Fernández Miranda and Verónica Dzien-
cielsky, lecturers and researchers at the Center for Social Economy Studies of the 
National University of Tres de Febrero, being Rodrigo a collaborator of Alba Sud, 
propose the construction of alternatives as a field in dispute, in which the Social and 
Solidarity Economy could play a key role that must be articulated and strengthened. 

In t roduct ion
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The book closes with an open letter from the international NGO platform Trans-
forming Tourism Initiative, of which Alba Sud has been a member since its founda-
tion in Berlin in 2017, dated September 27, 2019, coinciding with the International 
Tourism Day, and addressed to Zurab Pololikashvili, Secretary General of the World 
Tourism Organization (UNWTO). It questioned the assumptions of a reactivation of 
tourism at all costs and defended the need for a transformation in a more equitable, 
sustainable and inclusive way, as well as the need to take into account other voices 
in the design of guidelines for tourism public policies. The letter did not receive 
greater consideration, but we want to recover it in this book, just as we published it 
on our website in its day, as a sign of a broad consensus built among very different 
voices of civil society from Europe, Asia, Latin America and Africa. A collective 
that defends the need for a change of direction in tourism and alerts that the current 
crisis cannot be resolved with more business pressure to socialize losses and privat-
ize profits in a demand for reactivation that would leave societies in a situation of 
greater vulnerability.

In this selection of emergency texts, we purposely left out all those that ad-
dressed the discussion and possibilities of transformation of tourism from proximity. 
In those months we also started a reflection and analysis on tourism based on local 
domestic markets, which were practically the only ones that could be sustained in 
that period. Traditionally despised, proximity tourism has received enormous atten-
tion in recent months, and this has led to a dispute over multiple and contradictory 
public policies, objectives and practices. We leave the various texts that we publish 
on the web of Alba Sud, which were prepared in parallel to the previous areas of 
concern, because they will be the published soon on a specific book edited by Ernest 
Cañada and Carla Izcara, Proximity Tourisms, a plural in dispute.

The COVID-19 pandemic has put into question the global touristification model 
that spread during the last decade, and which was one of the fixes that capitalism 
found to get out of the contradiction it entered with the global financial crisis of 
2008. This period of tourism capital expansion has had dire consequences of vari-
ous kinds and, above all, has accentuated inequalities. However, the way in which 
the tourism system could implode and the transformations that are imposed will 
hardly lead to more equitable societies. We are on the verge of the de-structuring 
of a social order in the tourism field that will cause a major social disaster and that 
the most disadvantaged classes are already paying. The transformation of tourism 

In t roduct ion
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is not the product of a supposed opportunity that would come by magic, it implies 
organization, political will to go in a certain direction and assume the social conflict 
that involves trying to put limits on the thirst of capital and its infinite reproduction 
needs. This book is also a commitment to think about tourism transformation from 
emancipatory perspectives.

Barcelona and Palma, February 15, 2021.

References: 

Davis, M. (2020). Llega el monstruo: COVID-19, gripe aviar y las plagas del capitalismo. Madrid: 
Capitán Swing. 

In t roduct ion



13#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

IN PERSPECTIVE



14#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

LOCKDOWN TOURISTIFICATION
Ivan Murray & Ernest Cañada2 

In the last few years, we have witnessed several episodes that have put tourism ac-
tivity at risk in different touristic territories on a global scale. It is worth mentioning 
those that were caused by natural phenomena and exacerbated by the climate emer-
gency, such as the destruction of Cancun by hurricanes Gilberto in 1988 and Wilma 
in 2005, or the bladderwrack crisis that affected the entire Mexican Caribbean in 
2019. Armed conflicts such as those that shook Libya, Tunisia or Egypt, deeply af-
fected their tourism industry. Also, terrorist actions in some global cities, such as 
Paris, New York, or Barcelona, temporarily reduced tourist arrivals. Even previous 
health crises have had a strong impact, as in the case of the H1N1 flu in Cancun be-
tween 2009 and 2010. But the current COVID-19 crisis has a global impact on tour-
ism like no other. This also means that getting out of this situation may be especially 
costly. The risk of the current situation is obvious: the accentuation of vulnerability 
due to an accelerated touristification during the last decade. But how did this process 
start? How does the current crisis connect with the way global capitalism emerged 
from the global financial crisis that began in 2008? How does the pandemic affect 
tourism and how to deal with it? What processes of transformation in the tourism 
industry seem to be emerging now? What scenarios are opening for a sector that 
has been deeply affected by the current crisis? What public policies seem to have 
been implemented and in whose interest? What should we do from emancipatory 
perspectives in the current situation? 

The way out of the 2008 crisis, a prelude to the current situation

In the summer of 2007, when global capitalism seemed to be running out of con-
trol, the news about large U.S. banking and financial groups imploding broke out. 
The global financial and real estate bubble was beginning to burst. The official ac-
count was built around two axes: on the one hand, the classic blaming of the poor, 

2  Ivan Murray is lecturer of Geography at the University of the Balearic Islands and collaborator of Alba Sud. 
Ernest Cañada is coordinator of Alba Sud.
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in this case, it was said that they lived beyond their possibilities by “irresponsibly” 
mortgaging themselves -it was even defined as the NINJA crisis, No Income, No 
Job, No Assets-; and on the other hand, greed and financial speculation. However, 
from counter-hegemonic approaches, the structural conditions that were articulated 
behind the Great Crisis have pointed out some time ago (Fernández-Durán, 2006; 
Subasat, 2016).

When the giant Lehman Brothers collapsed in the fall of 2008, the crisis took 
on a global dimension. Until then, many analysts had considered the situation in 
exclusively American terms. With the rapid contagion of the entire global finan-
cial system, what was described as one of the greatest crises of capitalism since 
the Great Depression of 1929, exploded. The political response to the global finan-
cial crisis was fundamentally articulated around: a public bailout of financial insti-
tutions; monetary expansion (QE - Quantitative Easing); increase in global debt, 
reduction of interest rates; and bank regulation-restructuring (Murray, 2020). The 
solution or arrangement of the crisis translated into an expansion and reinforcement 
of financial capital (Méndez, 2018); the adoption of austerity policies, particularly 
in the spaces of advanced capitalism most affected by the crisis, such as Greece and 
Spain, where private debt became public debt (Lapavitsas and Fkassbeck, 2015); rise 
of the so-called BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) as a spatial 
arrangement to the crisis, associated with the commodities boom and the Chinese 
program of public investment in infrastructure and urban expansion (Bond and Gar-
cia, 2015; Harvey, 2020). In response to the outbreak of the crisis and class politics, 
a powerful protest was also triggered in different parts of the planet. However, as 
magnate Warren Buffett warned: “there’s been class warfare going on for the last 
20 years, and my class [the super-rich] has won”.

Hence, the solution to the crisis endowed financial capital with greater power. 
Consequently, the global corporate-financial map reflected a growing trend towards 
concentration, highlighting the role of mega-investment funds such as BlackRock 
or Vanguard which, together with the so-called sovereign funds, are the true mas-
ters of world capital. While the first ones benefited from US monetary policy -partic-
ularly monetary expansion-, the second ones benefited from the commodities boom 
(Haberly and Wójcik, 2017). As an example, the large Spanish IBEX-35 companies 
experienced a radical turnaround after the 2008 crisis, where these mega-funds have 
become major shareholders (Juste, 2017). The fact that the IBEX35 is in the control 
of these funds has had profound consequences on the entire social body through the 
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redefinition of the Spanish political economy under the demands of financial capital, 
which requires going “light”, with regulatory flexibility in labour, fiscal and envi-
ronmental matters, among others. Moreover, this new round of accumulation under 
the guardianship of the mega-funds will also have, as we will see below, important 
consequences on tourism.

The burst of the 2008 crisis shifted from what is called the financial economy 
to the productive or real economy with a sharp increase in unemployment. When 
the crisis shifted to the productive economy, those classes that had benefited from 
the so-called “wealth effect”, resulting for example from the increase in purchas-
ing power that allowed owning a home associated with financial dynamics and the 
increases in property costs during the bubble, were suddenly dragged down by the 
mutation of this “wealth effect” into a “poverty effect”. Also, the freezing or reduc-
tion in the price of real estate assets and the fall in productive activity paralyzed the 
granting of credits that enabled the purchasing expansion, and also, the payment of 
contracted debts became enormously complicated (López and Rodríguez, 2010). 

Tourism as a spatial fix 

The shift of the financial crisis to the real economy also led to a fall in consump-
tion, causing tourism to be one of the worst affected sectors at first. Obviously, like 
unemployment, mortgage defaults, and waves of evictions soared (Desmond, 2017), 
this also led to a fall in global tourism flows (Murray, 2015). It was a geographically 
unequal decline that had a greater impact on the countries most affected by the crisis, 
such as Spain and Greece. However, this slowdown in the touristic circuit was rela-
tively brief, and given the real estate and economic collapse, the command centres 
of global capitalism managed to find a way out of the crisis by deepening the path 
of tourism accumulation on a global scale. In this sense, Robert Fletcher (2011) has 
defined tourism as the main spatial fix to the contradictions that emerged during 
the 2008 crisis. Figure 1 shows the sharp increase in international tourism flows 
throughout the 2010s from just over 900 million tourist arrivals in 2009 to almost 1.5 
billion in 2019. This dramatic increase was seen in practically all the world’s sub-re-
gions, but it was certainly in South Europe and South and Southeast Asia that this 
new tourism expansion was experienced most intensively (see Figure 2). In South-
ern Europe in particular, multiple manifestations of social malaise are emerging as 
a result of the deepening of the touristification that is occurring alongside austerity 
policies (Martínez-Caldentey and Murray, 2019).

How have we got here?
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Figure 1. 
Evolution of international tourist arrivals (unit: millions).
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Figure 2. 
Evolution of international tourist arrivals according to world subregion 
2009-2019 (unit: millions).
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Restructuring and redefining tourism corporations

Beyond the large numbers, it is important to look at some aspects of the political 
economy of global touristification over the last decade. First, as a result of the 2008 
financial crisis, after consecutive company bankruptcies –particularly airlines, such 
as the case of the Italian Alitalia for which Silvio Berlusconi created the Fenix res-
cue plan – there was a process of restructuring and redefining tourism corporations. 
This process was characterized, in the first place, by capital concentration processes, 
as was the case of airline mergers such as the one between Iberia and British Air-
ways, creating the giant IAG in 2009. It also encouraged large tour operators to take 
over companies affected by the crisis, which resulted in a dizzying process of tour 
operator concentration that in Europe was led by TUI and Thomas Cook, and which 
was accompanied by a greater increase in tour operators’ participation in different 
segments of the tourism production system (Murray, 2012: 1803-1805). Thus, the 
very European Commission warned that only five companies accounted for 70% of 
the European Union’s (EU) tour operation. Moreover, these companies had become 
true tourism monsters by carrying out vertical integration processes with the expan-
sion of their group into the hotel, aeronautical, cruise, etc. sectors.

Secondly, those companies that primarily relied on bank financing for their 
expansion projects, and not on their resources, as was the case of many hotel chains, 
were trapped by the bursting of the real estate bubble - which included touristic 
real estate - and the growing problems to pay their debts. Moreover, some hotel 
corporations, such as many of the Spanish chains, had financial institutions among 
their shareholders, which were also the same ones that had provided them with mort-
gage loans. With the outbreak of the crisis, real estate assets were devalued, the 
chains renegotiated their debts, paralyzed their expansion projects, made changes in 
their shareholding structures, and those that could not withstand the impact of the 
crisis went bankrupt. At the same time, a sales cycle began, which was accelerated 
when tourist flows resumed.

In the case of the Spanish hotel chains, a substantial change took place, which 
was characterized first by a dynamic trade of hotel properties; second, a change in 
the financing sources with a greater presence of financial capital; third, the with-
drawal of the companies and their investments abroad and their concentration in the 
Spanish territory; and, fourth, the growing division between hotel ownership and the 

https://www.expansion.com/agencia/efe/2011/11/29/16745450.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2008/09/06/empresas/1220708389_850215.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2008/09/06/empresas/1220708389_850215.html
https://elpais.com/diario/2009/11/13/economia/1258066801_850215.html
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/study-competitiveness-eu-tourism-industry-0_en
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hotel companies that operate them. This required strong state support and a change 
in regulations that allowed a new accumulation cycle to emerge. Normative changes 
include the regulation of real estate investment funds - SOCIMI (Sociedades Co-
tizadas de Inversión Inmobiliaria) - (Gabarre, 2019; Rodríguez and Espinoza, 2018), 
support for tourism projects by easing urban, spatial and environmental regulations 
(Blázquez et al., 2015), and the reduction of labour regulations (Cañada, 2015, 2016). 

In this cycle, more financialized capital (Yrigoy, 2016) with a North Ameri-
can matrix has gained protagonism, as has occurred in the Spanish corporate map 
(Juste, 2017; Ramiro and González, 2109). After such transformations, one of the 
first hotel SOCIMIs to be created was  Bay Hotels & Leisure,  between Hispania, 
whose main shareholder was George Soros, and the Barceló Group. In 2019, Black-
stone real estate investment fund, one of the global financial-real estate giants with 
strong penetration in hotel corporations such as the Hilton or Motel 6, launched a 
takeover bid for Hispania and became the main hotel owner in Spain with a total of 
71 establishments and 18,894 rooms. 

However, on the international scene, this process was uneven, depending on each 
hotel corporation’s characteristics and the policies deployed by the governments of 
their respective countries to deal with the crisis. In this sense, the large North 
American hotel chains, strongly linked to financial capital, were strengthened 
after the crisis. This is due to two reasons. In the first place, the management meth-
od characterised by franchising or management contracts, and therefore detached 
from the ownership of the real estate, meaning that these companies were not direct-
ly affected by the financial-real estate collapse, as the real estate was largely owned 
by property investment funds or other groups specialized in real estate. In the sec-
ond place, the monetary expansion policy carried out by the Federal Reserve, from 
the first moment of the 2008 crisis, made it possible to increase the capitalization of 
big financial capital and large US corporations, which subsequently rushed to buy 
(devalued) assets in the rest of the world. In this context, according to the Hotelsmag 
magazine ranking, we can see how the top ten US hotel chains have gone from con-
trolling 3.2 million rooms in 2008 to 5.6 million in 2019. As an outstanding example, 
we have the leading hotel chain, Marriott International, which in 2008 had 592 
thousand rooms, rising to 1.35 million in 2019.

Moreover, another substantial change in the structures of global tourism capi-
tal is closely related to the rise of Chinese and Indian capitalism. It is the Asian 

https://www.barcelogrupo.com/prensa/hispania-barcelo-constituyen-una-socimi-hotelera/
https://www.eleconomista.es/mercados-cotizaciones/noticias/9147342/05/18/El-fondo-Blackstone-sale-de-Hilton-tras-mas-de-una-decada-en-su-capital.html
https://www.foxbusiness.com/features/blackstone-buys-motel-6-for-1-9b
https://www.eleconomista.es/empresas-finanzas/noticias/9049534/04/18/Blackstone-confirma-la-OPA-sobre-Hispania-el-fondo-ofrece-1745-euros-por-cada-accion-de-la-socimi.html
https://www.alimarket.es/hoteles/informe/266398/blackstone--mayor-propietario-hotelero-en-espana/informe-completo
https://www.hotelsmag.com/
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capitals that were particularly strengthened when the structures of European capital 
were rebuilt from the crisis. Asian capital has begun to conquer new areas of cap-
ital beyond its borders (Nolan, 2014). In the hotel chain scenario, the Chinese and 
Indian companies occupy top positions in the ranking: the Chinese state-owned 
company Jin Jiang International, with ten thousand hotels and 1,81,230 rooms, is 
the second largest global chain, and the Indian Oyo Rooms, with 45,600 hotels and 
1,054,000 rooms, is the third. The mechanisms by which some of these companies 
have expanded have been based on the acquisition of other groups, as in the case of 
the previously mentioned Jin Jiang, which took over the Radisson Hotel Group, or 
the case of the Thai company Minor International, which acquired the Spanish NH 
Hotel Group.

Throughout the expansive period from the 2008 crisis to the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 crisis, the global touristic boom was accompanied by a sharp in-
crease in the number of tourist accommodation buildings, and the production 
and settlement of tourist areas, as in the case of the Chinese island of Hainan 
(Mostafanezhad, 2019). Thus, according to data from the UNWTO (United Na-
tions World Tourism Organization), the number of tourist accommodation rooms, 
on a global scale, had increased from 20.5 million in 2008 to 29.68 million in 2018, 
41.9% of which were controlled by the top two hundred international hotel chains. 
At the same time, the logics of tourist production were expanding and spreading to 
spaces that had previously been relatively excluded from touristification, further 
enhanced by the logics of production and consumption of post-Fordist capitalism. 
In this sense, new market segments emerged in an increasingly broad and unique 
offer, such as slum tourism (tourism in slum cities, whose main attraction is poverty 
itself) (López, 2020), dark tourism or necrotourism (Light, 2017), nature tourism or 
ecotourism (Voumard, 2019), or even the so-called Anthropocene tourism to visit 
“the end of nature” (Fletcher, 2019).

Urban touristification, in the eye of the storm

Undoubtedly, the new tourist commodification frontier that has received the most 
attention has been the one linked to urban touristification and the tourist com-
modification of housing. This is due, to some extent, to the massive social protest 
that has been organized in many cities against the appropriation of public space by 

http://www.marketingandtechnology.com/repository/webFeatures/HOTELS/H2007_SpecialReport325.pdf
https://www.preferente.com/noticias-de-hoteles/el-gigante-chino-jin-jiang-compra-la-cadena-radisson-279287.html
https://www.europapress.es/turismo/hoteles/noticia-minor-controla-ya-937-nh-hotel-group-opa-20181026140609.html
https://www.europapress.es/turismo/hoteles/noticia-minor-controla-ya-937-nh-hotel-group-opa-20181026140609.html
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touristic capital, home dispossession and housing incorporation into the tourist pro-
duction circuit, the tourist overflow of certain cities or neighbourhoods (overtour-
ism), among others (Colomb and Novy, 2016; Milano and Mansilla, 2018). To a large 
extent, this social protest against the processes of urban touristification has fuelled a 
growing critical reflection on the logic of touristification (Cañada and Murray, 2019). 

In order to understand the post-crisis, boom in urban tourism, it is crucial to 
appreciate a series of interlinked processes. In the first place, the bursting of the real 
estate bubble caused significant amounts of residential property to become toxic 
assets. The capital and state formula to solve this situation and revalue these assets 
was carried out through several different mechanisms: direct public bailout with the 
creation of bad banks, such as the SAREB in Spain (Gabarre, 2019). Another mech-
anism was a regulatory change to eliminate obstacles to these assets’ circulation and 
thus facilitate the entry of capital and reactivate the real estate market, which in the 
Spanish case resulted in the amendment of the leasing law to facilitate tenant evic-
tions. Also, the creation of the Listed Real Estate Investment Companies (SOCIMI 
in Spanish) law and the abolition of corporate tax for these companies (Rodríguez 
and Espinosa, 2018). 

In the second place, given the financial and real estate meltdown, one of the 
accumulation sectors that emerged was linked to technology start-ups that were ad-
vertised as the new players in changing capitalism towards a presumed “collabora-
tive economy”. Thus, what is known as “platform capitalism” emerged as one of the 
most important responses to the 2008 crisis, allowing sophisticated profit extraction 
strategies to be carried out through a combination of formulas: high capacity for 
global expansion through networking; high possibilities for tax evasion; low invest-
ment, except for the algorithms themselves; and especially a high capacity for social 
control through the management of its raw material, which is data (Srnicek, 2017). 
This is why Evgeny Morozov (2018) defines big-tech capitalism as a technological 
neo-feudalism. In fact, Airbnb was one of the start-ups that emerged in the middle 
of the 2008 crisis, which focused on the holiday home rental market. Through this 
platform and other similar ones, around four million homes were introduced into 
the tourist production circuit in 191 countries around the world, triggering a phe-
nomenon known as airbnbification (Oskam, 2019). The remains of the real estate 
bubble were recycled through the tourist commodification of properties by Airbnb, 
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but airbnbification has also become a powerful mechanism for accelerating the pro-
cesses of accumulation by dispossession in cities (Milano and Mansilla, 2018). 

COVID-19, the root causes of the causes 

Towards the end of 2019, the World Health Organisation (WHO) activated health 
alerts when pneumonia cases in the Chinese city of Wuhan were reported. Located 
in the south-eastern corner of the country, the city is home to eleven million people 
and is one of China’s major industrial hubs with many investments by multinational 
companies. Especially Wuhan had been postulated as the world’s new Detroit, a 
reference to automobile manufacturing in the former home of American industry.  
At the beginning of 2020, the situation was already alarming, and the Chinese au-
thorities enacted drastic measures to deal with a major health crisis, first with the 
isolation of Wuhan, which gradually spread to other cities in the province of Hubei, 
affecting around fifty million people. 

Initially, the causes of pneumonia were unknown, but it was soon concluded that 
it was not any of the similar diseases known in the last few years, such as SARS (Se-
vere Acute Respiratory Syndrome) or MERS (Middle East Respiratory Syndrome). 
In January 2020, a new coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2, was known to be circulating. 
The severity of the situation was not yet fully assessed in that month. Then, the 
WHO still stated that: “WHO does not recommend any specific health measures for 
travellers, but they are advised to visit a health facility and to explain their travel 
route to their doctor in case they develop any respiratory symptoms during or after 
their journey”. Health authorities, and global leaders, took it as a phenomenon exter-
nal to capital and geographically isolated and limited to China, and more specifical-
ly to the region of Hubei. The global capitalist normality, and of course international 
travel, which was one of its centrepieces, was not supposed to be disturbed. 

When it was revealed that the disease’s ground zero was in a Wuhan market 
where wild animals were sold, the colonial criticism over Chinese or Asian cultural 
distinctiveness was intensified. In any case, it can be said that the commodifica-
tion of exotic animals is mostly linked to the consumption patterns of global elites 
(Malm, 2020). Even conspiracy theories spread claiming that it was a manufactured 
disease by the Chinese authorities. As the virus expanded, so did conspiracy theo-
ries and fake news, mainly coming from right-wing extremists. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/BL-CJB-19227
https://www.who.int/csr/don/12-january-2020-novel-coronavirus-china/es/
https://www.who.int/csr/don/12-january-2020-novel-coronavirus-china/es/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/es/coronavirus-y-derecha-radical-conspiraci%C3%B3n-desinformaci%C3%B3n-y-xenofobia/


23#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

Over time, and at a fast pace, more has been learned about its origins. The 
COVID-19 coronavirus is associated with a bat population virus in the province of 
Yunnan that would have jumped from bats to humans through intermediate hosts 
(Boni et al., 2020). Chiroptera - Bats - are the second most diverse mammal order 
with about 1,200 species. These animals have a high tolerance to viruses mainly 
due to two factors: in the first place, because of their flying ability, they can reach 
extremely high body temperatures without being affected at all. In the second place, 
as gregarious animals, they have what could be defined as herd immunity to these 
pathogens (Loureiro, 2020). This was not the first time in the 21st century that a virus 
has jumped from bats to humans. For example, SARS in 2002 was linked to bats 
and civets as carriers, and MERS was linked to camels in 2012. This phenomenon 
is defined as zoonosis –or zoonotic disease-, which refers to infectious diseases that 
spread from animal species to humans. Despite some demands to eliminate bats as 
a solution, multiple researchers have pointed out how infectious diseases have been 
rising to alarming levels in recent years. The spillover of these animal infectious 
diseases is mainly due to the degradation of the planet’s biodiversity: deforestation, 
habitat fragmentation, species extinction and, illegal trafficking of species, among 
the main causes. A process that feeds back with climate change. Bats subjected to 
greater stress due to habitat alteration are forced to move to plantations, farms, or 
urban areas seeking shelter and food. The greater the biodiversity, the lower the 
risk of zoonotic spillover. Therefore, the main protection against the spread of these 
diseases lies in the protection of biodiversity (Malm, 2020). Biodiversity protection 
that acts against the risk of zoonotic spillover must be structured on the principles 
of the so-called conservation revolution or convivial conservation. It should also 
go beyond “capitalist realism” and its formulas for biodiversity conservation based 
on “islands of nature” in the midst of the global ecosystemic disorder (Büscher and 
Fletcher, 2020). 

However, if we focus only on biodiversity protection, we may make the mistake 
of ignoring the causes behind biodiversity devastation. The spread of industrial 
agriculture and livestock farming, along with their animal mega-farms - true 
infectious powder kegs - and natural habitat destruction for industrial crops 
- soybeans and African palm - has been identified as main reasons behind the 
spread of infectious diseases (Davis, 2020; Wallace, 2020). For example, the Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa in 2014 was closely linked to the African palm boom in the 
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region. A boom that was boosted by the World Bank, the Guinean government, and 
the US, British, Indonesian, and Malaysian transnational corporations (Wallace and 
Wallace, 2016).

The virus spread on a global scale

In order to understand the virus’s spread on a global scale, new elements of analysis 
must be introduced. The first one relates to the virus itself and its impact on people. 
In fact, it is a very efficient virus as its effects on human hosts are not always lethal, 
which ensures its reproduction. This differs from other viruses, as in the case of the 
Ebola virus, with an average mortality rate of around 50%, compared to COVID-19 
which is around 4% - the highest in Yemen (29.5%) and Mexico (8.8%)-. 

The second factor to consider is the key role played by global tourism through 
international flights in the spread of the virus, with tourists becoming the main 
carriers of the virus (Iaquinto, 2020). One of the first cases was a tourist from Wu-
han who travelled to Bangkok in early January of 2019, who was hospitalized when 
she arrived at the Thai airport and was found to have a fever. Then, the infectious 
diseases protocol was immediately activated. Towards the end of January 2019, Italy 
confirmed two cases of COVID-19 in Chinese tourists who, after landing in Milan, 
travelled to Rome. At the same time in Spain, a German tourist in La Gomera and a 
British tourist in Mallorca were hospitalized, and a man who had travelled to Nepal 
died in Valencia. The carriers were not exclusively Chinese tourists travelling in 
Europe, but British, German, and Swiss executives who had either visited China on 
business trips or worked there (Bernabe, 2020) - the European zero-patient seems to 
have been a German businessman after meeting his Shanghai-based business part-
ner. In the case of the United States, the virus arrived through a flight from Wuhan 
to Seattle, where the state of emergency was declared on the 29th of February 2019. 
But the most significant outbreak was in New York, which was due to the arrival 
of European flights. Given the news of the virus’ spread, flights to China were can-
celled, but the rest of international flights remained unchanged. Airports became 
true epidemic hubs (Méndez, 2020). The quick expansion in Latin America was also 
primarily linked to tourist flows: in the first place, Latin American tourists who vis-
ited European countries where they contracted the disease, as in the case of the first 
COVID-19 patient in Mexico who had been to Italy. In the second place, European 

https://www.who.int/es/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/ebola-virus-disease
https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/data/mortality
https://www.who.int/csr/don/14-january-2020-novel-coronavirus-thailand-ex-china/en/
https://www.who.int/csr/don/14-january-2020-novel-coronavirus-thailand-ex-china/en/
https://www.corriere.it/cronache/20_gennaio_30/coronavirus-italia-corona-9d6dc436-4343-11ea-bdc8-faf1f56f19b7.shtml
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMc2001468
https://elpais.com/sociedad/2020/02/28/actualidad/1582897294_203408.html
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tourists who developed the disease while being on holidays in Latin America, as in 
the case of an Italian tourist who was the first patient in the  Dominican Republic 
or the first cases in Cuba who were also Italian tourists. In the third place, the trips 
of emigrants who worked in a European country and returned (as tourists) to their 
countries for holidays, as was the case with the first patient in Ecuador  who lived 
in Spain and returned to Ecuador for holidays. By mid-March 2020, the virus was 
found in 146 countries, largely due to global air travel (Gössling et al., 2021). 

In addition to international tourist flows and flights, two major tourist sources 
of COVID-19’s dissemination should be highlighted. In Europe, the ski resort of 
Ischgl (Austria), known as the “Ibiza of ice” and close to Italy, was still operating at 
full capacity in March. Ischgl became the main accelerator of the first virus wave in 
Europe (Oltermann and Hoyal, 2020). The case of cruise ships has been dramatic, 
as they became large cages where the virus was spreading. Moreover, in the case of 
cruise ships, the class differences between crew and passengers were highly tangible 
(Teberga, 2020).

As we have just outlined, there is a clear correlation between the dynamics of 
planetary touristification, which is closely linked to the spatial logics of global 
capitalism, with offshoring processes and the virus’ spread. In a certain way, 
COVID-19 could be understood as another dimension of global capitalism’s contra-
dictions in general, and in particular a contradiction of that peculiar path of accumu-
lation that we call touristification. This is why the critical reflections developed over 
the last few years should gain more strength than ever. In fact, this has been shown 
in multiple publications throughout 2020, such as published articles in Alba Sud, or 
academic journals such as Tourism Geographies or the Journal of Sustainable Tour-
ism. However, an intense debate has been triggered in the academic world –as the 
one promoted by Jim Butcher on the TRINET tourism information network- where 
critical approaches on touristification have been accused of damaging tourism, par-
ticularly at a time when tourism was going through its biggest crisis in history. In 
the Spanish case, this view was also stated, for example, in the Spanish newspa-
per El País, where it was said: “the situation that has been generated in only two 
months also puts in quarantine some of the assumptions that prevailed in a certain 
‘tourism-phobia”. As Freya Higgins-Desboilles (2020) explains, what this debate 
puts on the table is the dispute between those critical positions that pursue social 

https://www.infobae.com/america/america-latina/2020/03/02/republica-dominicana-confirmo-el-primer-caso-de-coronavirus/
https://www.elperiodico.com/es/internacional/20200312/coronavirus-cuba-confirma-tres-primeros-casos-turistas-italianos-7886030
https://www.elsaltodiario.com/el-rumor-de-las-multitudes/guayaquil-colonial-virus
http://www.albasud.org/noticia/es/1264/impactos-del-slum-tourism-en-las-comunidades-anfitrionas
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rtxg20/22/3?nav=tocList
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rsus20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rsus20/current
http://agendapublica.elpais.com/que-hacer-con-el-turismo/
http://agendapublica.elpais.com/que-hacer-con-el-turismo/
http://agendapublica.elpais.com/que-hacer-con-el-turismo/
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transformation, also regarding touristification, against those dominant positions of 
preserving the established social (tourist) order. 

A hit sector in free fall

By March, Europe had already become the COVID-19 epicentre. It was not until the 
11th of March that the WHO declared COVID-19 as a pandemic. Up to that point, 
the world’s ruling classes tried by all their means that the virus did not affect the 
economy. Since the 11th of March, two measures have spread throughout the 
world: border closures and severe travel restrictions, with the virtual suspen-
sion of air travel, and confinement. These measures undoubtedly challenged the 
economy and the so-called global value chains. A simultaneous supply and demand 
shock that affected first the primary circuit of accumulation, the one linked to the 
so-called productive economy (Méndez, 2020). Certainly, one of the sectors that 
should have been most impacted by the pandemic was tourism, as the key conditions 
that enable the development of mass tourism - mobility and human interactions on 
a large scale - were disrupted.  However, this was not the first time that infectious 
disease had disrupted the tourist cycle. In fact, in the current circumstances of se-
vere planetary ecological disruption, zoonotic spillovers and their effects are likely 
to become more frequent if the conditions leading to these diseases are not reversed. 
Moreover, the impacts of climate change may become much more devastating than 
those caused by the pandemic (Gössling et al., 2021; Malm, 2020).

After the global pandemic was officially announced, international tourism lob-
bies, such as the UNWTO or the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC), or 
national ones, such as Exceltur in Spain, reacted by elaborating impact forecasts of 
the global pandemic. These reports have been used to pressure governments to take 
action to support and rescue the sector. As an example, the May 2020 UNWTO Ba-
rometer analysed the impact of COVID-19 and predicted overall declines between 
58% and 78% in international tourist arrivals with a drop in international tourism 
receipts from an all-time peak of USD 1.48 trillion in 2019 to an estimated 570-310 
million USD (UNWTO, 2020a). On the other hand, the WTTC estimated a decline 
in tourism GDP from USD 8.87 trillion in 2019 to USD 3.32 trillion in the worst-case 
scenario, resulting in dramatic employment destruction (WTTC, 2020a). According 
to these reports, the Northern Hemisphere summer season was practically lost, but 

https://time.com/5791661/who-coronavirus-pandemic-declaration/
https://wttc.org/COVID-19
https://www.exceltur.org/covid19-valoraciones-de-exceltur-e-informaciones-varias/
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there was still some hope that at least the Southern Hemisphere summer season 
would not be so affected. In November, the worst predictions were confirmed: in-
ternational tourist arrivals declined by 72% compared to the same period of the pre-
vious year and the volume of international tourists, around 360 million, was at the 
same levels as in the mid-1980s (UNWTO, 2020b).

A pandemic with uneven impact

At this point, the uneven space-time incidence of the pandemic must be high-
lighted, as can be seen in Figure 3. To classify the uneven COVID-19 geography, 
several different factors can be identified, which are not mutually exclusive, but rath-
er combine and complement each other to different degrees. The first one depends 
on the degree of commercial and touristic connection - hyper-mobility - which 
allows us to understand the high number of cases in advanced capitalist countries - 
the US and the EU - but also in Southern countries that have played a major role in 
the world-economy since the previous crisis, such as the BRICS. The second factor 
refers to the health services’ quality, as evidenced in advanced capitalist countries 
such as Spain,  where public services have been undermined after many years of 
cutbacks and the progress of health privatization, or the USA,  which has been de-
fined as the panacea of health neo-liberalization. However, access to health and its 
neo-liberalization remains more prevalent in much of the Global South. Thus, it can 
be concluded that austerity and privatization of healthcare kill (Stuckler and Basu, 
2013; Sell and Williams, 2020). In third place, a notable dimension in the deepening 
pandemic has to do with inequalities. Its impact is more severe in the most vulner-
able groups of societies that are deeply affected by inequalities. As Joan Benach, 
director of the Research Group on Inequalities in Health (GREDS-EMCONET) at 
Pompeu Fabra University (UPF) in Barcelona, often states, the important thing in 
health is not so much the genetic code, but rather the postcode. As such, the type of 
work and the conditions in which it is performed, and the housing conditions and 
geographical environments in which people live, are crucial (Benach, 2020). This 
has been highlighted regarding the incidence of COVID-19 with a strong racialized 
and class-based component in cities such as New York (Wallace and Wallace, 2020). 
The fourth factor would be related to population ageing, where African countries are 
opposites, with a younger population compared to an ageing Europe. Europe, there-

https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/politica/2020/03/14/la_crisis_castiga_sistema_sanitario_debilitado_por_los_recortes_privatizacion_104939_1012.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/theguardian/estadounidenses-muriendo-permitir-tratamientos-necesitan_1_1089525.html; https:/www.amazon.es/Por-qu%C3%A9-austeridad-mata-Pensamiento/dp/8430602186
https://elpais.com/planeta-futuro/2020-10-10/la-edad-los-genes-los-datos-o-la-prevencion-por-que-africa-tiene-menos-muertes-de-covid-19.html
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fore, is much more vulnerable to the virus (Kathintsky and Aburto, 2020). A fifth 
factor has to do with the proportion of the urban population and demographic 
density, especially notable in the case of India, where cities such as Mumbai have 
had more than half of their slum dwellers affected by the disease. Lastly, and in sixth 
place, depending on the political responses to the pandemic, which range from the 
delirium of leaders such as Donald Trump in the USA, Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua 
or Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, to measures of strong biopolitical control and authori-
tarian order such as China. Regarding institutional aspects, we must highlight the 
fact that those countries that previously experienced pandemic health crises, such as 
Ebola in Africa or SARS in Asia, were better prepared to deal with the COVID-19 
crisis (An and Tang, 2020; Maxmen, 2020).

Figure 3.
Heat map of cumulative COVID-19 cases up to 30 December 2020

7.1358 cases/km2

279 cases/km2

Source: own elaboration based on the data from  Gisanddata. 

Regarding the COVID-19 impact, it is also important to introduce the concept of 
vulnerability, which in the case of highly specialized tourism production regions 
was quite high (Aledo et al., 2020; Méndez, 2020). We must remember and empha-

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-53576653
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-53576653
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-07-10/los-delirios-mortales-del-rey-donald.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/theguardian/sandinistas-menospreciaron-covid-manifestaciones-nicaragua_1_6024222.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/theguardian/brasil-jair-bolsonario-coronavirus-comunicacion_1_1010143.html
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size that vulnerability is not a natural attribute, but is fundamentally a socio-politi-
cal construction, understood as a set of structural conditions that limit the capacity 
to respond to systemic hazards. In this sense, social paths and social contexts allow 
us to understand and explain the social gaps in the unequal display of vulnerability. 
The Spanish case is a leading example where a combination of several dynamics 
allows us to understand how its high vulnerability has led to a high pandemic 
incidence, especially during the spring of 2020. In the first place, the structural 
conditions characterized by integration into the capitalist world-economy based on 
tourism and real estate production, which has been linked to a deep de-industrial-
isation. In the second place, the high dependence on the external supply of goods, 
including health materials, was particularly evident during the toughest moments of  
March and April when there was even a lack of safety equipment for health workers  
– this group was one of the worst affected by COVID-19-. In the third place, a full-
scale application of neoliberal doctrine and austerity policies, especially after the 
2008 crisis, undermining public health and other public social protection services. 
In the fourth place, the political response to the pandemic, as the governing classes - 
under great pressure from corporate lobbies - hesitated to take drastic measures that 
would put the economy at risk, particularly in the approach of Easter holidays and 
the start of the tourist season. In the fifth place, the limits of the European Union as 
a political framework, with the nation-state playing an increasingly important role, 
which was against a collective health response (Murray and Cañada, 2020). 

However, while Spain may be an example of the increased vulnerability associat-
ed with tourism specialization, we also find other cases where tourism specialization 
did not lead to greater vulnerability to the pandemic’s impact. In particular, Greece, 
which suffered intensely from austerity policies, did not experience the dramatic 
situations of Spain or Italy. This was particularly due to two reasons. Greece, despite 
being a major tourist power, was less exposed to international tourist flows than 
Italy and Spain, and the entry of the virus came later. Moreover, the political and 
social response to the pandemic was faster and more drastic, which was partly be-
cause, given the limitations resulting from austerity policies, there were insufficient 
resources, and therefore confinement, flight stoppages, restrictions on non-essential 
activities, and a media campaign reminding citizens of the risks they were running 
due to the lack of health resources were implemented. Other remarkable cases are 
those of Singapore, which, like most Southeast Asian countries, had a health policy 
to prevent infectious diseases before the outbreak of COVID-19. Iceland and New 

https://www.eldiario.es/sociedad/encontrar-sanitario-gobierno-comunidades-autonomas_1_1004039.html
https://www.eldiario.es/sociedad/contagiados-sanitarios_1_1008948.html
https://time.com/5824836/greece-coronavirus/
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Zealand carried out an early and forceful preventive policy response –go hard, go 
early-. At the time of the pandemic outbreak, those countries were in the low tourist 
season, and therefore with few tourist flows, and counted on a very robust public 
health system too (Fouda et al., 2020).

Confinement, restrictions and an uncertain recovery

In most countries, closure and confinement were applied as a measure to control 
the pandemic’s spread. Quarantine was applied to different degrees and for a dif-
ferent duration depending on the country, with Manilá s case standing out with an 
interrupted six-month quarantine. The measures taken were described as those of 
an extreme situation, such as a military conflict. The official rhetoric identified the 
fight against COVID-19 as if it were a war: exceptional measures in an exceptional 
emergency. Malm (2020) wonders what differentiates the coronavirus emergency 
from other emergencies, such as the climate emergency, so that the measures taken 
blocked capitalism itself. According to the author, the prioritization of health over 
economics in the COVID-19 emergency is fundamentally a class issue, because 
while climate change disruptions affect (and will affect) poor populations in the 
South much more severely, COVID-19 also takes the lives of ageing populations in 
the Global North.

The priority during March and April of 2020 was to bend the curve of infected 
people and thus be able to re-establish what was defined as the “new normality” 
which, as Santiago Alba Rico pointed out, would be articulated on the previous 
pathological normality. As the end of the lockdown appeared to come on the horizon, 
pressures started to grow for de-escalation to compensate for the wasted time and to 
avoid further damage to capital. The disruption of the global economy was ushering 
in a capitalist crisis of a greater magnitude than the one of 2008. In April 2020, the 
International Monetary Fund forecasted a 3% fall in global GDP, if the economic 
activity would recover in the second half of the year. The desires and pressures to 
revive the economy and reactivate the tourist sector led to some measures being 
proposed towards the end of April of 2020, which were aimed at creating “travel 
bubbles”, touristic corridors or COVID passports for a theoretically safe travel.

In May of 2020, the European Commission launched a plan to boost tourism 
(EC, 2020) and the main Mediterranean sun and beach destinations in Europe began 

https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/lecciones-antipodas-nueva-zelanda-controla-rebrote-coronavirus-estrategia-actuar-duro-rapido_1_6278882.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/lecciones-antipodas-nueva-zelanda-controla-rebrote-coronavirus-estrategia-actuar-duro-rapido_1_6278882.html
https://cadenaser.com/ser/2020/09/15/internacional/1600162225_284064.html
https://ctxt.es/es/20200601/Politica/32584/Amanda-Andrades-Alba-Rico-entrevista-confinamiento-pandemia-filosofia-capitalismo-covid-19.htm
https://ctxt.es/es/20200601/Politica/32584/Amanda-Andrades-Alba-Rico-entrevista-confinamiento-pandemia-filosofia-capitalismo-covid-19.htm
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/04/14/weo-april-2020
https://news.un.org/es/story/2020/05/1474322
https://news.un.org/es/story/2020/05/1474322
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200517/481198887489/turismo-espana-comunidades-autonomas-desescalada-fases-verano.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/04/25/pasaporte-sanitario-salvar-campana-turistica-2916514.html
https://m.eldiario.es/internacional/Competencia-Europa-Grecia-Italia-Croacia_0_1038697252.html
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a new battle to attract foreign tourists. One of the main obstacles was the proposal 
of requiring tourists to spend a 14-day quarantine at their destination and a 14-day 
quarantine when returning home. In the case of Spain, the first German-Balearic 
corridor began to operate at the beginning of June, without the need for tourists to 
quarantine either at origin or at the destination. With the arrival of summer, a grad-
ual de-escalation began, the tourist season kicked off and there was a certain social 
relaxation that was due, among other things, to the accumulated fatigue during the 
confinement and to the hope that the virus would be less aggressive with the in-
creasing temperature and humidity. Consequently, this resulted in a spike in the 
number of infections. Thus, the recovery of international tourism was only sus-
tained until the end of July, after the British government excluded Spain from 
the list of safe countries and people travelling from Spain had to be quarantined. 
Shortly afterwards  Germany and the Netherlands advised not to travel to different 
parts of Spain. In the middle of August, which is the peak of the tourist season in 
Mediterranean destinations, many touristic establishments were closed. The worst 
predictions came true. The hasty reopening and de-escalation, carried out with defi-
cient tracking systems, were responsible for the virus regrowth – Madrid being the 
paradigmatic example - as criticized by twenty Spanish scientists in the prestigious 
journal The Lancet (García-Basteiro et al., 2020). 

After summer and with the progressive de-escalation, with the economies re-
opening, greater concentrations of people in closed spaces -such as public trans-
port-, the return to schools, the announced “second wave” took place. This was the 
case in most parts of the world, as can be seen in Figure 4, and must do not only 
with the increasing de-escalation, but also with the different policy responses, and 
the fact that the virus has not gone away. Following the announcement of the Pfizer 
vaccine in early November 2020, there was, along with growing optimism, a certain 
social relaxation linked to the proximity of the Christmas holidays and other festiv-
ities (e.g. Thanksgiving Day in the US -26 November-, Black Friday -27 November-, 
or the long weekend of the Constitution in Spain -5-8 December-) that would lead to 
the third pandemic wave. While America and Europe continued to accumulate cas-
es, China seemed to have “tamed” the virus and domestic travel soared during the 
golden week –National Day holidays– and also the island of Hainan,  known as Chi-
na’s Hawaii. However, unlike China, which has a strong domestic tourism market, 
other Southeast Asian countries that were heavily reliant on international tourism, 
such as Thailand or Indonesia, suffered a major crisis. 

https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/politica/2020/05/26/el_gobierno_oxigeno_turismo_mete_lleno_espana_pugna_por_veraneante_extranjero_107103_1012.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/06/15/companias/1592220505_088542.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/06/15/companias/1592220505_088542.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/07/25/golpe-letal-turismo-mallorca-cuarentena-8000983.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/07/25/golpe-letal-turismo-mallorca-cuarentena-8000983.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/138283_alemania-y-holanda-desaconsejan-viajar-a-varios-destinos-de-espana.html
https://www.eldiario.es/politica/llegado-madrid-falta-prevision-decisiones-erraticas-batalla-gobierno_1_6255930.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/09/covid-19-vaccine-candidate-effective-pfizer-biontech
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/nov/09/covid-19-vaccine-candidate-effective-pfizer-biontech
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/vacunas-covid-tercera-ola-explota-festivos-navidad-falta-datos-problemas-organizacion-vacunacion.html
https://www.eldiario.es/cultura/china-espera-550-millones-de-viajes-durante-las-vacaciones-del-dia-nacional_1_6250323.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-07-11/la-posibilidad-de-una-isla-el-futuro-economico-de-china-descansa-en-hainan.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/theguardian/playas-desiertas-tailandia-pandemia-deja-vacias-islas-saturadas-turismo_1_6126175.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-53900565
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Figura 4. 
Daily new cases of COVID-19 (7-day moving average) in the world and the 
countries with the highest number of cumulative cases in 2020  
(unit: thousands). 
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Source:own elaboration based on WHO data.  

https://covid19.who.int/WHO-COVID-19-global-data.csv
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COVID-19: further inequality

The pandemic acts as a magnifying glass that amplifies pre-existing contradic-
tions and conflicts. Thus, if the way out of the 2008 crisis was resolved by deep-
ening inequalities (Piketty, 2020), COVID-19 has magnified them (Martin et al., 
2020; FOESSA, 2020). According to Holgersen (2020), we can argue that, instead 
of celebrating the coronavirus crisis as the moment for transformation or revolution, 
it should be highlighted that crises are most violently unleashed on the popu-
lar classes. Therefore, crises should be seen primarily as enemies of the popular 
classes and thus should be reflected on the social costs that could be triggered in 
the pandemic’s aftermath. The measures adopted to fight the pandemic not only 
interrupted the primary circuit of capital accumulation but also short-circuited the 
capacity of social movements to organize and resist. In this sense, César Rendueles 
(2020) wrote how “a country in quarantine is very similar to the political dystopias 
of the new right-wing extremism: the army in the streets, calls for national unity, 
limitation of autonomous power, repressive communitarianism and prime time press 
conferences by a general whose statements sound like a dialogue out of La escopeta 
nacional [The National Shotgun in English, is a Spanish comedy film directed by 
Luís García Berlanga in 1978] “.

Just before the outbreak of the pandemic, in February of 2020, the statement of 
the UN special reporter on extreme poverty and human rights was published after 
his official visit to Spain which stated: “I also visited places that I suspect many peo-
ple in Spain would not recognize as part of their country: a slum in conditions much 
worse than a refugee camp, with no running water, electricity or sanitation, where 
migrant workers have been living for years without any improvement in their situa-
tion. Neighbourhoods of concentrated poverty where families raise children with a 
severe shortage of state services, health clinics, employment centres, security, paved 
roads or even legal electricity supply, or even a segregated school in a poor neigh-
bourhood with a 100% gypsy population and a school dropout rate of 75%”. Spain’s 
tourism powerhouse was one of the EU countries with the highest poverty rates, 
the leading school dropout rate and the most precarious social protection systems. 
It is just with the intensified touristification after the 2008 crisis that inequal-
ities in the main tourist regions were exacerbated. Thus, the autonomous com-
munities with the highest proportion of the population in social exclusion included 

https://www.ohchr.org/SP/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25524&LangID=S
https://www.ohchr.org/SP/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25524&LangID=S
https://www.ohchr.org/SP/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25524&LangID=S


34#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

the Canary and Balearic archipelago and the Community of Valencia (Murray and 
Martínez-Caldentey, 2020). The measures to control the pandemic, in addition to the 
fear of travelling once the severe confinement restrictions were lifted, have caused 
a major tourism crisis that has significantly shaken those areas most specialized and 
dependent on tourism, where the social situation is most dramatic, such as in the 
touristic areas of the Catalan coast, las Canary Islands, and the Balearic archipelago 
(Carbonero y Abril, 2020).

In response to the international tourism crisis, governments and tourism lobbies 
focused on boosting domestic tourism (Blanco and Blázquez, 2020), for example 
in Italy, where the  “bonus vacanze” – a voucher of up to 500 euros to stimulate 
domestic tourism–. However, these strategies have had different results depending 
on the social and economic conditions of each territory, and on the social impact of 
COVID-19 as well, both from a health and socio-economic point of view. Thus, for 
example, international tourism played a key role in Spain’s current account balance, 
which was much higher than in other European touristic countries such as France 
or Italy, and the mobilization of domestic tourism would need to be significantly 
higher to compensate for these losses. Thus, while Spain was one of the main tour-
ism exporters in the EU, Germany stood out as a net tourism importer - meaning 
that more German tourists go abroad than the number of international tourists the 
country receives-. Thus, in 2019, the net contribution of international tourism to the 
Spanish balance of payments was 3.7% of GDP (EUR 46.26 billion) (Tourspain, 
2020), compared to negative 44.9 billion euros in Germany, representing 1.3% of its 
GDP (Bundesbank, 2020). As mentioned above, the outbreak of the pandemic led to 
an increase in domestic tourism, but Spanish society, where even before COVID-19 
40% of the population could not afford to go on holiday, was unable to fill the gap 
left by international tourism –in fact, Spaniards barely travelled in the summer of 
2020-. Germany, on the other hand, did experience a notable increase in domestic 
tourism and therefore, the tourist expenditure that was made each year in destina-
tions such as Mallorca was generated in situ (Nieves, 2020).   In summary, while 
the international tourism crisis in Spain had a knock-on effect on the economy as a 
whole and was reflected in the macroeconomic indicators, in the case of Germany 
the pandemic has led to a reduction in outbound tourism and a strengthening of 
domestic tourism, with a positive impact on the German economy. Spain’s high 
degree of tourism specialization is one of the factors that explains why Spain 

https://www.eldiario.es/catalunya/hambre-castiga-localidades-turisticas-catalana_1_5972740.html
https://www.eldiario.es/canariasahora/sociedad/pobreza-golpea-35-poblacion-canaria-situacion-estructural-agudiza-crisis-desatada-coronavirus_1_6290887.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/ocio/viajes/20200701/482046727961/mas-de-100000-familias-italianas-piden-el-bono-vacacional-de-hasta-500-euros.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/vida/20190828/4723532049/vacaciones-espana-datos-derecho-informe-ine.html
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/espanoles-apenas-viajaron-verano-peor-agosto-turismo-nacional-veinte-anos_1_6244369.html
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is estimated to be one of the worst economically affected countries by the pan-
demic, with an estimated fall of 12.4% in GDP in 2020 compared to 2019, which is 
much higher than the EU average of 7.4% and the world average of 4.3% (European 
Commission, 2020). 

Moreover, it is a striking fact that Latin America and the Caribbean will be 
the world’s region that will suffer the biggest economic slump, with a 9.1% drop in 
GDP in 2020, where COVID-19 has pushed 45 million people to the edge of poverty. 
The Latin American Network for Economic and Social Justice (Latindadd) exposes 
how, after decades of neoliberal policies and structural adjustments, the region is 
the world’s most unequal - the 1% of the richest population concentrates 21% of the 
income - which is combined with a minimal tax burden. Thus, COVID-19 has led to 
a precarious and vulnerable situation in Latin America and the Caribbean that has 
further widened patterns of inequality (Latindadd, 2020). Furthermore, the region, 
which had experienced a certain economic boom in the previous decade thanks to 
the commodities boom, which resulted in an extractivist round and the expansion of 
tourism in certain areas, will have serious difficulties in relaunching the accumula-
tion cycle given its high external dependence (García-Macías and García-Zamora, 
2020).

Transforming capitalism, with winners and losers

The COVID-19 crisis hit the primary circuit of accumulation - production of goods 
and services - hard, with tourism as one of the most severely affected sectors. It is 
important to highlight the fact that the manner of exit from one crisis contains 
within itself the seeds of crises to come (Harvey, 2014). Thus, if one of the main 
ways out of the 2008 crisis was through the deepening of tourist-based accumula-
tion, the crisis triggered by COVID-19 could have a strong impact right back on it. It 
is also necessary to remember that crises are moments of creative destruction, which 
does not mean that all capital forces go bankrupt, but quite the opposite. Therefore, 
the pandemic, despite being the trigger of a massive capitalist crisis, would become 
the scapegoat for explaining an unprecedented crisis of global capitalism (Álvarez, 
2020a; Harvey, 2020). The explanation would be that a force outside the capitalist 
logic has triggered a deep global crisis. However, in addition to the fact that the 
COVID-19 crisis is the result of capital’s dynamics rather than a “natural disaster” 

https://www.latindadd.org/


36#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

(Davis, 2020; Malm, 2020; Foster et al, 2021), it is worth remembering that before 
the pandemic burst, global capitalism was on the verge of a new crisis, with profits 
continuing to fall (López and Rodríguez, 2020), in which the world economy had 
been sustained in large part by the Chinese drive associated with a powerful con-
struction boom (Harvey, 2020), and in which the financial bubble was sustained by 
continuous liquidity injections by states after the 2008 crisis (Flores, 2020; Foster et 
al., 2021). 

Among other solutions, the way out of the 2008 crisis was solved by the rise 
of platform capitalism. However, through such capitalism, the joint profit rates of 
global capitalism were not boosted; instead, there has been a growing competition 
between capitals for profits. In this confrontation, the winners are mega-invest-
ment funds, such as BlackRock and Vanguard, and platform and technology corpo-
rations, the GAFAMs (Google -Alphabet-, Amazon, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft), 
which have become the most highly traded (Srnicek, 2017; Murray, 2020).

The struggle for profit and the conflict between different capital groups also 
broke out within the tourism capital. A clear example of this can be found behind the 
bankruptcy of the giant Thomas Cook in September 2019. Its downfall was due to a 
combination of elements: increasing competition from digital capital in travel; deep-
ening financial dynamics (and their turbulences) within large tourism corporations; 
the growing uncertainties associated with Brexit; and the effects of climate change 
affecting travel planning by potential tourists (Pratley, 2019).

One of the main capital responses to the pandemic was a global stock market 
crash. To defuse the situation, central banks reinforced the quantitative easing (QE 
– Quantitative Easing) policy –buying bonds, public debt and loan guarantees– pro-
viding a huge amount of liquidity under the theoretical assumption that this would, 
by containing interest rates on corporate bonds and public debt, speed up credit, 
facilitating the financing of governments, companies and households, and calming 
the capital panics reflected in the risk premium.  Thus, the European Central Bank 
launched the Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme (PEPP), endowed with 750 
billion euros, which was increased on several occasions to reach 1.85 trillion euros 
by the end of 2020, and the United States Federal Reserve (FED) injected some 4 
trillion dollars - among the stimulus measures was an income of 1200 dollars per 
adult, plus 500 for each child - (Sánchez, 2020). Moreover, the monetary authorities 

https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Expansi%C3%B3n_cuantitativa
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/mopo/implement/pepp/html/index.en.html
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assured their commitment to maintain the helicopter money as long as needed and 
to relax the bank conditions imposed in the 2008 crisis.

The effects of this liquidity expansion have benefited large capital, instead of 
benefiting society as a whole (Dolack, 2020). This enormous liquidity has allowed, 
among other things, to keep still active “zombie corporations” –those that are not 
able to cover their financial expenses–, distribute dividends, even in companies with 
losses, share buyback  to avoid the fall in the price of companies, and trigger a stock 
market bubble activated by the sale of shares because the stock market has become 
a refuge for investment against other forms, particularly of public debt bonds (Ál-
varez, 2020b). The stock market dynamics outline a geographical distribution that 
represents the capital dynamics and its restructuring. Thus, the biggest gains were 
found in the US stock markets - particularly the companies listed on the Nasdaq (up 
43.6%) - China, which is also a great technological power (an increase of 24.83% in 
the Chinese stock market index, CSI300) and Japan (an increase of 16.01% in the 
Japanese Nikkei). The boost in these financial centres is due to three factors: first, 
better expectations of regional economic recovery. Second, the high presence of 
technology companies. Last, corporations with a strong international presence and 
expansion prospects. The IBEX-35 is at the other end of the spectrum, leading stock 
market losses in 2020. This is due, among other things, to the almost non-existent 
presence of technology companies and the fall of banks, construction and real estate 
companies, energy corporations, and tourism and travel companies (Fortuño, 2020; 
Fernández, 2020).

Thus, the disruption of the primary capital circuit has not been accompanied by 
the disruption of financial dynamics, but rather the opposite, as a context of huge li-
quidity and uncertainty is ideal for the most aggressive financial capital. In this way, 
financial and platform capital, which had gained great importance after the 2008 
crisis, have been the ones that have benefited the most from the pandemic. Thus, in 
this whole process Pablo Elorduy (2020) highlights three major winners:

•	Blackstone, which launched the €9.8 billion Blackstone Real Estate Part-
ners Europe VI programme, the largest real estate fund in Europe, while 
its CEO, Stephen A. Schwarzman, was the biggest donor to Trump’s pres-
idential campaign. 

https://www.elconfidencial.com/economia/2020-09-20/los-zombis-protagonizaran-la-economia-europea-poscovid_2754331/
https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/economia/2020/05/12/la_mitad_del_ibex_reparte_dividendos_pese_coronavirus_incluidos_bancos_aseguradoras_empresas_perdidas_106692_1011.html
https://www.capitalmadrid.com/2020/9/17/57554/las-empresas-ponen-a-tope-la-maquina-de-la-autocartera.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/04/08/companias/1586369878_521583.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/04/08/companias/1586369878_521583.html
https://www.publico.es/internacional/elecciones-eeuu-presidente-blackstone-principal-donante-campana-trump-wall-street.html
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•	BlackRock, the world’s largest multinational investment management cor-
poration with a presence in many of the world’s largest companies, secured 
a leading position in what is supposed to be one of the ways out of the 
COVID-19 crisis, the so-called green economy, thanks to its contract with 
the European Commission as an advisor for integrating sustainability crite-
ria into banking supervision (CEO, 2020). It also holds important positions 
in the Biden administration in the US by electing some of its CEOs to posi-
tions such as Brian Deese, who has been appointed director of the National 
Economic Council. 

•	Lastly, the big winner of COVID-19 has been Amazon, along with the big 
technology companies (Alphabet, Apple and Microsoft), which has expe-
rienced a dizzying increase in sales and share price. An example of this is 
the fact that Jeff Bezos,  its CEO, has become the richest person in history 
thanks to COVID-19. 

On the other hand, some of the biggest losers from the pandemic are the BEACH 
companies (Booking, Entertainment, Airlines, Hotels), i.e. those linked to tourism. 
Some of them have even lost 80% of their value (Nhamo et al., 2020). With the de-
cline in tourism and travel - transport represented 60% of oil consumption before 
the pandemic - oil companies have also experienced one of the most dramatic falls 
in history, as oil prices plummeted (Kucharz et al., 2020). 

The pandemic is being seen as the trigger for a shift and a deepening of the cap-
ital logics that were already taking place before the COVID-19 crisis. This realign-
ment could take the form of: first, the restructuring of the capital owners with the 
growing importance of mega-investment funds in the capital’s governance (Juste, 
2020). Second, the rise of technology corporations in the expansion of platform cap-
italism (Srnicek, 2017) and surveillance (Zuboff, 2019). Third, the increasing role of 
the state in sustaining senile capitalism, with strong support and collaboration with 
capital in surveillance (digitization), in so-called green technologies and robotiza-
tion (Robinson, 2020). Finally, and fourthly, a spatial reconfiguration of the capital-
ist world-economy in a new multipolar (dis)order, with the intensification of regional 
formations and the strengthening of the nation-state. This recomposition could be 
the culmination of the declining process of old Europe and the rise of the Eastern 
bloc led by China (Bringel, 2020).

https://www.expansion.com/economia/politica/2020/12/03/5fc9437ae5fdeaab4d8b470f.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-04-24/y-el-ganador-de-la-crisis-es-jeff-bezos.html
https://www.visualcapitalist.com/covid-19-downturn-beach-stocks/
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In a context of collapsing tourism activity across nearly the entire globe, lobbies 
and large tourism corporations, which have been characterized by their strong 
support for weak fiscal regimes, have demanded governments to come to their 
rescue (Bianchi, 2020; Nhamo et al., 2020). The old formula is therefore fulfilled: 
“too big to fail”. Most tourism businesses have suffered a severe setback with the 
pandemic, with small and medium-sized enterprises being the most seriously affect-
ed, many of which are at risk of disappearing or have had to close permanently, as it 
has happened in the Canary Island or the Balearic Island. 

Transformations in the aeronautical sector 

Probably one of the main examples of tourism bankruptcy is the aeronautical sec-
tor, illustrated by the images of empty airports and planes parked in hangars. Aero-
nautical infrastructures and airlines are an excellent example of the privatization, fi-
nancing, oligopolistic concentration and precariousness associated with global tour-
istification. A trend that has also been combined with strong entrepreneurial support 
from states, which still maintain significant stakes in their shareholding structures 
(Hinkes-Jones, 2014; Ramos, 2019).

Despite its limited contribution to the economy as a whole, as suggested by the 
OECD (2020), the role of aviation is key to boosting a whole range of global cap-
italist activities. The COVID-19 costs for airlines, as for all tourism companies, are 
not only due to losses in sales but also due to cancellations.  Most airlines were reluc-
tant to refund tickets and instead offered travel vouchers thinking that the pandem-
ic was just a temporary condition, but over time they have been forced to refund, 
although this has led to successive disputes due to airline non-compliance (Nhamo 
et al., 2020). For this reason, powerful public rescue packages for airlines have been 
launched, totalling around $159 billion in August of 2020, covering approximately 
38% of the estimated losses. Half of this public injection is in the United States, fol-
lowed by Germany, France and the Netherlands (Abate et al., 2020; OECD, 2020).

In the EU, airlines pushed for bailouts not to be subject to social constraints, so 
that layoffs and workforce restructuring  have been allowed. Bailouts have not been 
either subject to environmental conditions, so airlines did not need to reduce pollut-
ing emissions. According to the airline bailout monitor by Greenpeace, Transport & 
Environment y Carbon Market Watch, out of the 37 billion euros allocated to airline 

https://www.eldia.es/tenerife/2020/08/02/isla-pierde-2-300-empresas-22366914.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/11/14/12-empresas-cerraran-encuesta-pimem-23143301.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2020/apr/22/planes-grounded-coronavirus-pandemicsit-idle-airports-world-pictures
https://es.euronews.com/2020/04/28/las-companias-aereas-se-resisten-reembolsar-los-vuelos-cancelados-por-el-covid-19
https://es.euronews.com/2020/04/28/las-companias-aereas-se-resisten-reembolsar-los-vuelos-cancelados-por-el-covid-19
https://cadenaser.com/programa/2020/06/01/hoy_por_hoy/1591005413_536827.html
https://www.eurocockpit.be/news/hall-shame-snapshot-new-anti-crew-practices-emerging-during-covid19
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/airlines-seek-128bn-in-coronavirus-bailouts-without-environmental-conditions-attached
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/22/airlines-seek-128bn-in-coronavirus-bailouts-without-environmental-conditions-attached
https://www.transportenvironment.org/what-we-do/flying-and-climate-change/bailout-tracker
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bailouts, only those related to Air-France-KLM Group and Austrian Airlines con-
tain environmental constraints that are also extremely weak. This is happening at a 
time when airlines were being criticized for their contribution to air pollution – the 
European Commission acknowledged that the impact of aviation was three times 
higher than previously estimated  –  and the lack of action to reduce their contribu-
tion to climate change (Rivas, 2020). 

In Spain, the COVID-19 outbreak was triggered just as the acquisition of Air 
Europa by the IAG-Iberia group for one billion euros was about to be closed. Thanks 
to the pandemic, IAG has taken over the company for half the price, postponing 
payment until 2026. This price, however, was linked to the fact that Air Europa had 
received loans of 475 million euros from the state through SEPI (Sociedad Estatal 
de Prestaciones Industriales) plus 140 million euros in loans from ICO (Instituto de 
Crédito Oficial), which IAG will have to take over after its acquisition. Also, the oth-
er IAG companies, Iberia and Vueling had jointly received bank loans guaranteed by 
the state worth 1.01 billion euros. The case of IAG Group is a perfect example of the 
schizophrenic and contradictory evolution of public airlines - British Airways and 
Iberia - after a long process of privatization and financialization. The supposedly 
private multinational company’s main shareholder is Qatar Airways (25%), which is 
owned by the Qatari government, joined by large funds such as Capital Research & 
Management Co (1.49%), BlackRock (0.88%) and the Norwegian sovereign wealth 
fund Norges Bank Investment Management (0.82%). Furthermore, the IAG example 
also represents a possible trend for some large airlines, not only because of the con-
solidation process with the acquisition of Air Europa but also because of the grow-
ing positioning of  Qatar Airways within the group after the announcement of the 
COVID-19 vaccine and the alleged recovery of tourism. Moreover, it should be not-
ed that the fall of the aeronautical sector has also had repercussions on corporations 
that own aeronautical infrastructures and aeronautical and military manufacturing 
companies, such as the American Boeing group (with losses of 3.487 million dol-
lars) and the European Airbus with losses of 2,686 million euros). Both companies, 
considered to be strategic in both the US and the EU, have also been prioritized in 
rescue plans, such as the French aviation rescue plan (15 billion euros). Lastly, the 
case of AENA is equally illustrative of the state’s privatization, financialization and 
corporatist drift of the State. AENA manages Spanish airports, as well as different 
airports in other countries, and it began trading on the stock market in 2015 follow-

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2020:747:FIN
https://www.hosteltur.com/141232_iberia-pagara-la-mitad-por-air-europa-500-millones-de-euros.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/141232_iberia-pagara-la-mitad-por-air-europa-500-millones-de-euros.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/11/19/companias/1605800004_828552.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200501/48872791843/iberia-vueling-creditos-ico-aval-prestamo.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2021/01/04/companias/1609760355_741981.html
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/oct/28/boeing-warns-of-30000-job-cuts-quarter-of-heavy-losses-pandemic-737-max-coronavirus
https://www.europapress.es/economia/noticia-airbus-pierde-2686-millones-septiembre-provision-1200-millones-20201029081202.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/137303_francia-incluye-a-airbus-en-un-rescate-de-15000-m-para-la-aviacion.html
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ing the privatization of 49% of the company. Its partners include BlackRock, Capital 
Research Management Co, Vanguard, Norges, among others, leaving the remaining 
51% in the hands of the public company ENAIRE. AENA, which was dragging a 
debt of almost six billion euros, has been trapped by the abrupt fall in air traffic and 
some of its partners, such as BlackRock, have cut their shares due to the uncertainty 
and the difficult (if not impossible) short-term recovery of flights to pre-pandemic 
numbers. The reduction of the fund’s shareholding is an example of the financial 
strategies of these groups, which reduce their shareholding at critical moments, hop-
ing that the state will assume the debt to take care of the strategic value of the com-
pany, which is a true monopoly. 

Shocks in the hotel sector

The accommodation sector, particularly hotel companies, has been profoundly 
disrupted by the COVID-19 crisis and this is reflected in a dramatic decline in the 
occupancy rate. Booking cancellations were triggered by the announcement of the 
pandemic and many establishments have closed their doors or have been operating 
at a minimum since March 2020 (Nhamo et al., 2020). As hotel establishments are 
infectious disease hotspots, the effects of the pandemic have been more severely 
experienced by companies in this sector. 

Given this situation, hotel corporations have implemented different strategies to 
avoid a drop in revenue, especially once the initial stage of total closure has been 
overcome. A first approach was to implement COVID-19 security protocols through 
alliances with certifying, insurance and technological companies. A second formula 
involved extracting maximum profitability from hotel facilities by offering services 
to non-hosted clients. The third option was to transform hotels to offer new hybrid 
hotel services, with workspaces especially targeting teleworkers and also as a place 
of residence (Pastor, 2020).

However, the COVID-19 crisis has not affected, and will not affect, all hotel 
companies equally. It is still very likely that there will be changes in the hotel-based 
production system, corporate restructuring and even a reshaping of the spatial com-
position of the hotel production itself. While hotel occupancy rates collapsed in Eu-
rope and Latin America, although they slightly recovered to 40% in Europe for a 
brief period in July, occupancy rates in China have been rebounding to between 60% 

https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/12/03/companias/1606978349_986523.html
https://www.expansion.com/mercados/2020/05/08/5eb4fbde468aebd7458b45bf.html
https://www.expansion.com/empresas/transporte/2020/06/27/5ef7189b468aeb40438b4571.html
https://www.expansion.com/directivos/estilo-vida/2020/10/30/5f9c5d53468aeb3e268b46c9.html
https://www.expansion.com/directivos/estilo-vida/2020/10/30/5f9c5d53468aeb3e268b46c9.html
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and 70% (Fenerty and Rossi, 2020). Thus, the combination of large state-backed or 
state-owned Chinese hotel companies, early control of the pandemic, discipline im-
posed by the Chinese government, an expanding Chinese (and regional Asian) do-
mestic market, and a population that is younger than European or North American, 
may suggest that the tourism production (and hotel-based productions) might shift 
from the Mediterranean to East Asia. 

The pandemic impact has been different depending on the size of the com-
pany, the type of operation carried out, and the geographical distribution. Thus, 
for example, the impact of COVID-19 on North American chains has been less se-
vere than in Europe because, in the first place, the US restrictions were less severe 
than in the EU and many establishments were able to remain open. In the second 
place, companies focused on city and business tourism -the luxury and business 
class-, such as Marriott International, suffered a higher incidence than other compa-
nies focused on other segments -the economy class-. In the third place, companies 
with a larger percentage of company-owned establishments - and the associated 
debt - were more exposed to the crisis than other companies with an operating poli-
cy based on management contracts or franchising. In other words, North American 
chains, such as Hilton, which operated most of their establishments using these for-
mulas, were going to be less affected, in general, than European chains, such as the 
French Accor (Wilmot, 2020). 

In the Spanish case, the impact of the crisis is also different depending on the 
operating model and the type of company. When the crisis began in 2008, most 
chains were mainly owners of their establishments. At that time, many companies 
had to sell hotel assets to reduce their bank debt. It was from this sale process that in-
vestment funds emerged with hotel management companies or hotel SOCIMIs (e.g., 
Blackstone, Hay Partners, CBRE Global Investors, HIG Capital, Meridia Capital, 
Omega Capital, Starwood Capital, among the main ones). Today the situation has 
dramatically changed in Spain and a significant number of chains can be differenti-
ated between those that operate hotels through rental contracts (27.4% of the rooms 
of the top 100 chains), those that own the hotels (56%), and those that operate the 
hotels through management or franchising contracts (16.2%) (Coello, 2020). 

Therefore, a crisis degree of severity can be established according to the op-
eration type. The most affected companies are those operating hotels under rental 
contracts, as they will not be able to reduce the fixed costs of property leasing by 



43#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

much, while on the other hand, those classified as asset-light, which operate under 
management or franchise contracts, are at the other side of the spectrum. But the 
companies that were best prepared to face the crisis were not only those that were 
“asset-light”, but also those that reduced fixed costs as much as possible, which was 
achieved through aggressive outsourcing policies, as was the case of the NH chain, 
for example (Yrigoy and Cañada, 2019). On the other hand, chains that own their 
establishments could sell them to cover costs and survive for a certain period. These 
last ones follow the highly financed model of American and British companies such 
as Wyndham Hotels Worldwide (100% of hotels in Spain under management or 
franchise contract), Intercontinental Hotels Group (100% of hotels in Spain), Mar-
riott International (93% of hotels in Spain) or Hilton (79% of hotels in Spain). On 
the other hand, among the chains that operate most hotels under lease contracts are 
Barceló Hotel Group (78.4% of rooms in Spain) and NH (71.8%) (Coello, 2020). 

Although Spanish hotel companies had experienced a golden period between 
2010 and 2019, with record profits, the COVID-19 crisis began to deplete their cash 
flow. NH was one of the first hotel companies to obtain a loan of 250 million euros 
coordinated by BBVA and Santander with the backing of the ICO (Official Credit 
Institute). The Grupo Barceló also obtained 760 million euros in bank financing, in 
addition to 200 million euros guaranteed by the ICO. To cope with the impact of the 
crisis, hotel companies increased bank loans, thereby raising bank exposure, which 
in the case of the large groups would amount to around 3.5 billion euros (Ugalde, 
2020). 

If banking collapsed in 2008, dragged down by the real estate bubble, it might 
be the case that the Spanish banking system could collapse due to the bursting of 
the tourist bubble and economic paralysis (Larrouy, 2020). Banks have been pres-
suring hotel companies to sell off real estate assets in order to obtain liquidity. An 
example of this strategy can be seen in the sale of the Nobu Hotel Barcelona. The 
hotel owned by Robert de Niro’s Nobu Hospitality chain and operated by the Cata-
lan Selenta Group under a management contract, had to be sold to the ASG Iberia 
fund. Another example is the sale of the Barceló Group’s emblematic establishment 
in Mallorca, the Hotel Formentor,   for 165 million euros to the Andorran invest-
ment fund Emin Capital. With the tourism crisis associated with COVID-19, there 
has been a profound upheaval, with all kinds of investment funds hoping that some 
debt-ridden companies will be forced to sell their hotels at bargain prices (Brunet, 

https://www.tourinews.es/noticias/nh-hotel-group-tambien-recurre-ico-garantizar-su-liquidez_4460186_102.html
https://www.businessinsider.es/barcelo-logra-760-millones-financiacion-bancaria-frente-covid-19-730591
https://www.elconfidencial.com/empresas/2021-01-03/selenta-mestre-venta-nobu-asg-de-niro-barcelona_2890979/
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/part-forana/2020/12/15/grupo-barcelo-vende-hotel-formentor-26351493.html
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2020; Vallano, 2020). Thus, fund managers were raising liquidity in the middle of 
the crisis to enter the European hotel real estate market: the Schroder Real Estate 
Hotels based in Luxembourg (425 million euros); the Spanish Azora European Hotel 
& Lodging (680 million euros); or the aforementioned Blackstone investment fund 
(9.8 billion euros). 

In addition to the increased role of real estate funds and other asset managers in 
the ownership of hotel establishments, among other real estate assets, we should note 
three other processes that may occur as a result of the pandemic’s restructuring of 
hotel-tourism production. All these processes can occur in a combined manner and 
to different degrees. In the first place, as in any capitalist crisis, there is a dynamic 
of creative destruction that could lead to the disappearance of companies and their 
subsequent concentration in large groups. However, for the time being, the vari-
ous state subsidies received and the expectation that the tourism cycle will recover 
soon have prevented the spread of bankruptcies. In any case, tourism companies are 
already suspending payments in different countries, such as the British hotel chain 
Travelodge which, pressured by Secure Income REIT - owned by Goldman Sachs 
and other hedge funds - from which it had leased the establishments, has managed 
to sign a CVA (Company Voluntary Arrangement) to reduce the rent and postpone 
debts. The second contemplated scenario is characterised by a process of capital 
concentration, as shown by the attempted merger between the two largest Euro-
pean hotel chains, the British IHG (InteContinental Hotels Group) and the French 
Accor. In this context, the expansion formulas of the winning groups are likely 
to focus mainly on management and franchise contracts, as announced by Meliá 
Hotels International, which plans to open 58 hotels by 2023 using these formulas. 
Regarding the above, if the priority forms of operation will be those focused on the 
reduction of fixed costs, it is very likely that the chains with the greatest experience 
in this type of operation will gain a global presence. Fundamentally, these will be 
the Anglo-Saxon companies. This is why, in the case of Spain, there could be an 
increasing penetration of American and British hotel chains which is already hap-
pening in the Balearic Islands with the entry of Four Seasons, Apple Leisure Group 
and IHG. Finally, the third process to be considered has to do with the restructuring 
of the ownership composition of the hotel chains. Just before the pandemic, there 
were already significant changes in this sense, with a greater presence of sovereign 
wealth funds, such as Norges Bank with a 3.03% stake in Meliá Hotels International, 
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a greater extension of Chinese (and Asian) funds in the ownership of Western hotel 
chains - China’s Jin Jiang International had already taken over Louvre Hotels, the 
Radisson Hotel Group, and had a majority stake in the French group Accor– and 
also mega-investment funds such as BlackRock or Vanguard, for example, which 
are already shareholders in large hotel chains such as Meliá.

Tour operators, with less relevance

In the new restructuring of tourism-hotel capital, a decline in the prominence of 
the large European tour operators that played a key role in the creation of the 
Spanish hotel chains can be perceived. The two large European tour operators, TUI 
and Thomas Cook pursued a powerful policy of horizontal integration, through the 
absorption of other tour operators, and vertical integration, through expansion into 
all segments of the tourism production system - mainly airlines, cruises and ho-
tels. The changes in the organization of tourism production, characterized by high-
er profitability of asset-light groups, already drove Thomas Cook into bankruptcy 
in 2019, and in the same year, TUI reported a 28% drop in results compared to 
2018. One point to bear in mind about this tourism giant is that, despite being the 
jewel crown of German tourism, its main shareholders were the family of the Rus-
sian magnate Mordashov through Unifirm Limited (24.9%), the Egyptian magnate 
Hamed El Chiaty through DH Deutsche Holdings Limited (4.7%), and the Mallorcan 
hotel group Riu (3.6%). Under this company composition, the COVID-19 crisis was 
triggered, which has led the group to reduce its fleet of aircraft and seek other di-
vestment formulas to reduce its debt burden, such as the sale of hotels. To get around 
the TUI situation, the German public bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(KfW) granted the company a loan of 1.8 billion euros in April 2020 and another 1.2 
billion euros in August 2020. Subsequently, in early January of 2021, a third public 
aid package of 1.8 billion euros was considered and it was agreed that 420 million 
euros of this aid would be converted into company’s shares, allowing the German 
government to own 25% of the company. In TUI’s drift, we can also see some of the 
possible drifts of large tourism corporations, in a very similar way to what happened 
with banking after the 2008 crash, which could be characterized by the entry of 
governments into the shareholding structures of the companies after having run out 
of bailouts. This would essentially be a case of the socialisation of losses, but as has 
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happened, for example, with banking and the high-profile case of the Spanish bank 
Bankia, it would not mean a redefinition or transformation of the social organization 
of tourism production.

Airbnbfication of tourist accommodation

Finally, the effects of COVID-19 on the airbnbfication process must also be con-
sidered. The disruption of the pandemic interrupted the vertiginous planetary ex-
pansion of the tourist commodification of housing by platforms such as Airbnb, 
Booking or Homeaway. Airbnb had planned its IPO (Initial Public Offering) on the 
prestigious Nasdaq group when the pandemic broke out and its potential value fell 
from 50 billion dollars to 31 billion. The dissolution of travel and the sharp drop in 
the number of stays, mainly in city centres, also dragged down all those who had in-
dulged in the rentier dream by buying homes and turning them over to the unstoppa-
ble Airbnb frenzy, with bookings falling by 85% and cancellations rising up to 90%. 
Just before the pandemic, the mortgage payments paid for themselves and the only 
thing Airbnb rentiers had to do was to post the best photos on the platform’s por-
tal. Given the decline in the tourism business, homeowners in different parts of the 
world turned their homes to the long-term rental market (Temperton, 2020), while 
other owners have simply decided to wait for the activity to recover, as is the case 
in Madrid (Pérez and Casado, 2021). However, the fact that a property is rented for 
longer stays does not mean that this is at the expense of the airbnbification process 
that is identified with STR (Short Term Rentals), as the company also offers the LTR 
(Long Term Rentals) option in its strategy of deepening the global commodification 
of housing. 

In response to the cancellations of a large part of the seven thousand homes 
Airbnb marketed, the company set up a plan to reimburse stays booked up to May 
and owners received  25% compensation through the host assistance fund, plus an-
other 10 million dollars to compensate super hosts. To deal with Airbnb’s complex 
situation, its directors obtained a billion dollars in financing at a 10% interest rate 
led by the Silver Lake and Sixth Street Partners funds,  which were joined by Apol-
lo Global Management, Oaktree Capital Management and Owl Rock, BlackRock, 
Eaton Vance Corp, Fidelity Investments and T. Rowe Price Group. In fact, after this 
transaction, the company’s valuation plummeted to 18 billion dollars. One aspect 

https://www.expansion.com/empresas/transporte/2020/03/31/5e83382a468aeb03378b45bf.html
https://www.thehostingjourney.com/airbnbs-250-million-news/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-airbnb-funding/airbnb-secures-1-billion-investment-from-silver-lake-sixth-street-idUSKBN21O2V9?edition-redirect=in
file:///C:\Users\ernestcanada\Desktop\Apollo Global Management, Sixth Street Partners, Oaktree Capital Management y Owl Rock, BlackRock,  Eaton Vance Corp., Fidelity Investments y T. Rowe Price Group
https://www.businessinsider.com/airbnb-paying-10-percent-interest-debt-valuation-cut-18-billion-2020-4
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worth noting is that Airbnb, despite its meteoric rise, reported losses in 2019. This 
was due to the company’s costs increased dramatically with the construction of its 
headquarters in San Francisco, enlarging its staff and the launch of new products 
such as Airbnb Experiences or Airbnb Magazine (Grind et al., 2020). To cope with 
falling revenues in 2020, the company cut 800 million dollars in marketing and an-
nounced the layoff of 1,900 workers - 25% of the global workforce - most of them 
outsourced workers such as a call centre in Barcelona. 
After a turbulent year, Airbnb went public in December 2020. Less than a month ear-
lier, Pfizer announced that it had achieved an effective vaccine against COVID-19, 
which triggered a rally in all stock markets  especially in the listed BEACH compa-
nies. In a context of enormous liquidity, after central bank injections, and with the 
announcements of the return of the business, as usual, Airbnb made its debut on 
Wall Street, doubling its starting value, especially to over 100 billion dollars - de-
spite closing the year with losses of around 1.5 billion dollars. A value that exceeded 
that of the world’s leading hotel chains: Hilton, IHG and Marriott. With the IPO, the 
company’s main shareholders, in addition to the founding partners – Brian Chesky 
(11.6 billion dollars), Joe Gebbia (10.7 billion) and Nathan Blecharczyk (10 billion), 
included Sequoia Capital fund (12.4 billion dollars). Thanks to this fund, which has 
also participated in companies such as Apple, Instagram and Google, the company 
had obtained financing to start its expansion in 2009. To understand Airbnb’s ex-
traordinary IPO, it is not enough to attribute it to the phenomenon of high liquidity, 
but it would be reasonable to think that in post-COVID tourism, Airbnb formulas 
are the ones that will gain predominance in tourism production. On the one hand, 
the company has the advantages of platform technology corporations, assuming rel-
atively low risks by having fixed costs that are much lower than those of other cor-
porations such as hotel companies. On the other hand, with the potential decline of 
urban tourism and mass tourism destinations, there is likely to be a deepening of the 
tourist commodification of housing in rural areas close to metropolitan areas - as has 
already occurred in much of the EU (European Commission, 2020). 

Tourism employment, more precariousness

With the interruption of a large part of tourism activity due to the pandemic, em-
ployment linked to this type of activity has suffered strong destruction, compar-

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-airbnb-workforce/airbnb-suspends-marketing-to-save-800-million-top-executives-take-pay-cut-source-idUSKBN21E3J5
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https://www.eldiario.es/economia/cinco-graficos-resumen-destruccion-empleo-debido-pandemia_1_7173940.html
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atively greater than in other sectors, and which has highlighted the enormous vul-
nerability of tourism. In the case of Spain, where employment in tourism accounted 
for 12.9% of total employment in 2019, according to the National Statistics Institute 
(INE), this cannot be considered a minor problem. Cases such as the dismissal in 
May 2020 of 924 workers in a call centre subcontracted by Airbnb in Barcelona, re-
sponsible for customer service, soon alerted us about the looming situation. Accord-
ing to data provided by the union labour Comisiones Obreras, by 2020, half a mil-
lion people in this sector could have lost their jobs: up to November 2020, 238,524 
people in the hotel and catering industry had stopped paying Social Security contri-
butions, and 340,372 people were included in Temporary Employment Regulation 
Files (ERTE), with an uncertain future that could end in unemployment. In this 
sense, from December 2020, cases of dismissals have begun to accumulate in com-
panies that have previously been under ERTE. Thus, the NH hotel chain announced 
in mid-February of 2021 that they were planning to carry out an employment regu-
lation plan (ERE)  in which they planned to lay off around seven hundred people in 
their central services, especially in Madrid and Barcelona, although this company 
has previously benefited from public aid through the ERTE mechanism. The unions, 
on the other hand, have denounced this as an operation to hire cheaper staff,  taking 
advantage of the economic situation. Another similar example, also in mid-February 
of 2021, involves the Iberostar group, in its travel division, World2meet (W2M). It 
ended the ERTE with an agreement with the trade unions to implement an ERE in-
volving 246 redundancies, compared to the 299 initially announced by the company, 
and of which 167 will be concentrated in the Balearic Islands the most affected area. 
Around the same time, another large intermediary company, Logitravel, announced 
an ERE in three of its affiliates which could affect between 300 and 400 employees. 

In cities such as Barcelona, where tourism has a special weight in the economy, 
the loss of employment in this sector is clearly on the rise. According to sources 
from the Department of Labour of the Generalitat de Catalunya, systematized by 
the Observatori de Turisme a Barcelona, in the third quarter of 2020 Social Security 
registrations decreased by 16.4% compared to the same period of the previous year, 
with 16,525 fewer registrations. Similarly, during the month of September of 2020, 
the number of accumulated contracts decreased by 72.4% compared to the data for 
the same month in 2019. 
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Job cuts have been widespread in the various sectors of tourism: accommo-
dation services, food, entertainment, tourist attractions, travel and information man-
agement, transport, and even in cultural institutions such as museums, where, ac-
cording to a survey by the International Council of Museums (ICOM) a huge num-
ber of dismissals have been registered. Episodes such as those experienced by cruise 
ship crew members, who for months were unable to return to their homes and re-
mained locked up on the ships in a situation of maximum health risk, show the most 
extreme face of this situation. Contrary to the apologetic speeches of the industry 
and its lobbies, the current crisis has confirmed that tourism employment is a 
disposable resource, which companies can easily discard when they need it. 

This situation has affected most severely those groups of workers who were 
in the most precarious employment situation, which has led to an increase in in-
equality. The destruction of employment has been concentrated since the beginning 
of the pandemic in temporary employment, which is the most vulnerable, as shown 
by the Labour Force Survey  (EPA) with data from the fourth quarter of 2020. In 
the last fortnight of March of 2020, more than two-thirds of the 900,000 jobs lost 
were temporary. Its impact has been particularly strong among immigrants, women 
and young people, who occupy the worst positions in the labour market. Regarding 
young people, in recent years it has been the group with the highest rates of involun-
tary part-time work, which means being able to work fewer hours than desired, ac-
cording to a study by the Social Observatory of La Caixa. Furthermore, over the 
last year, the destruction of employment has occurred to a greater extent among the 
youngest workers. Thus, according to data from the Labour Force Survey, the loss 
of employment has been four times higher among the under 25s than in the country 
as a whole. 

In addition to job losses, the current crisis has also resulted in a decline in wag-
es, particularly affecting those who were already earning less and were worse posi-
tioned in the labour market. This is shown by a Eurostat study on the impact of the 
pandemic on labour income.  In the case of Spain, in 2020, those with the lowest 
incomes received 10% less compared to the previous year, in contrast to those with 
the highest salaries, who received only around 2% less. Similarly, young people, be-
tween 24 and 39 years old, are the ones who have seen their wages reduced the most, 
as well as suffering the greatest cuts in the number of working hours, according to 
a report by the opinion polling company 40db , based on a survey of 1,000 people 
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between 16 and 75 years old in Spain. On the other hand, there is also a risk of an 
increase in the wage gap between men and women, which, according to UGT data, 
is generally above 23%, with a decrease of 3 points that brings the difference back 
to the 2013 levels. This could be explained by the fact that women are employed in 
highly female-dominated sectors with lower salaries, such as hotels and catering, 
accommodation and commerce. Somehow, the economic situation also encourages 
employers to apply wage reductions that they would not have previously ventured to 
do. For example, the Globalia group imposed wage reductions of up to 30% on Air 
Europa staff, even though it has received loans from the state through the Sociedad 
Estatal de Participaciones Industriales (SEPI).

Informal employment associated with tourism has also been severely affect-
ed, making it more difficult for certain groups to survive. Thus, in cities such as Bar-
celona, with the fall in the number of tourists, street vendors, known as “manteros” 
in Spain, have found it impossible to make a living, and have moved on to harvesting 
fruit in the countryside or collecting scrap metal, according to the Gremio de Recu-
peración de Cataluña, although there has also been a minority who have been able 
to work in better conditions in the mask production.

The structural precariousness on which tourism is based increases the difficul-
ties faced by workers in severe situations such as the current one. Low wages and 
the spread of non-standard forms of employment (temporary, part-time and out-
sourced contracts, among others) mean that there is little capacity for savings. The 
need to earn a living practically daily pushes many people to take greater health 
risks to meet their needs, or to work without enough safety measures. The greater 
the precariousness of tourism workers, the greater their vulnerability, and this 
increases their risk, and that of society as a whole, in the event of possible new 
health crises. 

This whole process of job destruction and deterioration of working conditions 
has led to an increase in the impoverishment and social exclusion of labour sec-
tors traditionally associated with tourism. The aggravation of the economic cri-
sis, with no other sectors capable of generating equivalent employment, and greater 
pressure on public social protection services, in addition to pressing social problems 
such as housing, may lead to an acceleration of poverty and social exclusion dynam-
ics. The COVID-19 pandemic comes at a time when the effects of the previous crisis 
in 2008 had not yet been resolved, with a high level of chronic poverty. In fact, the 
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at-risk-of-poverty rate in Spain has not fallen below 20% of the population since 
2007, according to data from the INE’s Living Conditions Survey. Moreover, the 
incidence of in-work poverty in Spain has also got worse. Severe poverty already 
affects more than 5 million people in Spain, according to a research by Oxfam, 
which is aggravated by the weak level of spending in terms of social protection, one 
of the lowest in the European Union. A study carried out by economists from the 
Complutense University of Madrid and the University of Oxford identifies that the 
poverty rate in Spain could increase by 10 points, from 25 to 35 per cent, but with 
a greater incidence in the autonomous communities that depend most on tourism, 
such as the Canary Islands (14 points) and the Balearic Islands (19). 

Currently, the labour market cannot guarantee a decent job to a growing number 
of employed people, resulting in the violation of basic needs and rights (FOESSA, 
2020). As a result, in recent months there has been a sharp increase in requests for 
assistance in Social Services from people with a precarious worker profile, especial-
ly those linked to the hotel, catering and commerce sectors. In the case of the Bale-
aric Islands, one of the most touristic communities, with around 35% of GDP from 
this activity, the distribution by the Red Cross of basic aid, which includes food, 
personal hygiene and household cleaning products,  has increased from 11,000 in 
2019 to 52,000 in the first ten months of 2020. In tourist cities, especially those that 
were built according to Fordist logics linked to the international market with strong 
links to large tour operators, this dependence on a single type of activity is very high 
and can involve high risk. For example,  in Catalonia, unemployment is particularly 
acute in tourist coastal towns and their prospects for recovery are much worse than 
in other regions with greater economic diversification and industrial activity. The 
difference between tourist territories and territories with tourism is currently being 
seen clearly, as in the first ones the crisis in tourist employment has structural ef-
fects that go beyond the socio-labour sphere, while in the second ones the impact, 
even though it may be serious, is more of a sectoral nature (Borràs, 2020). Thus, 
we cannot exclude the possibility that we may witness a similar cycle to the one 
that occurred with the de-industrialization of emblematic cities such as Detroit or 
Flint in the United States after the failure of automobile production. Will this be the 
fate of Mediterranean coastal towns such as Salou, Calvià or Lloret de Mar, whose 
population is increasingly forced to rely on food aid to survive? Or of places such as 

https://www.publico.es/sociedad/coronavirus-nuevos-pobres-pandemia-economia-sumergida-precariedad-desamparo.html
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/coronavirus-nuevos-pobres-pandemia-economia-sumergida-precariedad-desamparo.html
https://f.hubspotusercontent20.net/hubfs/426027/Oxfam-Website/oi-informes/superar-covid-reducir-desigualdad-oxfam-intermon.pdf
https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/politica/2020/12/10/el_atraso_gasto_social_respecto_lastra_espana_ante_nueva_crisis_114317_1012.html?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=smmshare&utm_campaign=noticias&rnot=1092183
https://www.eldia.es/sociedad/2021/02/23/canarias-baleares-crecido-pobreza-covid-35364097.html
https://www.eldia.es/sociedad/2021/02/23/canarias-baleares-crecido-pobreza-covid-35364097.html
https://www.eldia.es/sociedad/2021/02/23/canarias-baleares-crecido-pobreza-covid-35364097.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/12/27/ano-pobreza-generalizada-baleares-26765796.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/12/27/ano-pobreza-generalizada-baleares-26765796.html
https://www.ccma.cat/324/turisme-dor-treballadors-pobres-doble-castig-laboral-a-la-costa-per-la-pandemia/noticia/3064218/?fbclid=IwAR3Yb7nNbPY0pL0HgMvstjX5qaXcCZOXhM9-RC9K2w6iXfan_foJiiWIIl8
https://www.ccma.cat/324/turisme-dor-treballadors-pobres-doble-castig-laboral-a-la-costa-per-la-pandemia/noticia/3064218/?fbclid=IwAR3Yb7nNbPY0pL0HgMvstjX5qaXcCZOXhM9-RC9K2w6iXfan_foJiiWIIl8
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20201119/49540799223/turismo-cataluna-impacto-pandemia-coronavirus.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20201119/49540799223/turismo-cataluna-impacto-pandemia-coronavirus.html
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/catalunya-monocultivo-turistico-aboca-costa-brava-paron-economico.html
https://www.publico.es/sociedad/catalunya-monocultivo-turistico-aboca-costa-brava-paron-economico.html


52#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

Los Cristianos, in the township of Arona, in the south-west of Tenerife, which has 
already been abandoned, with practically no shops?

Governments in different countries have set up social protection mecha-
nisms for tourism workers, with greater intensity in some cases than in others. In 
Spain, the impact of the crisis on employment has been significantly reduced thanks 
to the Temporary Redundancy Programmes (Temporary Employment Regulation 
Files - ERTE). As a result, some workers have been able to receive a benefit from the 
state that covers a significant part of what was their salary while the activity ceases. 
In the middle of confinement, the number of people in ERTE in Spain reached 3.6 
million (23% of workers) and relatively speaking the highest proportions were con-
centrated in the two archipelagos characterized by their tourist hyper-specialization 
(the Balearic Islands with 38.6% of their workers in ERTE and the Canary Islands 
with 37.1%). In December of 2020, the number dropped to 755,613. The majority 
were concentrated in the food and beverage and accommodation sectors. The dif-
ficulty in relaunching the tourism cycle due to the persistence of the pandemic has 
forced the extension of the ERTEs until the end of May 2021, while waiting for the 
progress of the vaccination to allow the tourist season to recover. However, access 
to these social protection instruments has been different depending on the position 
occupied in the previously existing labour hierarchy. As the sector has been struc-
turally predominantly based on precarious work (Cañada, 2019), the effect has been 
that those with the worst employment conditions, with part-time or temporary 
contracts, under outsourcing processes, or as self-employed, have had greater dif-
ficulties in accessing this type of aid, and in the case of discontinuous permanent 
workers, it has depended on the territories.

Despite the importance of support policies for workers, these have major limita-
tions given the profound labour transformations characterized by the growing pre-
cariousness of the labour market. In this sense, those who were subject to temporary 
and precarious contracts, and even more so those working in the informal economy, 
have not been able to take advantage of this type of benefits. This has had a partic-
ular gender bias because the worst employment conditions are mostly concentrated 
among women, particularly if variables of race, age and social class origin are also 
considered (Moreno and Cañada, 2018). The most precarious and vulnerable groups 
in society are those most exposed to the crisis: without access or with limited access 
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to public health care, with insufficient social benefits, forced to seek other means of 
support, and increasing levels of poverty (ILO, 2020). 

Even if there is a universal vaccine that once again facilitates international mo-
bility and, on the other hand, domestic tourism is promoted, the recovery of tour-
ism activity, in the short and medium-term, will hardly reach the existing volumes 
before the great crisis of 2020. This means that, in the struggle for survival in an 
adverse general context, with a smaller tourism market and “fierce competition”, in 
the words of Marta Blanco, president of the Tourism Council of the Spanish Con-
federation of Business Organisations (CEOE), one of the options companies will 
use, as they have traditionally done, will be to increase pressure to reduce labour 
costs. This path can be facilitated by a labour market that is favourable to job deval-
uation. Thus, the increase in unemployment and impoverishment can accentuate the 
competition between workers to get a job, or, for fear of losing their jobs,  they may 
accept reductions in rights and intensify the dynamics of self-exploitation. This fear 
would have spread widely in the current situation, as revealed by a recent survey on 
working conditions, insecurity and health in the context of COVID-19 by the Re-
search Group on Psychosocial Risks, Work Organisation and Health (POWAH) of 
the Autonomous University of Barcelona and the Trade Union Institute of Work, En-
vironment and Health (ISTAS) of Comisiones Obreras. The pandemic and the sub-
sequent crisis would be acting under the disciplinary scheme known as the “shock 
doctrine”, popularized by the Canadian journalist Naomi Klein (2010). 

Another factor to consider is the fact that the current situation is not very fa-
vourable for the negotiation of collective agreements to benefit workers’ inter-
ests and needs. According to data from Comisiones Obreras, at the end of 2020, out 
of 53 provincial and regional collective agreements in the hospitality sector in Spain, 
affecting 1,259,483 people, 31 were in force (704,296 people), 11 were under nego-
tiation (369,719) and 11 more were unsigned (185,468). The 11 unsigned agreements 
have been blocked for years due to the employers’ lack of interest, as in the case 
of Valencia (affecting 61,081 workers), Murcia (32,595) or Asturias and A Coruña 
(with just over 23,000 workers in each case). Among those under negotiation, the 
most important case was that of Catalonia, which affected 193,894 workers, and 
which expired on the 31st of December of 2019. This case was particularly import-
ant because if no agreement had been reached, the legal framework of reference for 
workers in the sector as of 1 January of 2021 would have been the Workers’ Statute, 
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with significantly worse conditions. The lack of an ultra-activity clause in the agree-
ment, unlike the majority, in which it was included under union pressure, meant that, 
in the event of non-renewal, instead of the last agreed conditions remaining in force, 
the reference would become that of the Workers’ Statute, which means a substantial 
loss of acquired rights. Eventually, in the final days of the year, an agreement was 
reached. The two unions represented at the negotiating table, UGT and CCOO, ac-
cepted the extension of the previous collective agreement for two years (2020-2021), 
maintaining the wage tables of 2019 and the elimination of own business days for 
2021, with no other major changes. Until the last moment, there was the possibility 
that the lack of agreement would lead to a worsening of a collective agreement that 
already suffered from clear limitations, and which in its last negotiation was only 
signed by UGT on the trade union side, while CCOO rejected it. In this context, un-
der the threat that it could still have been much worse, very precarious conditions are 
consolidated which do not change anything regarding outsourcing, one of the major 
demands of the last few years, particularly concerning hotel chambermaids and the 
various associations of “kellys”. 

In the next few years, most agreements in Spain will have to be negotiated, in-
cluding those in Madrid (199,055 workers), Las Palmas (74,054), Malaga (62,673), 
Alicante (59,612) and the Balearic Islands (39,794), while those in Valencia and Mur-
cia, mentioned above, are still pending, among others. In this context, it is easy to 
assume that trade union organizations will find it very difficult to achieve improve-
ments, which are necessary for the current situation, and that at best they will be 
able to maintain the current framework.

On top of this, there is the employers’ refusal to agree on relevant changes in 
labour matters, for example, the demand for an increase in the Minimum Interpro-
fessional Wage  (SMI) or changes in key aspects of the labour reform, as well as the 
fact that European reconstruction funds may be conditioned by the European Com-
mission’s demands on pensions or the labour reform itself, which puts pressure on 
the labour market with a new twist.

Despite the crisis, not all businesses are experiencing the situation in the same 
way. Some corporations linked to platform economies, such as those that buy, col-
lect and transport orders over short distances using delivery drivers without a clear 
employment relationship with these companies, have increased their position in 
many cities. Bars and restaurants are increasingly dependent on this type of service, 
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and are even threatened with very high commissions from these delivery companies 
when they are not simply replaced by ‘dark kitchens’, hidden kitchens dedicated 
to preparing meals for home delivery services, which are spreading especially in 
cities such as Madrid or Barcelona. We are witnessing a loss of the centrality of 
waiters and waitresses and growing prominence of delivery workers or “riders”, in 
conditions of greater deregulation, lower wages, without social protection, forced to 
work assuming risks to their health, extremely vulnerable, and who have come to 
be considered as the reference working class of our time. Also, to their regret, they 
are the symbol of a cultural defeat, the defeat of the popular classes who, in the 
context of an evident degradation of the working conditions of a growing collective, 
are incapable of imposing a basic common sense of not consuming in this type of 
companies. On the other hand, not only some of these companies are acquiring 
greater weight in the tourism economy, but also their structures are light enough to 
completely disengage from part of their value chain, as is the case with large plat-
forms for the commercialization of tourist accommodation, such as Airbnb, both for 
properties they do not own and for activities considered non-core (Cañada, 2020). 

The current crisis also seems to be accelerating the processes of digitalization 
and robotization, which can generate fundamental changes in work organization. 
Thus, for example, the front desk staff may be replaced by technological resources 
in some of their processes, such as reservations, transfers, check-in, check-out, room 
check-in or invoicing, which will allow staff to be reduced and the remaining staff 
to be redirected towards customer information and prescriptive services. Likewise, 
check-in work in tourist accommodation was already being largely replaced by dig-
ital mechanisms for opening and accessing accommodation. However, some tasks 
that are not easily replaceable technologically, or it is not profitable to do so, because 
of the costs involved, in a context of dependency on scarce minerals in the different 
devices used, or because labour costs are already significantly low through the im-
pact on forms of recruitment, such as cleaning tasks. But technological and, above 
all, organizational changes can also be very relevant in this type of tasks that require 
significant physical effort, and although they can be presented as a way of optimiz-
ing internal procedures or increasing the safety of certain workers, they rather imply 
an increase in control over the actual work that leads to a kind of robotization of 
human work processes. 
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Another major change in work organization that has occurred as a consequence 
of health restrictions in many activities has been the promotion of teleworking as 
a strategy to reduce infection risks. In tourism, due to the importance of physical 
presence and interaction with the customer, this does not seem to have had a similar 
dimension to the one that may have occurred in other sectors. However, when it has 
occurred, especially in large companies, such as in the commercial department, res-
ervations and administration in hotels, or in the management of company accounts 
in large travel agencies, it seems to reproduce the same problems that have been 
described in other areas: regulation limitations, despite some significant changes, 
such as the recent Royal Decree-Law 28/2020 of September 22, 2020, on telework-
ing; means of production provided directly by the employees; insufficient effective 
control over schedules; greater obstacles to the collective organization; reconcilia-
tion difficulties; and, lastly, a higher incidence among women, who run the risk of 
becoming a new “return to the home”.  However, in other activities that could have 
been organized remotely, such as customer information services, widely outsourced 
through call centres, it does not appear that they have been widely transferred to the 
private homes of their workers, due to corporate resistance to losing control over 
these work processes. 

Everything seems to indicate that we are facing a “perfect storm” that may lead 
to more precarious tourist work in an uncertain scenario and greater social 
tension. 

The big greenwashing moment 

With our eyes fixed on last-minute events, we tend to lose the analytical capacity 
that requires more composure and a long memory. Therefore, in this overwhelming 
amount of information, it is worth remembering the recent global capitalist shake-up 
in response to the financial crisis that began in 2008 and what the political solutions 
to the crisis were. Back then, in the early days of the crisis, global elites gathered at 
the G20 or the Davos Forum called for a re-founding of capitalism and even an end 
to tax havens. However, these fireworks lasted truly little time and, fundamentally, 
the governments dedicated their efforts to rescue the financial institutions that 
had been clogged with toxic assets. After these bailouts, which were carried out by 
increasing public debt, the financial capital that had been at the core of the bubble 
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began to speculate on public debt. These moves led governments to adopt an aus-
terity agenda characterized by cuts in public spending and privatizations of 
public goods and services. The result was a significant increase in inequality and 
social vulnerability (Lapavitsas and Fkassbeck 2015). The political interpretation of 
this crisis outcome was obvious, as were the interpretations that can be made of the 
solutions applied in the Global South to the successive crises since the 1980s. The 
message is that debts are paid, and that debt is one of the most powerful polit-
ical weapons for deepening accumulation by planetary dispossession (Graeber, 
2012). 

Analysing the different policy responses to the COVID-19 crisis would undoubt-
edly go beyond the scope of this chapter. However, to complete the picture of our 
analysis we must consider some of the main lines of policy action. The adopted 
policies can be classified according to their spatial-temporal framework, their 
scope of action -health, economic, social-, and their orientation -survival and 
rescue, recovery-. Briefly, we will identify the characteristics of each of these pol-
icy lines of action. 

In the first place, we can highlight the health response at the beginning of the 
pandemic. At that time, policies were highly inconsistent, and they differed signifi-
cantly from country to country. The first group of countries, mainly in Southeast 
Asia, implemented early confinement, (digital) population control and severe travel 
restrictions. The second group followed similar strategies to those of the Southeast 
Asian countries but without the social discipline of those countries, which, like New 
Zealand, managed to almost eradicate the disease. Subsequently, after these coun-
tries implemented travel restrictions, these were expanded globally. The third group 
of countries with relatively strong public health systems, such as Germany, chose 
to address the disease with selective rather than strict confinement measures, social 
distancing and increased health deployment (e.g., PCR testing). The fourth group of 
countries, such as Spain or Argentina, had precarious and vulnerable public health 
systems and adopted severe confinement measures when the pandemic began to 
run out of control. Lastly, there is a group of countries with very precarious public 
health systems that led their authorities’ denialist delusions about the coronavirus, 
including Nicaragua, Brazil and the United States.

When it seemed that the “ first wave “ incidence was beginning to subside, new 
health responses began to be deployed to control the virus and, above all, to re-
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activate the circuit of accumulation to establish a “ new normality “ - business as 
usual. Thus, in uneven global distribution, once the enormous pressure on hospital 
resources of the “first wave” was over and after the production and distribution of 
medical supplies were deployed, health measures began to be implemented, from 
the widespread use of masks to mass testing for COVID-19, so that immediate ac-
tion could be taken. However, the tests and associated epidemiological monitoring 
required financial resources and personnel, which was almost impossible in states 
that had been devastated by austerity policies. Thus, in the post-first-wave stage, 
the huge management gaps in the global management of the coronacrisis were once 
again replicated. 

Under multiple pressures to reactivate the tourist circuit, Europe took the 
lead in easing travel restrictions. In the case of EU member states, the measures and 
criteria for lifting restrictions and managing visitor flow depended on each coun-
try. While it was initially suggested that travel would require PCR testing and/or 
quarantine, both at the destination and upon arrival in the country of origin, these 
measures were soon discarded. They were too restrictive for the reactivation of the 
tourism cycle. On the other hand, competition was triggered from different coun-
tries to see who could attract European tourists first, using formulas such as “bubble 
corridors” or “tourist corridors”. In the Spanish case, the first “tourist corridor” was 
established between Germany and the Balearic Islands. It was assumed that travel 
between areas with a low incidence of COVID would be allowed. However, shortly 
after the reactivation of the tourist cycle, there was an increase in cases of COVID 
in Spanish tourist areas, which led European countries to increase measures and 
restrictions on travelling to Spain. By the middle of August, the tourist season was 
over. After the summer 2020 fiasco, the European Commission developed several 
common measures to deal with travel in EU member states already in October 2020, 
including COVID-19 risk mapping based on which member states would establish 
appropriate measures and restrictions. However, the second and third waves of the 
pandemic entailed greater travel restrictions. Beyond quarantines and PCR tests, 
all expectations for the reactivation of the tourist circuit rely on at least 70% of the 
population being vaccinated by the summer of 2021. In any case, the vaccination 
process is being severely slowed down, mainly due to the evil mercantile logic of 
pharmaceutical corporations and their patents (Plaza, 2021). In fact, most of the 
vaccine doses have been purchased by the countries of advanced capitalism, leaving 

https://www.eldiario.es/economia/bruselas-propone-levantar-restricciones-gradualmente_1_5957309.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/competencia-europa-grecia-italia-croacia_1_6047712.html
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/competencia-europa-grecia-italia-croacia_1_6047712.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/137381_el-boe-autoriza-el-corredor-turistico-alemania-baleares.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/08/06/economia/1596731190_262333.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2020/08/06/economia/1596731190_262333.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200819/482906218707/turismo-verano-campana-crisis-covid.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response/travel-during-coronavirus-pandemic-0/common-approach-travel-measures-eu_es
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https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/carrera-vacuna-covid-paises-ricos-acaparan-mitad-volumen-dosis-compradas-ahora_1_6459990.html
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aside the Global South, which Winnie Byanyima (2021) has defined as a “vaccine 
apartheid”. However, given the overwhelming proof that the questionable and slow 
progress of vaccination is because it is subject to the violence of capital, tourist 
lobbies point to public mismanagement as the only cause and suggest more private 
action as the solution.

In response to the pandemic outbreak and to cope with the economic shock of 
confinement, a whole series of shock-absorbing and rescue policies were put in 
place. Initially, the major central banks - the United States, the European Union, 
the United Kingdom and Japan - launched quantitative easing (QE) programmes, 
while the  People’s Bank of China chose a policy focused on lowering interest rates, 
renegotiating loans, injecting liquidity subject to medium-term loans instead of buy-
ing bonds. The other main pillar of QE is the reduction of interest rates to historic 
minimums. The liquidity injections total astronomical amounts: the Federal Reserve,  
after the first operation of two trillion dollars, announced that no limits would be set 
to quantitative easing, standing at around 7.4 trillion dollars in February 2021. On 
the other hand, the European Central Bank launched the Pandemic Emergency Pur-
chase Programme for 750 billion euros,  expanded to 1.85 trillion euros. The Bank 
of England injected 895 billion pounds, or the Bank of Japan announced unlimited 
purchases of public debt and corporate bonds. In theory, these operations should, 
among other things, provide liquidity to governments to meet crisis expenses, inject 
liquidity into financial institutions to boost credit, support the corporate value of 
companies in a loss-making scenario, lower the value of currencies and stimulate 
exports. However, one of the main consequences of QE policy is a rise in stock pric-
es, which fuels the stock market bubble (Dolack, 2020).

While the central banks have overseen activating the monetary helicopter, among 
other measures in the advanced capitalism countries, the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank have played a special role in the countries of the Global 
South, by extending financial resources and suspending debt service payments. As 
the IMF argues, the coronacrisis will lead to the largest debt in the history of cap-
italism (IMF, 2020). Hence, the economic crisis cushion policies carry crushing 
debts into the future. If the same logic as in the past is applied, the social costs of 
dealing with the largest debt in history could not only prolong the crisis but also 

https://www.hosteltur.com/141789_el-turismo-se-planta-exige-acelerar-la-vacunacion-y-pide-ayudas-directas.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/141789_el-turismo-se-planta-exige-acelerar-la-vacunacion-y-pide-ayudas-directas.html
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/el-banco-central-chino-inyecta-liquidez-para-aliviar-las-presiones-por-la-covid-19_1_6167034.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/monetarypolicy/bst_recenttrends.htm
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/banco-central-europeo-compromete-mantener-artilleria-crisis-coronavirus-acabe_1_6979479.html
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/quantitative-easing
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/quantitative-easing
https://www.publico.es/economia/banco-japon-anuncia-compras-ilimitadas-deuda-publica-respuesta-pandemia.html
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trigger powerful socio-political turbulence. Indeed, two IMF reports published in 
October 2020 and January 2021 warned of a possible global wave of social outbursts 
within a maximum of two years after the end of the pandemic. 

To avoid the suffering that the debt will cause, different groups expressed their 
support for debt cancellation. However, when European economists called for debt 
cancellation, Christine Lagarde, president of the ECB, categorically responded that 
it is inconceivable that the ECB would write off the debt linked to COVID-19.

Among the cushioning and rescue policies are those measures aimed at miti-
gating the effects of the crisis in terms of job destruction and income security 
for the people and groups most affected by the pandemic. These types of policies 
vary widely and unevenly across the world. Its implementation has much to do with 
two factors: on the one hand, the strength of public policies on employment and 
social protection before the outbreak of the pandemic. And, on the other hand, the 
specific characteristics of the labour market according to the degree of formality/
informality, according to contractual characteristics, etc. An example of this type 
of policy is the European Commission’s SURE (Temporary Support Instrument for 
Mitigating the Risks of Unemployment in an Emergency), a fund of 100 billion eu-
ros in the form of loans to member states to cover the effects of the crisis on employ-
ment. The two main countries that have made use of the SURE are Italy (27.4 billion 
euros) and Spain (21.3 billion euros). Again, this instrument will also generate debt 
and the main holders of social bonds are currently large investment funds, insurance 
companies and retirement funds. Spain is an example of the application of this type 
of policy, through the application of the so-called ERTE (Expediente de Regulación 
Temporal del Empleo) explained above.

In addition to the social protection policies indicated above, the governments of 
different countries around the world have deployed measures to support companies, 
such as tax deferrals and/or reductions, moratoriums on the payment of social se-
curity contributions, direct aid in the form of loans and tax reductions, among the 
main ones3. As tourism is one of the most affected sectors by the crisis, a large part 
of the rescue and cushioning policies make specific reference to tourism, which is 
not the case for other sectors. The European Commission is a clear example of this. 
In the field of tourism, the measures adopted have gone in different directions. On 

3	  In the case of EU member states, it is recommended to consult this European Commission website. In the 
specific case of tourism (although it does not cover all the world countries) you can consult the UNWTO website. 
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https://www.unwto.org/covid-19-measures-to-support-travel-tourism


61#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

the one hand, direct aid from governments to rescue companies such as TUI in Ger-
many or Globalia in Spain. As for the demands for tax reductions by corporations, 
the policies applied have ranged from Donald Trump’s tax cuts for large companies 
(Dolack, 2020) to VAT reductions in various EU countries for restaurant, entertain-
ment and tourism activities. In addition to including tourism in the overall rescue 
packages - for example, the ERTEs in Spain where the catering and accommodation 
sector accounted for 60% of the workers in this situation - and direct aid to compa-
nies, specific plans have been deployed. For example, the  German plan with 840 
million euros, mainly aimed at meeting the demands for ticket refunds and holiday 
packages, or the rescue plan for the Spanish hotel and tourism sector with 4200 mil-
lion euros, have been deployed.

Lastly, there are recovery policies. In this context, COVID-19 has triggered a 
global crisis that was already predicted and has served as a pretext for launching 
large-scale capital restructuring programmes. Thus, it has been said that a “Marshall 
Plan” (Kozul-Wright, 2020) should be launched to deal with the coronacrisis. More-
over, the crisis outbreak has become linked to the demands for the decarbonisation 
of capitalism as a result of climate emergency. In this sense, even before the pan-
demic and from different political approaches, the so-called Green New Deal was 
already being demanded (Klein, 2019). Thus, a good part of the recovery plans of 
the main powers is rhetorically based on two axes: sustainability and digitalization. 
As the Climate Action Tracker shows, based on the analysis of the COVID-19 recov-
ery policy packages of five major greenhouse gas producers - China, the EU, India, 
South Korea and the US - it turns out that most of the bailout programmes were not 
environmentally qualified. Or, despite the environmental rhetoric, we found that 
most of the items were not subject to environmental conditionalities (CAT, 2020). 

Probably one of the paradigmatic examples of the green shift in rescue packag-
es is the EU’s. COVID-19 has been used to deploy a wide-ranging policy package to 
guide the restructuring of European capital aimed at resituating the European power 
in the post-pandemic international order. In May 2020, the European Commission 
presented the package Next Generation EU (NGEU) with 750 billion euros plus 1.07 
trillion euros from the Multiannual Financial Framework. Member states will have 
to formulate recovery and resilience plans, of which around 30% should be allocated 
to green projects and 20% to digitalization. Beyond the rhetoric, everything seems 
to indicate that large fossil capital companies - including tourism companies - will 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-tui-capital-germany-deal-idUSKBN28C2EA
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-tui-capital-germany-deal-idUSKBN28C2EA
https://www.publico.es/economia/globalia-repartir-superdividendo-solicitar-rescate-gobierno.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/140918_el-sector-turistico-concentra-el-mayor-numero-de-trabajadores-en-erte.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1431
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1431
https://www.eleconomista.es/economia/noticias/10958436/12/20/El-Gobierno-cifra-en-4200-millones-de-euros-el-plan-de-choque-de-la-hosteleria-el-turismo-y-el-comercio.html
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/recovery-plan-europe_es
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be the main beneficiaries of these measures (Pérez, 2020). In particular, the large 
Spanish tourism companies have joined forces to capture 5.8 billion euros from the 
Next Generation EU to be used for the supposed transformation towards green and 
smart tourism, plus another two billion euros for refurbishment requested by Meliá, 
Barceló, Riu and Iberostar for the renovation of twelve mature tourist areas. Along 
with green rescue policies, there have also been other policies that are precisely the 
opposite, as in the United States, where Trump took advantage of the pandemic to 
eliminate or reduce environmental protection laws (Holden, 2020) or in the case 
of Spain, where different regional governments have reduced environmental reg-
ulations (Tena, 2020). Among the tourism recovery efforts, in addition to direct 
packages, it seems that digital control mechanisms will play an increasingly impor-
tant role - bar-coded tourists-, QR-code readings for supposedly biomedical control 
of customers, as well as digital monitoring of work, which may lead to increased 
exploitation.

 In the end, these are measures that support large corporations and the green-
ing of capitalism but leave the causes of the pandemic - the biodiversity crisis - 
untouched. As Andreas Malm (2020) argues, it seems that the reformist agenda 
comes too late in a situation of chronic emergency. It is, therefore, necessary to 
rethink and reformulate how to act politically, from emancipatory positions, to resist 
the effects of COVID-19 and collectively organize ourselves in a world crossed by 
the concatenation of emergencies.

Perspectives to overcome the crisis, also from the tourism sector

The touristification processes have given place to an enormous social vulnerability 
that has been increased by COVID-19. As a result, we are facing a time of histor-
ical change in which we can expect an even greater social degradation than we 
experienced before the pandemic, unless there is sufficient capacity for organi-
zation and social resistance to prevent it and reverse the process. In the short term, 
the outlook is bleak. This crisis has multiple overlapping dimensions that require 
different responses. Firstly, it is necessary to react to the growing impoverishment 
and social exclusion processes. Secondly, there is an urgent need to set limits to the 
financial and corporate power that increases the social inequalities that generate the 
existing precarious dynamics. Lastly, a political proposal must be developed to im-

https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2021/01/22/hoteleras-unen-captar-5-800-29969651.html
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plement a socio-ecological transition programme, considering the concept of limits, 
which will make us less vulnerable than the current models of touristification, which 
are particularly intense in important areas of the Spanish geography.

Undoubtedly, the response to the current situation goes far beyond tourism. It re-
quires a global political intervention of a post-capitalist nature to put a brake on 
the current neoliberal disorder and the dead-end that most of humanity is heading 
towards. But at the same time, tourism is a core part of the current capitalist econo-
my, and we need a political perspective to influence its transformation. Keeping this 
broad dimension in mind, at the end of this text, our purpose is to outline some 
ideas that can contribute to the elaboration of a programme of post-capitalist 
intervention in the field of tourism. We do so from emancipatory perspectives, 
that is, with the moral purpose of eliminating any form of oppression or domination 
and, at the same time, promoting an expansion of human capacities that will allow 
a decent life in a fair society in peace with the planet (Goulet, 1995; Wright, 2014).

The main difficulty we encounter when trying to construct proposals for trans-
forming tourism from left-wing positions is that we have little experience in this 
specific area, unlike in other areas, such as education, health or employment, where 
it is easier for us to identify our policy proposals. So far, the left, in its various ex-
pressions and traditions, has mainly focused on the response to the impacts of the 
tourist model. Dealing with the dispossession and exploitation processes has not 
been easy, and we owe much to this social, neighbourhood and trade union resis-
tance. Without it, the scenario would be much worse. At the same time, when some 
expressions of the political left have reached certain spaces of institutional power, 
they have done it lacking enough social strength and clear ideas about which tourism 
policies to promote. With greater or smaller capacity and intention, they have tried 
to set certain limits to the practices of “free bar” and dictation by which the tourism 
business community and its lobbies have acted on our public institutions. 

As we have seen above, the prevailing political action in moments of crisis as-
sociated with tourism has been aimed at mitigating some of its social effects, but, 
above all, it has tried to promote the rescue and recovery of the business sector, both 
directly and indirectly. This means committing an enormous amount of resources, 
which will lead to a new debt crisis, which in global terms is already at peaks equiv-
alent to those generated in the Second World War. We will end up paying for this 
debt with a new wave of austerity policies. It seems that they are trying to bring us 

https://elpais.com/economia/2021-01-16/se-avecina-una-nueva-crisis-de-endeudamiento-y-sera-pronto.html?ssm=TW_CC
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/fmi-deuda-global-dispara-maximos-segunda-guerra-mundial_1_7175696.html
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/fmi-deuda-global-dispara-maximos-segunda-guerra-mundial_1_7175696.html


64#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

In perspect ive

back to the pre-disaster situation, under the same logic that led us to it. Thus, the 
policy risks that are currently being outlined to address the tourism crisis are clear: 
accentuating the existing model of vulnerability; squandering public resources des-
tined for large corporations; increasing public debt; leaving the most disadvantaged 
social sectors out of social protection mechanisms in a model that is structurally 
based on precariousness; and, lastly, and consequently, reinforcing inequality. 

In response to this situation, from emancipatory perspectives defending the 
needs and rights of broad majorities, there is an urgent need to formulate a specific 
tourism policy that integrates and contributes to a broad programme of socio-eco-
logical transition of a post-capitalist nature. This implies a shift in the way tourism 
has traditionally been understood by the political left. While tourism constitutes a 
mechanism for the commodification of relations and spaces to serve the accumu-
lation and reproduction of capital, it can also be understood and implemented as a 
way of satisfying human needs and capacities, generating wellbeing, health, rec-
reation, and even education and critical thinking. If we normalize and essentialize 
only the negative consequences of tourism, we are in danger of losing the capacity 
to think about transforming tourism and disconnecting ourselves from the needs 
of all those people who depend on it and who, in some cases, aim to pursue their 
professional careers with dignity in this type of activity. Rather, what we need to 
do is to understand the flexible nature of tourism, as a social construction, the 
realities depending on the forms of organization, management and objectives 
to which it responds and, therefore, to commit ourselves to its transformation 
under other logics. This political conviction has little to do with the naïve visions 
that have proliferated in recent months, which see the crisis as an opportunity to 
“make everything better” and emerge stronger from the current situation, as if it 
were a problem of a simple will, or of not having noticed the problems we had be-
fore, without considering the tourism’s political economy and the power relations at 
play. On the other hand, what we are proposing is the need to articulate a political 
action programme that requires social and political organisation and fight to 
seriously address the transformation of an activity such as tourism, which is at 
the heart of today’s capitalism. The present situation requires that social resistance 
to the dynamics of dispossession and exploitation resulting from touristification, and 
the will for transformation, can simultaneously advance.
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What criteria could guide the formulation of tourism policies in an emancipatory 
direction? As in many other areas of political action, the guidelines for action are 
multiple and necessary at the same time. That is social resistance to the different 
expressions of dispossession and exploitation; political intervention to regulate, 
control and propose; and, finally, the construction of other forms of tourism 
development, under other logics and objectives than those of the reproduction 
of capital. 

In specific terms, a programme of post-capitalist intervention in tourism could 
contain the following guidelines:

First, we must promote and reinforce social protection mechanisms focused 
on tourism workers, not at the corporations’ service. The methods can be different 
and complementary, but we must ensure that they also effectively reach those who 
were subjected to the most precarious forms of employment, with temporary, part-
time or outsourced contracts, because this precariousness was not accidental. On the 
contrary, this was a structural component of the functioning of tourism companies 
as a cost-cutting mechanism. The experience of measures such as the ERTE, despite 
their importance for some of the sector’s employees, clearly shows their limitations 
by excluding another part, specifically the most disadvantaged. 

Given the social emergency triggered by the crisis, different opinions have been 
expressed for a universal basic income (UBI), ranging from degrowth positions 
(Barca et al., 2020) to those coming from orthodox economics (Duffo and Abhijt, 
2020). However, the UBI should not be confused with initiatives such as the Min-
imum Vital Income (IMV),  aimed at the most vulnerable groups, something like 
an income for the poor (Raventós, 2020). Currently, the UBI can be one of the main 
political tools for social transformation in a post-COVID world.

In addition to economic support measures, it would be necessary to activate a 
training plan that would allow the transition of these workers to other activity sec-
tors to be promoted, based on the recognition and accreditation of their skills and 
increasing their chances of finding employment in other activities. 

In the second place, it would be necessary to strengthen social resistance to 
the damage caused by tourist capital. This implies a wide variety of intervention 
areas and social organizations involved in the trade union, environmental, neigh-
bourhood, anti-tourist, housing, cooperative or feminist movements, among others. 
After the tourism industry has been paralyzed by the pandemic, its reactivation may 

http://www.seg-social.es/wps/portal/wss/internet/Trabajadores/PrestacionesPensionesTrabajadores/65850d68-8d06-4645-bde7-05374ee42ac7
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lead to particularly aggressive dynamics to recover lost profits or to survive in an 
extremely competitive environment. The labour sector is where the greatest impact 
may occur, with an increase in precariousness and loss of rights. The role of trade 
unions is essential in this context, especially in a sector with a traditionally low level 
of organization, and with some sub-sectors with no presence at all, beyond hotels 
and travel agencies. But given this situation, trade unions must also change their 
strategy to effectively address and incorporate a broad social base that is increas-
ingly precarious and vulnerable, which does not establish links with workers and 
companies as they could in the past, and which have been in the traditional social 
base of trade unionism. It is not only a matter of fighting against precariousness, 
without taking these same workers seriously enough into account, but also of giving 
protagonism and providing new forms of organization and participation that include 
increasingly larger precarious collectives. The future of trade unionism is at stake 
among these sectors.

Furthermore, other forms of aggression by tourism capital can be deployed in 
different areas such as, for example, environmental protection to promote invest-
ment in protected areas or the reduction of climate commitments to stimulate tour-
ism recovery. Another area where pressure is also being applied is in the reduction 
of tax burdens on tourism companies. In touristified societies, lowering taxes on 
these companies implies an increase in social vulnerability, as it reduces the means 
of financing the social resources that can help to mitigate critical situations such as 
the current one.

The post-pandemic outlook is likely to make social, environmental, neighbour-
hood and trade union movements an essential actor to confront the new logics of 
touristification.

In the third place, it would be necessary to promote a tourism policy that 
would respond to the needs and rights of broad majorities, and that could be 
sustained from institutional spheres with the complicity, although from the ab-
solute autonomy, of social movements. This policy must necessarily contemplate 
different perspectives. Thus, a central element should be not to accentuate the ex-
isting touristification and, therefore, to avoid any attempt to return to previous 
situations without being questioned, evaluated and conditioned. Tourism cannot 
have the same importance it had until now, or at least not in the most touristic areas. 
This implies not mortgaging more public resources to reactivate a sector that makes 
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us more vulnerable. Therefore, it is necessary to plan a voluntary degrowth in some 
places, although it may grow in other places where tourism has played a marginal 
role. At the same time, it means thinking about tourism in a broader framework of 
diversification and economic complementarity. It is also imperative to enhance pub-
lic control mechanisms at different levels - fiscal, labour and urban planning 
- over the operation of companies in the sector. To achieve this, it is essential to 
develop a policy of social and ecological conditions for any type of public aid 
related to tourism. Moreover, public policies to support the sector can become an 
enormous mechanism for privatization of public resources and this also requires 
specific knowledge, monitoring capacity and commitment to share information with 
social movements. 

But at the same time, in the field of intervention by public institutions, tourism 
policies must be reformulated to serve the broad majorities, considering the bi-
ophysical limits of the planet. This implies conceiving tourism as a mechanism that 
contributes to human capacity development. There are many ways to do this, such 
as promoting access to nearby natural areas in proper conditions;  reinforcing social 
tourism policies supporting Social Solidarity Economy (SSE) initiatives; promoting 
proximity-based tourism, which for climatic and social reasons can be more resil-
ient; and promoting public transportation policies that encourage more environmen-
tally friendly mobility associated with tourism. 

Under capitalism, any economic activity is conditioned by the dominant logics of 
accumulation and reproduction of capital, but we must focus on increasing the pos-
sibilities of organizing production and tourist consumption to escape from this he-
gemony. These are the real utopias mentioned by the American Marxist sociologist 
Erik Olin Wright. These are desirable, viable and feasible alternatives to advance 
towards a post-capitalist future. One of the expressions of emancipatory thinking, 
which is already seeking transformations, as a trial and learning process, but also to 
solve specific problems using other logics. We have examples, such as Sesc Bertioga 
in Brazil with more than seventy years in operation (Cañada, 2020), which can help 
to find new paths, but we also need to strengthen the research, dissemination and 
debate of multiple experiences that can inspire a new course.

The COVID-19 pandemic, and the crisis it is triggering, has questioned the cur-
rent touristification model. The emerging risks are too serious for us not to try to 
intervene socially and politically. The current risks are too high, which is why it is 

http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1294/turismo-social-una-alternativa-en-disputa
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imperative to have a political proposal that will enable us to face the gravity of the 
times that are approaching. The main question now is how we make this transfor-
mation possible under post-capitalist perspectives. The possibility is not a given, it 
is settled in the dispute, in the specific social struggles that determine what tourist 
capital can do and, in the capacity, to sustain different ways of production and con-
sumption. And therefore, it implies social actors, collectively organized, that resist 
and assert themselves by sustaining these desirable, viable and feasible alternatives 
with which to build a new horizon with hope. 
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How have we got here?

THE VULNERABILITY OF TOURISM SPECIALISATION
Joan Moranta4  

Traditionally, small business owners from the Balearic Islands’, which were mainly 
farmers, would look at the sky to find out if the weather would be favourable for their 
crops. This occurred mostly before 1960, when there were still about 65,000 farmers 
and the economy depended on favourable weather conditions. Currently there are 
less than 6,000 farmers in the Balearic Islands -including farmers, foresters and fish-
ermen. Sixty years after the beginning of an important economic transformation, 
driven by the expansion of the island’s entry ports, entrepreneurs, now mainly ded-
icated to tourism and services sectors, still observe the skies. Despite the fact that 
today we live with our backs turned to nature. However, at present, we are not only 
aware of the weather, other external factors of different idiosyncrasies also affect 
us strongly, in such a way that the tourism specialization of the Balearic economy 
has not been accompanied by greater strength or less vulnerability of the system, 
but the contrary. From September 2019 to March 2020, three events of different 
characteristics occurred shaking the foundations of the economic system, alerting, 
once again, the Balearic tourism sector in particular, and the society in general. A 
society that, unfortunately, is already accustomed to accounting for the challenges 
the tourism-business sector faces at the start of or end of every season as a result of 
potential insufficient reservations or due to the non-fulfilment of the expected profit 
expectations, respectively.

Costs socialisation and benefits privatization

The three events, the failure of Thomas Cook, the storm Gloria and the COVID-19 
disease are distinct. The first, a business crisis on a global scale, related to a highly 
dependent business-tourism policy on external, distant and opaque decisions. The 
second, a regional climate crisis, related to a global climate change clearly point-
ing at an increase in both sea level and frequency-intensity of extreme storms. The 

4  Joan Moranta is member of the environmentalist group Terraferida and tenured scientist of the Balearic 
Oceanographic Centre (Spanish Institute of Oceanography). This paper was published in Alba Sud on March 11, 
2020.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/332530325_ANALISIS_DE_LA_AGRICULTURA_BALEAREVOLUCION_Y_SITUACION_ACTUAL
https://www.sepe.es/contenidos/observatorio/mercado_trabajo/3025-1.pdf
https://www.sepe.es/contenidos/observatorio/mercado_trabajo/3025-1.pdf
https://www.fuhem.es/media/cdv/file/biblioteca/Metabolismo/Cap._quinto_Metabolismo_socioeconomico_Islas_Baleares_X.Ginard_I.Murray.pdf
https://www.eldiario.es/internacional/theguardian/quebro-thomas-cook-principalmente-deuda_1_1343160.html
http://www.aemet.es/es/conocermas/borrascas/2019-2020/estudios_e_impactos/gloria
https://www.who.int/es/health-topics/coronavirus/coronavirus
https://www.who.int/es/health-topics/coronavirus/coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/sep/23/fallout-thomas-cook-collapse-felt-across-europe-africa
https://www.rtve.es/noticias/20190925/onu-alerta-aumento-del-nivel-oceanos-se-acelera-irreversible/1980019.shtml
https://www.nationalgeographic.com.es/ciencia/actualidad/tendremos-mas-fenomenos-meteorologicos-extremos-futuro_13378
https://terraferida.cat/
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third, a health crisis on a planetary scale, related to globalization and, consequently, 
a greater capacity to mobilize people and materials all over the world from one end 
to the other.

We are, precisely, interested in verifying the negative effects of these three cat-
astrophic, unexpected and different incidents on the economy of the islands (and 
the world). All of them are very worrying because the socioeconomic consequenc-
es that they imply, that is, losses in millions of euro, a slowdown in the economy 
and a slump in employment, but also an increase in mortality as a result of the last 
two events. The failure of Thomas Cook trapped some 600,000 tourists around the 
world. The storm had devastating impacts on the coast of the eastern Iberian Pen-
insula with damage valued at more than 71 million €. The disease is having serious 
economic and job market repercussions around the world, such as the cancellation 
of the 2020 Mobile World Congress in Barcelona, which would have had an expect-
ed economic revenue of 492 million € and 13,000 jobs creation. In all three events, 
regardless whether they are caused by poor business strategy or environmental phe-
nomena, the tourism-business sector demands public intervention to mitigate losses, 
following a strategy of socialization of costs and profit privatization, both favoured 
by Governments.

The failure of Thomas Cook

The failure of the British tour operator Thomas Cook took place in September 2019 
when the difficulties of the company to tackle its payments were confirmed, caused, 
in part, by the Brexit, which triggered a chain economic reaction. The Federació 
Empresarial Hotelera de Mallorca (FEHM) estimated a debt of 100 million €, the 
coach transport business estimated around 5 million losses and many workers of 
different companies were unemployed. But, apart from the economic debt and direct 
job losses, the failure affected thousands of users, jeopardized the reserves of the 
following season and compromised the connectivity of the Son Sant Joan airport in 
Mallorca with the main tourism markets, affecting more 350,000 accommodation 
units. Both, the central and regional governments came to the rescue of the sector 
trying to counteract the effects of the failure on companies and workers.

https://www.15-15-15.org/webzine/2019/09/17/desglobalizacion-otra-vez/
https://www.ccma.cat/324/el-turoperador-thomas-cook-fa-fallida-i-deixa-600-000-turistes-penjats/noticia/2949610/
https://www.ccma.cat/324/el-turoperador-thomas-cook-fa-fallida-i-deixa-600-000-turistes-penjats/noticia/2949610/
https://www.elpuntavui.cat/territori/article/11-mediambient/1731371-l-estat-xifra-en-71-milions-els-danys-del-gloria.html
https://www.diaridegirona.cat/economia/2020/02/12/cancellacio-del-mobile-cop-dur/1028978.html
https://www.diaridegirona.cat/economia/2020/02/12/cancellacio-del-mobile-cop-dur/1028978.html
https://rebelion.org/la-regla-de-oro-del-sistema-privatizar-las-ganancias-y-socializar-las-perdidas-y-las-deudas/
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2019/10/03/companias/1570107405_767679.html
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The storm Gloria

The storm Gloria occurred in January 2020. It damaged the island’s coastline, dev-
astating beaches, which had only regenerated from other storms, and destroyed oth-
er infrastructures on the coastline that were built and rebuilt for decades following 
wave damage. One of the indirect consequences suffered during the storm, suspend-
ing maritime transport for several days, was the lack of perishable food in super-
markets, a fact which also highlights the precariousness of the food system of the 
archipelago. Restaurant owners and tourist entrepreneurs in the affected areas were 
quick to conclude that the economic consequences of the storm will be dire unless 
central and regional governments urgently fully repaired beaches and promenades 
necessary for the arrival of the year’s first and vital tourists. While the damage to 
public infrastructures caused by the storm Gloria in the Balearic Islands exceeds 16 
million €, much to the businessmen and mayors’ discontent, the government in Ma-
drid initially only wanted to dedicate 4.4 million for the refurbishing. The mayors of 
the municipalities of Mallorca most affected by the storm expressed their concern 
about the state of the coastline and demanded rapid solutions, avoiding the mandato-
ry environmental impact assessment reports, in order to commence the high tourist 
season in favourable conditions and avoiding landscape images that they describe 
as shameful and chaotic. They claim to dedicate part of the Sustainable Tourism 
Tax to regenerating the spoiled coastline. It will be interesting to know the details 
of the actions that the governments (central and regional) will carry out to tackle 
the demands of the sector and what adaptation measures they will implement, con-
sidering the climate emergency declarations made by the institutions. According to 
scientists, the loss of beaches and the retreat of the coastline will be more frequent 
with further significant damages throughout Spain.

The COVID-19 disease

The COVID-19 disease, caused by a coronavirus originating in Wuhan (China), has 
already spread across five continents, infecting not only people but also markets. 
It arrived to Spain and the Balearic Islands between February and early March of 
2020. Infections caused by this virus can also compromise tourist season bookings. 
In fact, the Confederació d’Associacions Empresarials de Balears (CAEB) has al-

https://www.cilma.cat/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/linforme_metadona,_la_dependencia_de_les_platges_a_la_seva_regeneracio_artificial_jose_angel_martin_maig2006.pdf
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/01/21/mallorca-sufre-escasez-alimentos-perecederos-2812414.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/01/21/mallorca-sufre-escasez-alimentos-perecederos-2812414.html
https://www.ultimahora.es/noticias/part-forana/2020/03/03/1145737/gloria-frente-comun-ante-falta-soluciones-madrid.html
https://www.ultimahora.es/noticias/part-forana/2020/03/03/1145737/gloria-frente-comun-ante-falta-soluciones-madrid.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/part-forana/2020/02/22/hoteleros-llevant-exigen-sanchez-rectifique-2803197.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/part-forana/2020/02/22/hoteleros-llevant-exigen-sanchez-rectifique-2803197.html
https://www.miteco.gob.es/es/cambio-climatico/temas/impactos-vulnerabilidad-y-adaptacion/plan-nacional-adaptacion-cambio-climatico/evaluacion-preliminar-de-los-impactos-en-espana-del-cambio-climatico/eval_impactos.aspx
https://www.miteco.gob.es/es/cambio-climatico/temas/impactos-vulnerabilidad-y-adaptacion/plan-nacional-adaptacion-cambio-climatico/evaluacion-preliminar-de-los-impactos-en-espana-del-cambio-climatico/eval_impactos.aspx
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ready expressed its concern about whether the coronavirus could affect the arrival 
of tourists to the islands in the coming months. They also urged the authorities and 
public administrations to avoid making decisions not favouring proper economic 
development and job creation.

Indeed, CAEB also warns of the effects of the coronavirus aiding the current 
economic slowdown and the increase of unemployment. There have been many so-
cial events, congresses, cultural exhibitions and sports competitions that have been 
affected by the measures taken to avoid infection. For example, the ITB Berlin, 
scheduled in March 2020, has been cancelled and it is the largest tourism exhibition 
and the most important one for the Balearic Islands’ tourism sector, where most of 
the reservations for the entire season are made. The concern of the FEHM and the 
Agrupació de Cadenes Hoteleres de Balears (ACH) is evident, and the Balearic 
Government and the Consell de Mallorca (CIM) have taken note and have been 
working hard trying to save the tourist season, proposing and organizing alternative 
promotions for the islands. The 6.7 million € that CIM has planned for tourism pro-
motion over 2020 must be spent. In this case, the measures adopted at any level are 
very important to avoid infection of people and reduce mortality. The joining strate-
gy followed among governments and the tourism-business sector is unusual, trying 
to convey the feeling of maximum tranquillity and control of the epidemic. Nev-
ertheless, it is important to keep in mind that, although it is possible to quarantine 
people, it is impossible to do the same with markets and the deregulated economy.

Priorities for change

The alarms, then, are triggered in form of “crisis” (business, climate, meteorological, 
health, food ...), and it is becoming increasingly clear that we are in a situation 
of vulnerability and high risk. Even so, to be able to face this situation, the prior-
ities must be clear. We cannot continue with the same dynamic of trying to repair 
the damage, year after year, that maritime storms, which are increasing in intensity, 
will cause on infrastructures located where they should not be. In addition, the cause 
of the loss of sand on urban beaches does not have its origin only in the effects of 
storms. It has been repeatedly explained that this occurs because promenades and 
urbanizations are built over dune systems that in turn break the natural dynamics 
of these coastal ecosystems. Undoubtedly, a new coastal planning is necessary, con-

https://www.europapress.es/illes-balears/noticia-caeb-pide-autoridades-eviten-adoptar-medidas-no-sean-adecuadas-dinamismo-economico-20200228173454.html
https://www.europapress.es/illes-balears/noticia-caeb-pide-autoridades-eviten-adoptar-medidas-no-sean-adecuadas-dinamismo-economico-20200228173454.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/coronavirus-ITB_0_2409359138.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/coronavirus-ITB_0_2409359138.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/132645_mallorca-invertira-67-m-en-promocion-turistica-en-2020.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/132645_mallorca-invertira-67-m-en-promocion-turistica-en-2020.html
https://elpais.com/economia/negocio/2020-03-07/una-economia-en-cuarentena.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/Gloria-preludi-devastador-sera-costa_0_2387161431.html
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sidering scenarios foreseen according to the predicted effects of climate change of 
rising sea level and retreating coastline. Most likely, any technological solution that 
proposes to put “walls” to the waves for continuing with the business-as-usual ac-
tivities, in the long term, are more expensive than trying to move the infrastructure 
backwards. We cannot base the success of our economy only on tourism promotion 
either, dedicating more and more budget every year, trying to transmit tranquillity 
and confidence to the main tourism markets when something unforeseen arises. 
As we have seen in the case of the failure of Thomas Cook and the coronavirus 
pandemic, it does not guarantee avoiding the reduction of reservations nor cancella-
tions, neither their effects on the economy. Our tourism model, based on the strategy 
of “the more the better” (more tourists, more flights, more cruises…) has already 
expired and will never again be sustainable.

Due to the vulnerability of tourism specialization, the urgent need for a change 
in the economic model calls for responsibility of the whole society to be able to 
originate the political, economic and social transition. This is urgently needed for 
tackling the near future and forcing the present, not only to end the development of 
tourism industry and the policies promoting it but, above all, to plan a deliberate and 
conscious social agreement on a tourism degrowth strategy to avoid the coming eco-
logical and social collapse. We can no longer afford to ignore the repercussions of 
high consumption levels of resources, materials and energy, nor generation of waste 
and greenhouse gas emissions or the significant social inequality that tourism caus-
es. In conclusion, it is necessary to deactivate the globalisation, promote the local 
economy and gain resilience and sovereignty, both for food and energy.

https://fundaciomallorcaturisme.net/es/
https://www.arabalears.cat/balears/Hotel-Mallorca-model-insostenible_0_1820818022.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/balears/Hotel-Mallorca-model-insostenible_0_1820818022.html
http://www.albasud.org/noticia/1199/del-virus-coroclim-tico-a-la-reconversi-n-del-sistema-socioecon-mico-aprovechemos-la-oportunidad
http://www.albasud.org/noticia/1199/del-virus-coroclim-tico-a-la-reconversi-n-del-sistema-socioecon-mico-aprovechemos-la-oportunidad
http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1196/turismo-decrecimiento-y-la-crisis-del-covid-19
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CULTURAL SINGULARITY AS A CAUSE OF COVID-19 SPREAD IN SPAIN: 
A RESPONSE
Ivan Murray & Ernest Cañada5  

At present, the avalanche of COVID –19 news is beyond overwhelming. There is not 
enough time to read what is being published and, at the same time, develop work 
tasks (those who, like us, telecommute), organise family life and take care (as far as 
possible) of our loved ones. Among news, arguments, and thoughts on the pandem-
ic, we mainly find three voices. Firstly, some refer to an immediate and dramatic 
situation. Secondly, others intend to explain the mistakes or shortcomings regarding 
the crisis in the short term. Finally, others elaborate more profound reflections to 
understand how this situation has been reached. 

Cultural singularity once more 

As it happened in 2008 when the financial crisis broke out, which in Spain was 
particularly intense due to the burst of the real estate bubble, the command centres 
of the European Union (EU) and its media indicated that Spaniards had lived be-
yond their means. Once the Central-European states began to emerge from the crisis 
around 2010, it was mentioned that the Southern countries, the so-called PIGS, a 
derogatory acronym to refer to Portugal, Italy, Greece, and Spain, did not do the 
same due to its propensity for laziness, siesta, and other customs little akin to the 
Protestant spirit of capital.

Until recently, we had not seen any interpretation of the reasons for the depth 
of the crisis in Spain compared to other EU states similar to those witnessed when 
the financial crisis erupted. Nonetheless, now there is an explanation of the reasons 
for the intense spread that we suffer in the article published in The Guardian, How 
did Spain get its coronavirus response so wrong?, of last 26 March. In it, Giles 
Tremlett, a correspondent for the British newspaper in Spain, uses cultural roots 
as an explanatory factor for the rapid spread. Those could be synthesised in “Span-

5  Ivan Murray is lecturer of Geography at the University of the Balearic Islands and collaborator of Alba Sud. 
Ernest Cañada is coordinator of Alba Sud. This article was published in Alba Sud on March 31, 2020. Translated 
to English by Núria Abellan..

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/spain-coronavirus-response-analysis
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/spain-coronavirus-response-analysis
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iards spend the day on bar terraces”, prioritising fun, socialisation (taking as an 
example the feminist demonstration of 8 March), and the culture of mass football 
with international matches celebrations, when there were already health warnings 
about COVID-19. Faced with these alleged singularities, it is worth mentioning that, 
for example, the 8th of March demonstrations were held in many other European 
cities or that at the beginning of March international matches took place in many 
other countries (for example, on 12 March the matches Lask-Manchester United; 
Frankfurt-Basel; Istanbul-Copenhagen; Olympiacos-Wolves); or that during the first 
weekend when the state of emergency was declared in Spain on the 14th of March, 
2020, in the Netherlands people went out to the parks to enjoy a few days of sun, and 
even in the case of the “exemplary” Scandinavian countries, Sweden continues with 
open schools and “normal life”. Therefore, it seems that the “Latin cultural singular-
ity” would not be the cause.

If the aim is to understand this crisis’s depth, other questions will have to be 
asked. These are questions that invoke politics, and which must necessarily entail a 
much broader temporal and spatial framework. Explaining the COVID-19 crisis in 
Spain without referring to the EU and capitalist globalisation is an absurd and use-
less exercise. And, trying to find keys to understand this crisis with a time frame of 
up to one month can only respond to spurious interests.

Financial strangulation

Firstly, financial strangulation has prevented meeting the needs evidenced by 
the health emergency. This situation has its origin in the fact that the 2008 crisis in 
Spain changed from a real estate crisis to a public debt crisis, due to the bank bailout, 
among other factors. These characteristics led to austerity policies – budget cuts in 
public spending in the essential services, including healthcare – and large privatisa-
tion operations that have been particularly intense in healthcare. Besides, the priori-
ty of paying creditors – financial capital that speculated with public debt –, imposed 
even with an express change to the Spanish Constitution, meant that public financial 
resources were not used to cover the public services’ basic expenses. Thus, in such 
scenario, financial giants, BlackRock amongst them, are becoming the main agents 
that condition the social and economic life of Spain. Whereas social spending, for 
instance, in personnel and healthcare supplies, has been seriously reduced.

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-51791335
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-51791335
https://es.uefa.com/uefaeuropaleague/fixtures-results/#/rd/2001152/1
https://es.uefa.com/uefaeuropaleague/fixtures-results/#/rd/2001152/1
https://www.lavanguardia.com/internacional/20200324/4874134212/suecia-coronavirus-medidas-confinamiento-normalidad.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/internacional/20200324/4874134212/suecia-coronavirus-medidas-confinamiento-normalidad.html
https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/politica/2019/04/29/el_mapa_privatizacion_sanitaria_asi_avanza_negocio_sistema_cada_comunidad_93638_1012.html
https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/politica/2019/04/29/el_mapa_privatizacion_sanitaria_asi_avanza_negocio_sistema_cada_comunidad_93638_1012.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2012/12/22/mercados/1356395201_850215.html
https://www.eldiario.es/agendapublica/reforma-constitucional/articulo-Constitucion-excesiva-innecesaria-inconsistente_0_203680224.html
https://www.eldiario.es/zonacritica/afectado-sanidad-anos-crisis_6_731836828.html
https://www.eldiario.es/zonacritica/afectado-sanidad-anos-crisis_6_731836828.html
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In addition to these cuts in public spending mentioned above, four other facts 
must be considered. Firstly, large Spanish multinationals only tax 2,6% of their prof-
its, while the general rate is 25%. Secondly, tax evasion represents an amount of 
about 60 billion euros (4,8% of GDP). Thirdly, the shadow economy represents 22% 
of the GDP, almost three times higher than Germany or France. Fourthly, with a 
lower tax rate regarding the European average, Spain loses between 4% and 5% of 
GDP annually. Thus, Spain is at the bottom in healthcare spending within the EU 
context, with an allocation of 6.4% of the GDP (1,594€/capita) compared to Germa-
ny’s 9.5% GDP (3,762€/capita). However, there is a significant divergence in health 
spending by autonomous communities, which have competences in healthcare mat-
ters. Thus, in those communities where the discipline of austerity and privatisation 
has been more intense, spending is much lower, as are the cases of the Community 
of Madrid with an spending of 3.7% of GDP, or Catalonia with a 4.6 % of GDP.

Thus, the shortage of medical supplies at the time of the COVID-19 crisis, in 
the same way as under-endowments and under-financing of public services, such as 
education, can be explained by the financial asphyxiation of public administrations. 
In turn, this answers the guiding principles of the EU aimed at satisfying the in-
terests of capital, fundamentally the financial. Member States must strictly comply 
with the Stability and Growth Pact (SGP) to maintain financial stability. SGP is the 
framework policy on which the rest of the EU policies are subordinated. The SGP 
is articulated upon the iron-fisted control of the fiscal deficit and public debt. This is 
also linked to fiscal relaxation, especially for the rich and big companies, which has 
become one of the tax evasion mechanisms used by large capital, leading to Member 
States’ increasingly limited financial capacity. 

Global capitalist reorganisation

Secondly, the lack of medical supplies to deal with the crisis is not only due to 
financial strangulation, but rather it must be understood in the context of the 
capitalist globalisation process conducted since the early 1990s. Thus, within 
such a framework, there has been a progressive relocation of the manufacturing 
segments to the planetary peripheries through which capital has extracted enormous 
gains. Those have been possible through an abundant and poorly paid labour force, 
favourable fiscal regimes, and null or deplorable environmental policies. It is under 

https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20191127/471901762889/empresas-multinacionales-espana-impuestos-hacienda-beneficios.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20191127/471901762889/empresas-multinacionales-espana-impuestos-hacienda-beneficios.html
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/UE-pierde-millones-evasion-estudio_0_860214511.html
https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2019/12/19/autonomos/1576788692_476592.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2019/02/17/actualidad/1550416403_045369.html
https://www.mscbs.gob.es/estadEstudios/sanidadDatos/tablas/tabla30_1.htm
https://www.mscbs.gob.es/estadEstudios/sanidadDatos/tablas/tabla30_1.htm
https://www.mscbs.gob.es/estadEstudios/estadisticas/docs/EGSP2008/egspPrincipalesResultados.pdf
https://www.mscbs.gob.es/estadEstudios/estadisticas/docs/EGSP2008/egspPrincipalesResultados.pdf
https://www.elsaltodiario.com/coronavirus/vendieron-pacto-estabilidad-crecimiento-ce-aplicaron-austericidio-mata-covid19
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these conditions that China has become the world’s factory. Chinese state capitalism 
is articulated on a unique formula that combines firm social control, intense eco-
nomic public intervention, and the adoption of the game rules of global capitalism. 
When the COVID-19 crisis erupted in Wuhan (China) towards the end of 2019, the 
Chinese government responded by activating every tool at its disposal. Thus, after a 
few weeks silencing the epidemic, China activated protocols to deal with the virus 
that put the Chinese factory’s remarkable capacities to work with enormous resourc-
es. One of the most real examples is the construction of a hospital in just ten days. 
The Chinese government also destined its production of medical supplies to combat 
the epidemic, while its exports plunged due to the closure of trade relations with the 
Asian giant under quarantine.

Accordingly, the shortage of medical supplies from China in the UE can be 
explained because it prioritised its production to fight internally against the epidem-
ic and the almost interruption of its international trade. Besides, the last decades’ 
commercial and logistic dynamics are articulated around the principle of just in 
time. That is, buy only what is needed at the time it is needed, since global logistics 
chains will provide at the desired time. Thus, the available stocks were much lower 
than those that could be needed at times like the current. However, it was not solely 
the consignments of Chinese medical supplies –particularly kits to conduct tests for 
the disease, respirators, masks, or special protective clothing– that were interrupted 
with the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis in China. The exports of these materials 
from the two EU countries that manufactured them, France and Germany, were 
blocked. France and Germany requisitioned the medical supply in stock and the 
pending production while prohibiting its export. Such a situation is a clear example 
of the absence of the so-called European project. At a time of vigorous intensity of 
the pandemic, Italy was only able to receive 30 tons of medical supplies from Chi-
na. After the tensions that this produced within the EU, the European Commission 
urged to end the blockage of medical supplies between member states. Once the cir-
culation of the material recovered and given the high demand, speculation has burst.

Beyond moral recriminations about speculation with medical supplies when 
lives are at stake, it ought to be considered that this material is subject to the rules 
of capital. This means value in circulation and the combination of the creation of 
scarcity –in this case through the retention of medical supplies– and the high de-
mand for any goods, and medical supplies in a capitalist context are just another 

https://vientosur.info/spip.php?article15428
https://www.publico.es/internacional/wuhan-gobierno-chino-construira-hospital-10-dias-frente-coronavirus.html
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commodity, translates into high profits for those who control its distribution. Thus, 
the phenomenon to face is the same behind real estate speculation that treats housing 
as a commodity, or the food crises derived from the commodification of food that, in 
turn, bring enormous benefits to large companies. Furthermore, it is not that medical 
supplies and pharmaceutical products are subject to the logics of profit, but research 
that is fundamentally dictated by pharmaceutical capital interests. This is the reason 
why large pharmaceutical companies have abandoned research on antibiotics and 
antivirals.

Spain in the geography of global capital

Thirdly, the role of Spain in the geography of capital ought to be indicated. One 
of the main components of the spatial and economic arrangement of the Franco re-
gime was the tourist specialisation of different parts of the coast as a way to attract 
foreign currency. As expressed by Manuel Fraga, Spanish Minister of Tourism and 
Information between 1962 to 1969: tourism was the Spanish Marshall Plan. Through 
tourism, it was possible to save the complicated situation that the regime was un-
dergoing in the early 1950s. Moreover, Francoism was legitimised internationally 
through tourism within the context of the Cold War. Since then, after each crisis, the 
tourism way of accumulation has deepened and intensified. Thus, after the 1970s 
crisis, with the breakdown of the Fordist accumulation regime, Spain prepared to 
enter the European Economic Community with the violent destruction of jobs and 
deindustrialisation under the mantra of modernisation. Following Ramón Fernández 
Durán, that was the beginning of the era of the “explosion of disorder”. It is in the 
time of the Spanish insertion in the European project when Spanish capitalism fun-
damentally articulated upon the real estate and tourism pillars. 

Furthermore, the large Spanish companies, analysed in a recent book by Pe-
dro Ramiro and Erika González, emerging from privatisation processes, penetrated 
powerfully in Latin American countries that were under structural adjustment pro-
grams. The increasingly weakened Spanish industrial apparatus was centred around 
those segments that accompany the construction and tourism sectors. The construc-
tion sector has become the primary Spanish industry, and an important part of pub-
lic investments have been used to build transport mega-infrastructures. The result 
has been the hyperconnectivity that has transformed Spain into Europe’s beach and 
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second residence, thus deepening its tourism specialisation. In short, too many air-
ports, high-speed rails, and highways and very few schools and hospitals. In part, in 
Spain and Italy’s tourism orientation, the origin of the spread of the virus is found. 
While European authorities focused on controlling Chinese tourism, the primary 
sources of spread of the virus in Europe have been Germans and British due to their 
status as command centres of European capital, plus Switzerland for its banking 
condition, and their dense relationships with China.

The outbreak of the 2008 financial crisis was resolved in various ways, among 
which the following are highlighted: notable expansion of construction in China, 
a boom in commodities and neo-extractivism with the rise of the BRICS, a new 
round of financialisation, the aggressive irruption of platform capitalism and an ex-
ponential increase in international tourism. The figures for international tourists’ 
movement –hence, domestic tourists who travel within their own country are omit-
ted– are overwhelming: from 916 million in 2008 to 1,4 billion international tourists 
in 2018. Most of these flows occur in Europe (50%) and Asia (24,4%), precisely the 
areas at first most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. If all governments have 
shared something until the health emergency has hit them, it has been persistence in 
trying to maintain “normality” so as not to scare capital and so that flights would not 
be paralysed, nor airports closed. Finally, flights have been progressively cancelled, 
and many airports already appear to be empty. The aeronautical lobby IATA (Inter-
national Air Transport Association) announced million-dollar losses and demanded 
high interventions and public aid to rescue the companies, in addition to easing the 
rules to regain “normality”.

In the Spanish case, after the bursting of the real estate-financial bubble that still 
drags its effects on the real economy, triggering the unemployment rate over 20%, a 
series of policies were articulated to create a favourable climate for capital on behalf 
of economic recovery and job creation. After the bank rescue, the goal was to avoid 
the devaluation of real estate assets, which is why mechanisms were established to 
articulate a new round of accumulation focused on disposing housing to financial 
capital, among others through the creation of Real Estate Investment Trust (REIT). 
Another relevant fact was the profound change in the shareholding structures of 
large Spanish capital with the entry of aggressive investment funds in most IBEX 
35 companies, among which BlackRock, Vanguard and Norges Bank are highlight-
ed. The other piece of the relaunching of the accumulation cycle post-crisis 2008 
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was articulated around the frenzied growth of tourism. Thus, the evolution from 
the historical record of 58,66 million international tourists in 2007 to 83,7 million 
in 2019, which broke records year after year since 2013, is prominent. Furthermore, 
this spectacular increase has not only occurred in classic tourist destinations but 
rather, global touristification has spread spatially, with a substantial impact on urban 
spaces hand in hand with platform capitalism with the tourism commodification of 
housing, a process known as airbnbification.

Besides, large hotel chains and Sun and beach tourism areas benefited from aid 
packages such as soft loans from the Official Credit Institute (ICO by its Spanish 
acronym), tourist reconversion plans or regulatory reductions in urban and environ-
mental matters to favour tourism investments. Even so, many tourism companies, 
which had expanded based on credit during the economically euphoric years before 
the 2008 crisis granted in most cases by savings banks– had to redefine their policy 
and prioritise the payment of the debt. This translated into a sudden stop in its in-
ternational projection and the sale of assets, mainly hotels. At this time, the large fi-
nancial capital entered the scene, which would later be part of the companies’ share-
holding (for instance, Norges Bank with 3,5% of Melià International Hotels) and it 
was also when hotel REITs such as Hispania, created between the Barceló group 
and Azora, owned by George Soros, were established. Hispania was subsequently 
acquired by Blackstone, which shortly afterwards also acquired the company Hotel 
Investment Partners (HIP), created by Sabadell Bank to manage its hotel assets, 
becoming the leading hotel owner in Spain. This process has led to the discussion 
of hotel financialisation. However, it could be extended to the rest of the tourism 
corporations, as reflected in Thomas Cook’s bankruptcy.

Naturally, this alleged “tourism success”, conceived in terms of tourist arrival 
records and business profits, has hinged on reducing labour costs and the work-
force’s flexibilisation, which has resulted in growing job precariousness. The bulk 
of tourism work that has grown in recent years has done so on increasingly deval-
ued work. This has been exacerbated by the growing financialisation of the sector, 
which has imposed much stricter labour relations. Technological changes and capital 
concentration have allowed the penetration of platform economies in tourism, which 
have further made tourism working conditions more precarious. Furthermore, the 
same availability of labour is seldom inserted into other activities. 
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In short, the increasing specialisation in the tourism-real estate binomial has led 
to a good part of Spain’s productive fabric to concentrate on everything related to 
these activities. Consequently, the weight of other activities has reduced, trusting 
that the international market will provide the necessary resources so that the Span-
ish economic metabolism can function. Thus, it is not surprising, when the flows of 
materials consumed by the Spanish economy are analysed that a good part of these 
come from third countries. Simultaneously, there are enormous regional differences 
within Spain with autonomous communities that are fundamentally net consumers 
of resources that are provided from other Spanish regions and third countries. The 
Madrid metropolis and the hypertouristified communities - the Balearic and Canary 
archipelagos – are highlighted among these communities.

Crisis of legitimacies

It is under these structural conditions that the COVID-19 crisis bursts and shakes the 
Spanish society. With the passing of days, between 19 March, when the European 
Central Bank launched the emergency program, and 26 March, when the Eurogroup 
met, the health catastrophe worsened, and the global economy sunk. The issue on 
the table is the strategy to follow in order to face the COVID-19 crisis and its sub-
sequent repercussions. At the Eurogroup meeting, two antagonistic positions were 
starkly displayed. On the one hand, the axis formed by Austria, the Netherlands and 
Germany argues that each country faces the crisis with its own resources. On the 
other hand, the axis formed by a group of nine countries led by France, Spain and 
Italy demands a more ambitious program to cope in a coordinated and collective 
way with the coronavirus catastrophe at the EU. A kind of Marshall Plan supported 
through the emission of coronabonds. The Nordic axis is directly opposed to this 
proposal and, on the contrary, defends the austerity treatment for the countries of 
the South. An approach that, as stated, takes lives. Behind this closed position of 
Dutch and German authorities, there are colonial and racist positions, such as those 
expressed in The Guardian article mentioned at the beginning of this text. In this 
sense, the Dutch finance minister, Wopke Hoekstra –as well as the former Dutch 
finance minister, Jeroen Dijsselbloem, who claimed that the South squanders money 
on women and alcohol– was uncovered when, during the meeting, he suggested in-
vestigating why some countries do not have a budget margin to face the coronavirus 
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crisis, implying that Spain and Italy would have misspent their resources. The Por-
tuguese Prime Minister, Antonio Costa, referred to this position as sickening.

In the face of profoundly racist and colonial discourses, which are translated into 
political action, that once again refer to the Spanish or Italian cultural singularity 
to blame the greater incidence of the pandemic in these countries, it is necessary 
to return, once again, to political economy to clarify what is happening. Correctly 
diagnosing the causes of such vulnerability is central to requesting and demanding 
public policies that break with the neoliberal dogmas of austerity and that put the 
needs of most of the population first. At the moment, it is not only the tourism model 
that is being questioned but rather the European project itself, increasingly estranged 
from everyday needs, which is facing a profound crisis of legitimacy. It is not fortu-
itous that in the post-crisis Europe, the far-right has furiously deployed, collecting 
the growing social discontent. The dispute over this pandemic’s management will 
mark the immediate future and probably that of the change of era. Unfortunately, the 
new times will be characterised by the accentuation of disturbances, of which the 
current crisis is the prelude. At this time, it is no longer just a matter of demanding 
protection mechanisms that prevent the consequences of the crisis from being paid 
once more by the working and middle classes, but rather of questioning everything 
that has led to this enormous fragility. The lives of the majority are at stake.
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SOCIAL VULNERABILITY AND THE SPANISH RESIDENTIAL TOURISM 
MODEL: SCENARIOS IN THE FACE OF THE COVID-19 CRISIS 
Antonio Aledo, Guadalupe Ortiz, Pablo Aznar-Crespo, José Javier Mañas, Iker 
Jimeno, Emilio Climent-Gil6  

Following the socio-economic crisis that began in 2007, there was a certain boom 
in studies and research on social vulnerability. However, a review of the literature 
published in Spain shows that research on the social consequences of the crisis in 
tourist destinations has been quite scarce. However, the data provided by the Na-
tional Institute of Statistics (2013) shows that Torrevieja, the paradigm of Spanish 
residential tourism, was at the bottom of the List of cities according to average net 
household income. Based on this devastating data, which radically questions the 
characteristics of the Spanish residential tourism model, and in the midst of the ex-
ceptional moment generated by the COVID-19 crisis in 2020, three questions arise 
that we believe are relevant for applied research in the area of residential tourism: 
firstly, what are the consequences of the scarce presence of the critical approach in 
tourism studies?; secondly, what new social vulnerabilities will be generated by the 
post-COVID-19 socio-economic crisis?; thirdly, what can we learn from the previ-
ous socio-economic crisis to improve/mitigate the effects of the one we are already 
beginning to suffer from? Let us not forget another important fact: residential tour-
ism has been the hegemonic development option in a large number of coastal and 
second line municipalities in Spain.

Following the advice of the promoters of this publication to reflect on tourism in 
times of crisis, we have repressed the temptation to fall into the dangerous task of 
predicting dystopian futures and, instead, we have tried to respond with a certain 
rationality to their proposal.

If the future is always uncertain, the uncertainty has never been greater than 
at present. However, thinking about the future is not about trying to guess. On the 
contrary, building scenarios is about underpinning the decisions to be taken based 
on a reflection on the present and the past. To formulate scenarios means generating 

6  Antonio Aledo, Guadalupe Ortiz, Pablo Aznar-Crespo, José Javier Mañas, Iker Jimeno and Emilio Climent-
Gil are lecturers and researchers from the Sociology Department (I) of Alicante University. This paper was 
published in Alba Sud on April 14, 2020. English translation by Guadalupe Ortiz.
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information to influence: 1) the direction of the social evolution which is built on the 
basis of the macro dynamics to which we are subject; and 2) the capacity for action 
at a micro level which allows us to influence our living spaces. The prospective ex-
ercise of imagining interrelations between macro and micro variables, the review 
of past crises and previous behaviour of the sector, as well as their effects on local 
populations and the response options that were chosen, also helps to inform the de-
cisions that have to be taken from now on.

What is the role of tourism studies in the face of crises and disasters?

Previous scientific studies and publications offer a good source of information that 
helps to draw scenarios for the future. Research on crises, disasters and tourism has 
covered a wide range of events, such as earthquakes, floods, economic crises or acts 
of terrorism. Therefore, it is to be expected that in the academic corpus produced by 
tourism studies on socio-environmental crises and disasters we can find knowledge 
that will help to make decisions for the future. 

In this exercise of reviewing the academic production, we come across a central 
problem in tourism studies on crises and disasters - and one that is undoubtedly 
much more extensive as it affects multiple areas of tourism research. When review-
ing the abundant literature on crisis-disasters in tourism destinations, the central 
theme of the analyses revolves around the economic effect of these stressful events 
on the tourism industry (Ritchie, 2008;  Nguyen et al., 2016;  Becken & Hughey, 
2013). The impacts of crises and disasters on host populations are scarcely addressed 
in the literature (Aznar-Crespo & Aledo, 2018; Aznar-Crespo, Aledo & Melgarejo, 
2020; De Freitas Silva, 2019). It is convenient to address this deficit in a little more 
detail, since its consequences are relevant and reflect the uncritical spirit of tourism 
production, as well as its submission to market interests. 

It is highly significant that in the review of the literature on tourism, crises and 
disasters, risk, fear and distrust appear as the three main and most recurrent key-
words. In the articles oriented to proposals and measures for the recovery of the sec-
tor in post-crisis periods, the concepts of production of security and trust dominate 
the scientific discourse (Ritchie, 2004; Calgaro et al., 2014; Mair et al., 2016). These 
keywords emerge from work investigating how disasters affect the tourist’s deci-
sion-making process (pull and push factors) (Kozak et al., 2007; Park & Reisinger, 
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2010), the impact on tourism services (Wang, 2009; Tsai & Chen, 2011) and the most 
appropriate strategies for infrastructure and reputation recovery in the destination 
(Wang & Ritchie, 2012).

Foucault taught us that in the practice of discourse analysis what is said is as 
important as what is not said. In this sense, the scarcity of references to the effects 
that crises and disasters have on local people and on the production of different so-
cial vulnerabilities is extraordinarily revealing. We are afraid that this deficit in the 
scientific corpus on tourism and crisis will be reproduced with the same intensity in 
the analysis of the current health crisis and the subsequent socio-economic crisis to 
come. This should not come as a surprise. Raoul Bianchi (2009), among others, has 
warned about the existing division in tourism studies between the hegemonic group 
called tourism for business and those that identify with a critical tourism studies 
approach (Ateljevic, Morga & Pritchard, 2013) in which Alba Sud participates. In 
order not to dwell on this criticism, it only remains to conclude by pointing out that 
the primacy of pro-sector tourism studies also takes place in tourism higher educa-
tion. The critical approach is in the minority in tourism schools and degrees, which 
translates into the uncritical spirit of both future research and professional practice 
in tourism (Fullagar & Wilson, 2012; Wilson, Small & Harris; 2012). This absence 
of studies that directly address the impacts of crises and disasters on local popula-
tions will have negative consequences on the orientation of measures that decision 
makers will take in the face of a short-term scenario of collapse of the international 
tourism sector.

Vulnerability, crisis and residential tourism destinations

The concept of social vulnerability has been defined as the characteristics and cir-
cumstances of a population, system or asset that make it susceptible to the adverse 
effects of a potential threat (UNISDR, 2009). Tracing the origin and use of the con-
cept, we find two main sources. First, disaster science has worked on the concept 
of the production of social vulnerability, fundamentally from the work At Risk by 
Blaikie et al. (1994). This approach distinguishes three components in the gener-
ative process of social vulnerability: root causes, dynamic pressures and unsafe 
conditions. This approach focuses on the macro-structural causes that condition the 
situation of individuals, moving to intermediate political and economic spheres in 
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order to reach the local expressions of vulnerability. Secondly, the concept of social 
vulnerability has been proposed from the development sciences as an advance to the 
concept of poverty due to the static and excessively quantitative nature of the latter. 
At first, the dominant approach prioritized agency over structure, blaming the poor 
for their own situation (Moser, 1998). Subsequently, the theoretical developments of 
Amartya Sen (2003, 2005) and CEPAL’s AVEO (assets, vulnerability and structure 
of opportunities, in its English translation) approach (Kaztman, 1999) for the Latin 
American context have redressed this deficit (Climent-Gil, Aledo & Vallejos-Rome-
ro, 2018). The most current studies on vulnerability highlight the structural con-
ditions that limit the capacity of individuals and families to face socio-economic 
crises linked to the model of global capitalism and the expansion of neoliberalism as 
an unquestionable political and economic doctrine.

Within this approach, it is important to distinguish between structural and ac-
quired vulnerability. Structural vulnerability refers to the adaptive conditions prior 
to the threat that place the population in a weak position to cope with the event. 
Acquired vulnerability refers to the new situations of vulnerability caused by the 
impact of the threat on the population. When these acquired weaknesses are fixed in 
the territory and in the social fabric, they are transformed into new structural vul-
nerabilities in the face of new threats.

To better understand the concept of vulnerability, two interrelated ideas are nec-
essary in order to avoid errors of analytical interpretation. First, there is no vulner-
ability or risk without a threat. Second, people are not vulnerable per se, but are 
vulnerable to a specific threat. The first step in analysing the relationship between 
residential tourism and vulnerability is to identify the threat to which local popu-
lations are subjected in tourism environments. This challenge is difficult to resolve 
due to the complexity of the tourism system and its relationship to wider processes 
of social change and development. Similarly, the threats are diffuse and their iden-
tification is an ideological rather than a methodological problem. In this sense, we 
can speak of exogenous threats to the tourism sector and endogenous threats to 
the tourism sector. At first, we could easily identify COVID-19 and the subsequent 
socio-economic crisis as an exogenous threat to residential tourism municipalities. 
This crisis will cause a radical decrease in tourism demand, the closure of air ac-
cess to destinations, the closure of local companies and businesses and its derived 
socio-economic impacts, which, by affecting individuals and families, will become 
elements of acquired vulnerability in the medium term.

https://www.unwto.org/es/turismo-covid-19
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However, the municipalities that have opted for the hegemonic residential-tour-
ism model are facing the COVID-19 crisis in situations of structural vulnerabil-
ity. This vulnerability stems from the exogenous impacts related to the previous 
socio-economic crisis that began in 2007, but also has endogenous causes as they 
are produced by the model itself. In other works (Aledo, 2016), we have identified 
vulnerabilities of an environmental, economic, social and political nature generat-
ed by this typology of urban development. The degradation of the landscape or the 
consumption of land and natural resources become elements of structural vulnera-
bility, as does the hyper-specialisation of local economies in real estate activity. The 
educational under-qualification of the population and the political corruption that 
has swept through local democracies add up to structural weaknesses that affect the 
local community’s ability to cope with the post-COVID-19 socio-economic crisis. 
This situation of high structural vulnerability of endogenous and exogenous origin 
places the Spanish residential tourism municipalities in a high-risk position.

Vulnerability scenarios after COVID-19

The most likely and immediate scenario after the COVID-19 crisis is the loss of the 
international market for the next peak season. The effects of the health crisis on air 
transport, together with distrust among hosts and guests, will be central factors in 
the coming tourism recession. On the other hand, as it happened in the previous cri-
sis, national tourism, with an important amount of owned houses and the veraneo, as 
a value strongly rooted in the Spanish society, can be key factors for the survival of 
these residential tourism municipalities. However, fear and mistrust of the arrival of 
second-home owners, mainly from the centre of the country, have already appeared 
in the host communities, generating a social demand which calls for greater control 
of this type of tourism. The health solutions to this pandemic will determine the 
strength of this rejection, but it is foreseeable that tensions will increase this coming 
summer if part of the population chooses to act in an uncooperative manner.

As for the property market, a sharp drop in sales is predictable. In the context 
of health and economic uncertainty, family investment in a second home seems 
unlikely. Property speculation may occur in the higher sectors of supply if there is 
a significant drop in the price of the second home market. However, this segment is 
not the majority in the Spanish residential tourism model.

https://www.euractiv.com/section/coronavirus/news/european-tourism-sector-urges-measures-to-mitigate-covid-19-impact/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/coronavirus/news/european-tourism-sector-urges-measures-to-mitigate-covid-19-impact/
https://www.euronews.com/2020/03/04/covid-19-sparks-fears-of-massive-aviation-slump-and-tourism-losses
https://www.euronews.com/2020/03/04/covid-19-sparks-fears-of-massive-aviation-slump-and-tourism-losses
https://elpais.com/espana/madrid/2020-04-08/los-madrilenos-que-huyeron-a-la-espana-rural-durante-el-confinamiento.html
https://elpais.com/espana/madrid/2020-04-08/los-madrilenos-que-huyeron-a-la-espana-rural-durante-el-confinamiento.html


89#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

How have we got here?

This quick sketch of the residential tourism scenario allows us, aware of the high 
degree of uncertainty, to glimpse some vulnerabilities according to socio-demo-
graphic groups in residential tourism environments.

International residents, mostly retired migrants, are a high-risk group. Their re-
sponse will be fundamentally conditioned by the solutions offered by the social 
protection systems of their countries of origin. Especially those from the UK, where 
the processes of privatisation of health care have been intense, will be affected. This 
could be a factor in their return to their homes in Spain.

Labour migrants are in a highly vulnerable situation. On the one hand, the weak-
ness of their structural position and that of their assets (social, political and edu-
cational capital) offers them few resources to face the post-COVID-19 crisis. And 
on the other hand, return to their countries of destination - which for some was an 
option in the previous socio-economic crisis - becomes almost impossible as this is 
a global pandemic and as inter and intra-continental migration flows close.

The local residents –in general, although considering the internal heterogeneity 
of this group– are also facing this new crisis from a situation of high structural vul-
nerability, as they had not recovered from the previous crisis. For example, in the 
aforementioned case of Torrevieja, unemployment in February 2020 was close to 
22%, while the Spanish average was 13.6%. Despite the attempts of the municipali-
ty to modify the centrality of residential tourism, the structural weight of the sector 
and its structuring effects on the territory and local society make it very difficult 
to achieve the necessary socio-economic diversification. Its urban planning model 
and the inertia of a real estate culture that has permeated the entire social fabric 
are also elements of collective vulnerability to the crisis. In this sense, it should be 
noted that, except for a few large companies that have tried (with varying degrees 
of success) new distribution and marketing mechanisms, the construction sector is 
very uninnovative. Moreover, a large part of the labour force is poorly qualified and 
construction workers are poorly prepared for their retraining.

Conclusion

Acquired vulnerabilities are the expressions of the impacts of the crises fixed in the 
territory and in the social fabric. In the case of residential tourism destinations, the 
structural vulnerabilities which are typical of the Spanish residential tourism model 

https://datosmacro.expansion.com/paro/espana/municipios/valencia/alicante/torrevieja
https://datosmacro.expansion.com/paro/espana?sc=LAB-
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are added. Therefore, it is unlikely that the residential tourism sector will be a ve-
hicle for overcoming the crisis which will be caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The conversion of real estate economies to residential economies seems to be the 
only viable option for these destinations in the medium term. Fortunately, they have 
sufficient resources to initiate this transition. The paradigmatic case of Torrevieja 
demonstrates these possibilities of reconversion. The sun and beach binomial, the 
lifestyle of a medium-sized city, its infrastructures and services and its enormous 
real estate stock are some of the resources on which to reorganise an innovative and 
diversified city model. But these resources cannot be put to good use if the effort 
is not shared in solidarity. If the decisions taken in the face of the crisis reinforce 
inequality and social vulnerabilities, the processes of socio-spatial segregation and 
the degradation of public spaces, the emigration of valuable social groups and the 
general loss of attractiveness of the destination will be strengthened.

This transformation from real estate economies to residential economies would 
imply cultural, economic, urbanistic and infrastructural changes. The first step re-
quires a redefinition of the residential tourist, which includes and emphasises his or 
her status as a resident. Local policies should be aimed at benefiting the broad com-
munity of residents, as well as meeting their heterogeneous needs. Municipalities 
must be committed to innovation, economic diversification and the circular econ-
omy. A redefinition of the peri-urban and adjacent rural areas is necessary, so that 
they are considered living spaces and not empty and unproductive lands. The urban 
planning model must be adapted to the needs of residents rather than the property 
sector. The socio-demographic profile requires a liveable city for the elderly, which 
demands the promotion of an alternative public transport model and the recovery of 
public space. Likewise, the real estate product must try out new formulas adapted 
to the widening of the top of the demographic pyramid. Furthermore, the attraction 
of young people will be favoured by the development of infrastructures with high 
digital and terrestrial connectivity.

Finally, we must once again turn our attention to tourism studies and the respon-
sibility of the Academy in tackling the root causes of the production of social vulner-
ability. It is worth asking whether the mainstream will continue to focus its research 
on the search for business as usual formulas to improve the sector’s performance and 
ensure the protection of its accumulation processes or whether, on the contrary, it 
will be able to take up the enlightened principles of a science for the common good, 

https://www.elmundo.es/comunidad-valenciana/alicante/2020/04/06/5e8b5fb8fdddfff9b18b45ef.html
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with special attention to the most vulnerable. And in the training of our students, 
will the business approach continue to predominate or will we extend the responsi-
bility of teaching beyond the mercantilist paradigm and include the social costs of 
tourism development? Let us not forget that we train not only when we do it well, 
but also when we do it badly.
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TOURISM ON THE POST-DEVELOPMENT PATH.  
[CURRENTLY IN THE TRAP OF COVID-19] 
Alberto Acosta7  

After noting growing and serious social problems –particularly economic, cultural 
and environmental– in some parts of the planet, the conventional ideas of progress 
and its main offspring, development, are being increasingly questioned. It has even 
been proved that several “great achievements” (e.g. technological) are insufficient 
–and some are even counterproductive– to solve the serious problems Humanity 
faces. And in this scenario dominated by globalizing trends, many of the great de-
velopments that are expanding throughout the world –such as mass tourism– are 
causing new and massive inequalities. 

[Now, these imbalances, added to growing inequalities and inequities, ap-
pear much strongly in an unprecedented scenario: a pandemic that paralyzes the 
world, which is already affected by a severe economic recession that has been un-
derway since before the pandemic, and the evidence that the only real certainty is 
uncertainty…]

The dangerous inertia of a failed crusade

What is important now is to overcome the very concept of “development”, tied to a 
range of “surnames” that have covered it, trying to find answers to make its solidi-
fication possible. Let’s remember that along the tirelessly pursued path over the last 
seven decades, when problems began to undermine our faith in “development”, and 
when theories failed, we looked for “development” alternatives. Like a son without a 
father who recognizes him, we defined “development” to differentiate it from what 

7  Alberto Acosta is an Ecuadorian economist. College professor. He was Minister of Energy and Mines, 
President of the Constituent Assembly, candidate for the Presidency of the Republic. He is a judge of the 
International Tribunal for the Rights of Nature and, above all, a companion on the road to social movements 
within and outside his country. This text is the updated postface of the book Tourism and Degrowth - Towards 
a Truly Sustainable Tourism, edited by Robert Fletcher, Ivan Murray, Asunción Blanco-Romero, and Macià 
Blázquez-Salom, and published in Routledge in April 2020. It was sent to its editors on January 6, 2020, with the 
title: “Tourism on the path to post-development” and, due to its topicality, it is spread out separately with some 
apostilles placed between [brackets]. It was published in Alba Sud on May 7, 2020. English translation by Laura 
Moreno.
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made us uncomfortable. But still, we continue on the path of “development”: eco-
nomic, social, local, global, rural, sustainable… “development” after all.  

“Development” –based on a never-questioned belief– was simply redefined by 
highlighting certain characteristics. And the vast majority of critics were never 
against “development”, but rather against the ways to achieve it.

Many things have been lost in this reckless race for “development”, such as the 
communities’ cultures to become workforce to ensure capital accumulation while 
expanding the massive extraction of natural resources. Besides that, community life, 
rurality and the very joy of a relaxing life were seen –and are still seen– as pointless 
and the cause of poverty and “underdevelopment”. Or, in the best of cases, to always 
keep the wheel of capital accumulation rolling, communities, rurality, and the joy 
of life are assumed to be programmable activities. In summary, everything is com-
modified, including the well-being and organized happiness of people.

In the end, all this effort has been pointless. The persistent scourges of poverty, 
misery, and inequalities, so common in “ underdevelopment “, are still present. But 
also –and simultaneously– those countries that are assumed to be “developed” are 
caught in the trap of “progress”; it is enough to see the serious contradictions, con-
flicts and difficulties they suffer, as it is, to mention just one of them, growing dis-
satisfaction even among the beneficiaries of a greater material accumulation. While 
in this accelerated race for development the ferocious destruction of Nature is also 
speeding up.

In the middle of this Modernity chaos, the phenomenon of “leisure” has been 
transformed. Instead of being an expression of freedom and autonomy, “leisure” has 
become a commercial space of life itself. Leisure, instead of being an integral di-
mension of life for many communities, a time for creativity and sacred celebration, 
became a simple space to rest and for restoring the workforce to continue producing. 
Moreover, it simply became a business opportunity. This is where mass tourism 
emerges as an option for promising opportunities to live in “paradise”.

This activity, considered “the industry without a chimney”, has rapidly expanded 
at the pace of globalization. It has shifted from elite tourism to mass tourism. Many 
countries have transformed tourism into a major economic activity, often exceeding 
10% of GDP for a long time; The number of tourists –regardless of the transport 
means– is exponentially growing at the same rate as the consumption capacity of 
the new middle classes is increasing and new mechanisms are being implemented to 
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maximize income and reduce costs... all of this with increasingly social, economic 
and ecological harmful effects for large segments of the population who receive this 
mass tourism: to such an extent that in some places the slogan “tourist go home” is 
becoming increasingly popular.

At this moment, “leisure” –including growing mass tourism– is one of the big-
gest businesses in the world as it concentrates millions of people, mobilizing huge 
amounts of capital. On top of it, that “leisure” reflects its “purpose” with the “metric 
of pleasure”: “born from utilitarianism and even hedonism. This is why “leisure”, 
as a consumer product, is also the object of state policies where it is planned, or-
ganized and instrumented as a tool to control and discipline society: as the “ bread 
and circus “ of the Roman Empire is reproduced –on a larger scale– at the speed 
and intensity of technological “achievements” and capital accumulation. And in this 
effort, tourism, along with “development”, seeks to confront a range of “surnames” 
such as ecological, community, and solidarity tourism... without releasing it from its 
increasingly alienating consuming elements.

This way, “commercial leisure” –in which mass tourism is included– is another 
reflection of a “badly developed” world (Tortosa 2010). [And that “poor develop-
ment” could be found in what would be the “bad tourism”: especially mass tourism, 
which has been severely disrupted by the massive quarantine resulting from the 
coronavirus pandemic; it is enough to imagine the impact on people’s memories of 
those large cruise ship fleets docked at the ports full of people, many of them infect-
ed with Covid-19, without being able to go ashore].

The complex charm of transitions

Overcoming this complex reality demands a task that involves a long-term effort and 
profound transformations, within the framework of multiple transitions. They will 
acquire increasing urgency as existing national and international difficulties, social-
ly, ecologically, and even economically, caused by globalizing capitalism, deepen. 
Tourism is one of the pending issues.

It is not just a matter of rethinking tourism and not even about banning all travel, 
which has great potential, as it “kills prejudice and ignorance” (Mark Twain). We 
need to review the lifestyle, especially the elites’, which serves as an –unattain-
able– guiding framework for the majority of the population. This review will have 
to process, based on real equity, the reduction of working time and its redistribution, 
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as well as the collective redefinition of needs according to satisfiers adjusted to the 
availabilities of the economy and Nature. Earlier than later, even in “developing” 
countries –not to mention the “ developed “ ones– sufficiency will have to be pri-
oritized as long as we seek for what is needed, instead of always greater efficiency 
–from uncontrolled competitiveness and consumption– that will end up destroying 
Humanity.

Perhaps, it is time to turn the reflections of Paul Lafargue (1848), John May-
nard Keynes (1930), Bertrand Russell (1932), Karl Goerg Zinn (1998), Niko 
Paech (2012), among others, into reality. They suggest reducing the working day (to 
3 or 4 hours, for example)8. This is a complex challenge because in societies ruled by 
productivism this is considered sacrilege.

In summary, as the German economist Niko Paech argues, individuals and com-
munities must “exercise their capacity to live differently” (all in dignity, in harmony 
with Nature, NdA). This requires convivial proposals (Illich 2015) created from the 
bottom up, by individuals and communities that push governors to include them 
as part of their programs. In this approach, the proposals of Pierre Rabhi (2013), a 
French from Algerian origin farmer, thinker, and writer, who encourages us to move 
towards a “happy sobriety” society, can be found. 

Ultimately, the task is to rethink the world of labour by linking it with other 
worlds from which it should never have been isolated. [Flatly, leisure cannot be 
confused with unemployment or quarantine free time]9. And in this effort it is also 
necessary to rethink leisure, not to regulate it, but to liberate it; not to make a busi-
ness out of it, but to de-commodify it by expanding its community, creative and rec-
reational potential, to diversify it from the enormous cultural diversity of the world. 
What is the place of tourism in this other world? This is now one of the imperative 
questions.

It is time to think about a world where all worlds fit in: the pluriverse (Kothari, 
Salleh, Escobar, Demaria, Acosta 2019); A world where all human and non-human 
beings can live with dignity, where people can regain and take control of their own 
lives, organized work and leisure time. From this perspective, linked to Mother 
Earth, it could be the perfect space to promote good convivialities (Acosta 2013)

8  [We will have to build societies where "working time is no longer the measure of wealth, but free time" (Marx, 
2009, p.232), because "a nation is truly rich when instead of 12 hours they work 6” (Marx, 2009, p. 229)].

9  [Recomended reading: Acosta, Alberto. Por el derecho al ocio, no al trabajo - Un textito recuperado en medio 
de la pandemia del Covid-19, Ecuador Noticias, 03/05/2020]. 

https://ecuadornoticias.org/hoy-mas-que-nunca-por-el-derecho-al-ocio-no-al-trabajo/
https://ecuadornoticias.org/hoy-mas-que-nunca-por-el-derecho-al-ocio-no-al-trabajo/
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Let’s not forget that human beings, like Nature, are not isolated individuals, but 
rather, a social and natural community; a community that has to be reconsidered and 
increasingly locally built: Will we be able to build “paradise” in these areas and not 
to look for it desperately and uselessly in distant regions, even with commercialized 
activities that awkwardly prefigure happiness? This calls for a civilizing leap in 
which “mercantile leisure” and alienation are replaced by “emancipating leisure”.

[We will learn from the pandemic’s takeaways?

The unexpected coronavirus pandemic reveals how fragile our societies are. From 
one day to the other, the world was paralyzed and dominated by fear. The economic 
activity abruptly fell. Many warnings issued over the years seem to become true. 
Unstoppable economic growth crashes with biophysical limits, without technologi-
cal advances solving these complex challenges.

The response and resilience capacities of the same societies and Nature are in-
creasingly limited as globalizing relationships move forward: the interconnection 
focused on unstoppable productivisms, consumerisms, and individualisms, over-
whelmed human interdependencies for the benefit of capital accumulation …

In this complex moment, when the old world is about to collapse, several voices 
ask for a radical change of direction. It is claimed to follow the pathways of post-de-
velopment, post-extraction, degrowth, conviviality, good coexistence… It would 
seem that the time for a great transformation has come, in the terms proposed by 
Karl Polanyi. 

And something seems to be changing… 

The social State emerges assuming issues that should not have been commodified, 
such as health. Some fiscal rigidities fade. Politicians begin to listen to scientists, 
sometimes in a very slow, erratic, and deadly way (as in the US or England). But at 
the same time changes are emerging so that nothing changes: the State deploys old 
practices to repair the system by caring about the large economic consortium while 
expanding its authoritarian practices to control these types of health pandemics… 
and thus sustaining and reinforcing the status quo.

There will be time to analyse what has happened and the responses adopted. 
What concerns now is knowing how much of this global impact will be internalized 
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by the various societies and their governments. It is very likely, as happened after 
the financial crisis of 2008-2009, that the powerful people, even in complicity with 
their victims, impatient to overcome their collective house arrest, will return to the 
old ways. Capital, with “delayed hunger”, will accelerate the pace. States, in collu-
sion with the transnational economic powers, will seek to improve their control and 
social discipline with new technological-repressive schemes. And many people will 
try to adapt to perversely continue pursuing the promise of “progress” and “well-be-
ing”, sheltered by the global mandate of “development”, sacrificing millions of their 
fellows and Mother Earth.

The memory of these complex and tragic hours of forced quarantine and ac-
cumulated pain must fill us with the strength to continue changing the world and 
transforming us in all areas of life: health and food, countryside and city, production 
and consumption, equality and freedom, work and leisure... recovering tourism not 
as a simple business, but rather, as an option for social and cultural relations to enjoy 
a plenty life, that opposite to the voracious capital demands, pushing us to a creative 
community slowdown, full of genuine joys.]
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COVID-19 AND CRUISE SHIPS: AN ANNOUNCED DRAMA 
Angela Teberga10  

“The history repeats itself, the first time as a tragedy  
and the second as a farce”

(Karl Marx in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon)

The imminent spread of infectious and contagious diseases within a ship has always 
been a cause of tension among sailors, and a challenge that is difficult to resolve for 
professionals of health control. It is a reason for tension among the crew because, 
being away from their homes, they fear becoming ill and not receiving appropri-
ate specialized medical treatment. And it is also a challenge in the order of health 
control because the confinement, together with the high concentration of people in 
a single space, enhances the transmission of diseases among those on board, requir-
ing strict control protocols by the health authorities and prevention programs by the 
cruise industry.

Some people compare a ship with a “petri dish”, a cylindrical container used in 
the laboratory for the cultivation of microorganisms, since both would function as 
incubators for microbes and, therefore, ideal vehicles for the spread of diseases. It is 
not by chance that news of viral and bacterial diseases is frequently circulated in the 
mainstream media. Only among Brazilian crew members, we are aware of cases or 
outbreaks of scabies (2011), gastroenteritis (2011), H1N1 (2012), measles (2019) and, 
more recently, COVID-19 - which we will talk about it in this article.

What does the international literature say about it?

In international literature, we find specific articles in medical journals about the 
occurrence of communicable diseases, among passengers and crew, on cruise ships. 
Mouchtouri et al. (2010) cite the occurrence of outbreaks and/or infections in vessels 

10  Angela Teberga is lecturerar at the Universidad Federal de Tocantins, coordinator of the Labor Movens 
Research Group and Alba Sud collaborator. This article was published in Alba Sud on June 29, 2020. Translation 
from the original in Portuguese by Leonardo Rodrigo Soares.

http://g1.globo.com/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2011/04/brasileira-diz-que-sofreu-preconceito-em-navio-por-suspeita-de-ter-sarna.html
http://portal.anvisa.gov.br/resultado-de-busca?p_p_id=101&p_p_lifecycle=0&p_p_state=maximized&p_p_mode=view&p_p_col_id=column-1&p_p_col_count=1&_101_struts_action=%2Fasset_publisher%2Fview_content&_101_assetEntryId=2663435&_101_type=content&_101_groupId=219201&_101_urlTitle=surto-de-gastroenterite-em-navio-de-cruzeiro&inheritRedirect=true
http://g1.globo.com/sao-paulo/noticia/2012/02/hospital-pede-teste-de-h1n1-para-10-internados-e-tripulante-morta-de-navio.html
https://viagemeturismo.abril.com.br/materias/surto-de-sarampo-atinge-tripulacao-do-navio-msc-seaview/
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by, especially, legionella, salmonella, escherichia coli, vibrio (bacteria) and norovi-
rus, influenza A and B (virus). Pavli et al. (2016) state that the majority of infections 
registered on cruise ships are respiratory (29%) and gastrointestinal (10%).

Fujita et al. (2018) analysed the notifications, systematized by the National Health 
Surveillance Agency (ANVISA), of communicable diseases on board cruise ships 
on the Brazilian coast, in the period between 2009 and 2015. The analysis of the 
notifications indicate that norovirus was the main etiologic agent of the outbreaks 
of that period, although the rate of outbreaks has decreased over time. The authors 
conclude that the large number of passengers and crew confined to ships would be 
the main reason for the contamination. “This represents a high potential risk for the 
transmission of infectious diseases due to the confinement of these travellers in com-
mon spaces, with a high probability of exposure to fomites by the oscillation of the 
vessel” (Fujita et al., 2018, p. 11). They cite mini-cruises (that is, cruises with short 
routes of 3 to 4 days) as a problem for the control and supervision of epidemiological 
outbreaks, as it is common for communicable diseases to have an incubation time 
longer than the duration of the trip itself.

Fernandes et al. (2014), in a study on the outbreak of Influenza B on a cruise 
ship off the coast of the state of São Paulo, in February 2012, concluded that crew 
members housed on the two lower decks were more likely to develop symptoms of 
illness similar to influenza (fever, cough, sore throat and dyspnea). The conclusion is 
related to confinement and the absence of air circulation, according to the authors.

The lower-ranking crew members were on such decks, usually sharing cab-
ins that fit two to four people. There were no windows and circulated air came 
from air conditioners. The influenza virus is spread through droplets and aero-
sol from infected people when coughing and sneezing. Closed and crowded 
places, such as the ship’s lower decks, facilitate the spread of influenza virus.

(Fernandes et al., 2014, p. 301)

Mitruka et al. (2012) explains that outbreaks on cruise ships of vaccine-preventable 
diseases, such as rubella, chickenpox and measles, are associated with the introduc-
tion and spread among crew members from countries with endemic transmission of 
these diseases, in addition to low rates of vaccination or not introduced or recently 
introduced the vaccine. Again, the confined and densely populated environment 

http://portal.anvisa.gov.br/
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is cited as a facilitator of the transmission of contagious diseases, including vac-
cine-preventable diseases.

Kak (2015) remembers that “an infectious agent introduced into the environ-
ment of a cruise ship has the potential to be distributed widely across the ship and 
to cause significant morbidity”. The infectious pathogens of potential risk in cruise 
ships can be, according to the author, gastrointestinal, respiratory and skin. One of 
the reasons for the high morbidity (rate of carriers of a certain disease in relation 
to the total population studied, in a given location and at a given time) within ships 
would also be related to the average age of passengers on ships, over 45 years old, 
and usually with chronic medical problems.

Finally, we highlight the important research by Zheng et al. (2016) on the trans-
mission of respiratory diseases on passenger ships. The authors begin the article by 
remembering that, although the voyage by ship supposes an outdoor experience, 
passengers and crew are mostly indoors, such as restaurants, theatres, dance halls 
and the cabins themselves. In addition, they share public bathrooms, the same food 
and drinks, as well as the same air conditioning system. Finally, they recall that ap-
proximately one third of passengers are elderly people, who are more susceptible to 
infectious diseases than the rest of the population.

The authors state that outbreaks of respiratory diseases in passenger ships are 
aggravated by specific vulnerabilities of the ships, namely: a) a large number of 
people in close contact; b) duration of travel long enough to cover the period of vi-
rus transmission and incubation; c) diversity of people in the southern and northern 
hemisphere, where influenza vaccination may not be available during the disease 
season; and d) crew members can be continuous vehicles for transmitting the virus, 
as infections can remain on board a cruise from one trip to the next (Zheng et al., 
2016).

The results of the study by Zheng et al. (2016) point out that the risk of infec-
tion by a crew member is higher than the risk of a passenger, because the crew 
member has contact with all the groups of the ship. They also indicate that the use 
of face masks by crew members serving in restaurants, bars or lounges, as well as 
the increase in the rate of air exchange in some or all locations on the ship, resulted 
in a moderate reduction in the rate of respiratory disease transmission. The most 
effective measure for reducing the transmission rate was the installation of high 
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efficiency air filters and devices for germicidal ultraviolet irradiation in the ship’s 
ventilation systems.

The articles cited in this introduction suggest that the prevention of communica-
ble diseases on board ships necessarily involves:

•	 Strictness with sanitary conditions and sanitary control measures in ports 
and ships;

•	 Vaccination requirement for diseases preventable by vaccination between 
passengers and crew;

•	 Quarantine imperative for sick passengers and/or crew members, who must 
remain isolated in their cabins to avoid contagion among other passengers;

•	 Use of face masks and incentive to respiratory hygiene and cough etiquette;
•	 Installation of high efficiency air filters and germicidal ultraviolet irradiation 

devices in the ship’s ventilation systems.

All the articles cited support the thesis that the confinement and concentration 
of people on cruise ships enhances the transmission of diseases. It cannot be said, 
therefore, that the ship-owners were unaware of the imminent problem of contami-
nation of some infectious and contagious disease, of any severity, between their pas-
sengers and crew. Unfortunately, an even more serious disease, discovered at the end 
of 2019, was found on several cruise ships in mid-February 2020. COVID-19, which 
spread to 188 countries and regions, has been diagnosed in more than 9 million of 
people and killed almost half a million people worldwide, according to monitoring 
by Johns Hopkins University, also reached the ships.

Cruise Ships and the COVID-19

COVID-19, a disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, was discovered on 
December 31, 2019 after cases registered in Wuhan (China). On March 11, 2020, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) started to characterize it as a pandemic, due to 
the alarming levels of spread and severity of the disease, having reached almost all 
countries in the world. The danger of the disease is related to its high contagion pow-
er, even among asymptomatic infected people. The high transmissibility of the dis-
ease is even greater in confined spaces, according to Mizumoto & Chowell (2020), 
including hospitals, prisons, churches and, of course, cruise ships.

https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbT6AANFOm4
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Between March 9 and 26, all major cruise lines suspended operations, volun-
tarily and temporarily, across their entire fleet. The main reasons for the downtime 
would have been: to avoid contagion of the new coronavirus between crew and pas-
sengers, in addition to the sudden drop in demand and operational instability.

However, most companies were slow to suspend operations in a few days, or even 
weeks, after the WHO statement that characterized the disease as a global pandem-
ic. Diverse images circulated through social networks and international newspapers: 
crew members working in the second half of March, when the disease was already 
present in almost the entire globe - on March 11, the date of the WHO declaration, 
there were 125 thousand people infected; on March 26, the date on which the last 
ship-owner suspended its operations, the number more than quadrupled, from 529 
thousand contaminated. 

Table 1 shows the exact days when cruise ship operations are suspended. These 
are dates on which new passenger shipments were no longer carried out, and in sev-
eral cases, the last passengers had to stay and carry out social isolation on board. 
That is because, in mid-March, countries like the United States of America, Canada, 
New Zealand and Australia banned passenger ships from docking at their ports, as 
required by local health control agencies.

The Zaandam ship, from Holland America company, for example, faced an emer-
gency situation on board, with just over 100 shipped people with symptoms similar 
to those of COVID-19. The ship was in the Pacific Ocean and intended to cross the 
Panama Canal to land passengers on the east coast of the United States of America. 
Panamanian health control bodies, however, did not allow the ship to transit through 
the canal, only allowing the transfer of healthy passengers from Zaandam to another 
ship of the same company.

Several ships, such as the Costa Deliziosa, the MSC Magnifica and the Pacific 
Princess, remained in operation for weeks and even months, awaiting authorization 
to dock. On June 8, the Artania, the last cruise ship in operation, finally made its 
final stopover at the port of Bremerhavan (Germany), after six months of sailing.

Unfortunately, the new disease was seen on several cruise ships as early as 
mid-February 2020. It is reported that more than 3,200 people (including passengers 
and crew) were infected with COVID-19 inside the ships, of which more than 70 
died. In image 2, it is possible to verify the mapping, carried out between January 
and March 2020, of cruise ships with cases of COVID-19.

https://www.portalworldcruises2.com/2020/03/cruzeiros-param-em-todo-mundo-companhias-pausam-toda-operacao-por-conta-da-covid-19.html?fbclid=IwAR3jAhM6DjiixT5-YXp3nquLLGIGROj52s7u3Lrow0r_wtvftvCWxnwmsMA
https://www.portalworldcruises2.com/2020/03/recusado-pelo-canal-do-panama-zaandam-tem-4-mortes-e-2-casos-de-covid-19-a-bordo.html?fbclid=IwAR024l2gPUX5Dwm3iNxGYwk6YaWiwAwa7DXJpjQnTExpDDo8n5tzyjVi2rk
https://edition.cnn.com/travel/article/artania-cruise-ship-docks/index.html
https://www.cruisemapper.com/coronavirus#ships
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Table 1 
Suspension of operations by ship-owners

Suspension of operations Ship-owner

09/March Costa Cruises

12/March Princess Cruises
Viking Cruises

13/March Azamara Cruises
Celebrity Cruises
Cruise and Maritime Voyages
Holland America 
Silversea Cruises

14/March AIDA Cruises
AmaWaterways
American Cruise Lines
American Queen Steamboat Company 
Arosa Cruises 
Avalon Waterways 
Carnival Cruise Line 
Celestyal Cruises 
Crystal Cruises 
Cunard
Disney Cruise Line
Emerald Waterways 
Marella Cruises
MSC Cruises
Norwegian Cruise Line
P&O Cruises
Seabourn Cruises
Uniworld
Windstar Cruises 

15/March Bahamas Paradise Cruise Line 
Oceania Cruises
Ponant Cruises
Pullmantur
Royal Caribbean

16/March Lindblad Expeditions

18/March Hapag-Lloyd Cruises

23/March TUI Cruises
UnCruise Adventures

26/March Virgin Voyages

Source: organized from data from Cruise Maper. 

https://www.cruisemapper.com/coronavirus#ships
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Image 2. 
Cruise ships with cases of COVID-19 (January to March 2020)

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

An expressive number of cases/outbreaks by the disease have been recorded on sev-
eral cruise ships around the world. Table 2 shows the number of positive tests for 
the new coronavirus among crew and passengers per ship, including the number of 
deaths.

As shown in the spreadsheet, the two largest coronavirus outbreaks occurred on 
the Ruby Princess ships (March | Australia) –852 infected, 22 deaths and Diamond 
Princess (February | Japan)– 712 infected, 14 deaths. Coincidentally (or not), these 
outbreaks occurred on ships owned by Princess Cruises. Since 2003, the Princess 
has been part of the Carnival Corporation group, headquartered in the United States 
of America. The owner has 18 ships, most of which are registered in the Bermuda 
Islands (North Atlantic). The return operation return of their ships is scheduled for 
September 27, one of the most delayed among the other ship-owners.

On May 15, the Princess Cruises announced dismissals, licences and wage and 
salary reductions for 50% of its workers in the cities of Santa Clarita (California) and 
Seattle (Washington), located on the west coast of the United States of America, due 
to the economic impacts generated by the pandemic.

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6912e3.htm?s_cid=mm6912e3_w
https://signalscv.com/2020/05/princess-cruises-announces-layoffs-furloughs-for-50-of-california-workforce-due-to-covid-19/
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Table 2. 
Cases/outbreaks of contamination by the new coronavirus

Shipowner Ship Location
Positive tested *

Crew Passengers

Aurora Expeditions Greg Mortimer Argentina 37 128 (1)**

Celebrity Cruises

Celebrity Apex France 224 0

Celebrity Eclipse USA 63 5 (3)

Celebrity Galapagos Ecuador 48 0

Celebrity Infinity USA 3 (1) 0

Celebrity Solstice Australia 0 20 (1)

Costa Cruises

Costa Atlantica Japan 149 0

Costa Fascinosa Brazil 43 (3) 0

Costa Favolosa Dominican Republic 10 (1) 3

Costa Luminosa Atlantic Ocean 48 (1) 46 (2)

Costa Magica Guadeloupe 7 3

Costa Victoria Italy 0 1

Cunard Queen Mary 2 South Africa 1 0

Disney Cruise Line Disney Wonder Panama 46 1

Fred Olsen
Black Watch Scotland 10 0

Braemar Caribbean 4 1

GHK Dream Cruises World Dream South China Sea 0 12

Holland America Zaandam Pacific Ocean 1 13 (4)

Marella Cruises Marella Explorer 2 Caribbean 4 19 (1)

MSC Cruises

MSC Bellissima United Arab Emirates 2 3

MSC Fantasia Portugal 0 1

MSC Opera Italy 8 0

MSC Preziosa Bahamas 2 0

MSC Splendida France 1 0
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Shipowner Ship Location
Positive tested *

Crew Passengers

NCL

Norwegian Bliss USA 0 1

Norwegian Breakaway Caribbean 0 3

Norwegian Gem Bahamas 2 (2) 0

NCL America Pride of America Hawaiii 7 0

Phoenix Reisen Artania Australia 89 (4)

Princess Cruises

Coral Princess Barbados 43 39

Diamond Princess Japan 712 (14)

Grand Princess USA 132 (7)

Ruby Princess Australia 852 (22)

Pullmantur Horizon United Arab Emirates 125 0

Royal Caribbean

Adventure of the Seas Jamaica 19 0

Jewel of the Seas United Arab Emirates 0 2

Liberty of the Seas USA 2 0

Oasis of the Seas Bahamas 17 (1) 0

Ovation of the Seas Australia 0 111

Symphony of the Seas Bahamas 32 (1) 0

Voyager of the Seas Australia 5 35 (1)

Silversea
Silver Explorer Chile 0 1

Silver Shadow Brazil 0 2 (1)

TUI Mein Schiff 3 Germany 9 0

Source: organized from data from Cruise Mapper.  

As shown in the spreadsheet, the two largest coronavirus outbreaks occurred on 
the Ruby Princess ships (March | Australia) –852 infected, 22 deaths and Diamond 
Princess (February | Japan)– 712 infected, 14 deaths. Coincidentally (or not), these 
outbreaks occurred on ships owned by Princess Cruises. Since 2003, the Princess 
has been part of the Carnival Corporation group, headquartered in the United States 
of America. The owner has 18 ships, most of which are registered in the Bermuda 

https://www.cruisemapper.com/coronavirus#ships
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Islands (North Atlantic). The return operation return of their ships is scheduled for 
September 27, one of the most delayed among the other ship-owners.

On May 15, the Princess Cruises announced dismissals, licences and wage and 
salary reductions for 50% of its workers in the cities of Santa Clarita (California) and 
Seattle (Washington), located on the west coast of the United States of America, due 
to the economic impacts generated by the pandemic.

Although the outbreak of COVID-19 contamination at Ruby Princess was the 
largest recorded in absolute numbers, the extensive literature of articles in interna-
tional journals of infectology on COVID-19 outbreaks on ships gives greater prom-
inence to the Diamond Princess –on which we will talk about in the next article– 
both because it was where the first outbreak happened, and also because it was the 
only one where it was possible to map the origin and evolution of the contamination, 
still inside the ship.
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TURISM ON THE LATIN AMERICAN PUBLIC AGENDA:  
HOW DID WE GET HERE?
Érica Schenkel11  

The expansion of the COVID-19 pandemic has made evident the high vulnerability 
of the tourism model to which the design of our sectoral policies has led for decades. 
International flows are falling at an unprecedented rate and it is not expected to re-
cover in the medium term. 

The sector is going through one of the biggest crises in its history. Every day 
we witness the temporary and permanent closure of tourist businesses; many SMEs 
and micro-SMEs that could not withstand the continuity of the pandemic and, even 
more, to be adapted to the new normality, with demanding health protocols and a 
market with fewer consumers. This implied the dismissal of personnel, which is once 
again the main variable of adjustment, and the defencelessness of many families 
and informal workers who depended on the activity and remain helpless. States are 
showing increasingly deteriorated fiscal and trade balances, without the contribution 
that inbound tourism used to make. And this has a special impact on countries such 
as those in Latin America, which are committed by their foreign debt’s liability and 
have few alternatives for integration into international trade. 

With this situation, it is essential to collectively build a critical analysis that 
attempts to explain: How did we get here? What kind of development model did 
our sectoral policies aim at? For what purposes? We are in a moment where there 
is a demand for tourism policies capable of curbing the crisis, or at least effective 
enough to counteract it. I believe that, in the first place, it is necessary to answer 
the questions that we propound here. If we are unable to identify the causes of the 
problem, it will be very difficult to build overcoming strategies and not to repeat the 
same mistakes done in the past. The article delves into the role of the State. An actor 
who, after decades, is revalued in public discussion and, particularly, in tourism, 
to achieve the desired economic reactivation. Now, which tourism to support? And 
which tourism actors? 

11  Érica Schenkel is a lecturer at the National University of the South (UNS), a researcher at the National 
Council for Scientific and Technical Research (CONICET) of Argentina, and a collaborator of Alba Sud. This 
article was published in Alba Sud on August 25, 2020. English translation by Laura Moreno.
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Tourism on the government’s agenda

The State’s participation in the tourism sector, which was initially linked to the 
promotion of the working class, the enjoyment of free time, and paid holidays, has 
changed significantly over the last 30 years. These relatively recent transformations 
cannot be underestimated, let alone ignored. The passage from the welfare State to 
the neo-liberal one generated new public-private relations that substantially modi-
fied the conception and management of tourism (Hall, 2010; Scott, 2011). Tourism 
policies are starting to be centrally based as an alternative for economic growth 
and internationalization, within the framework of a strong supply relocation and the 
sector financialisation, which no longer has the spatial-temporal limitation. State 
interests in the activity were no longer linked to individual and collective well-be-
ing, sovereign equality, quality of life, health, education of travellers, protection of 
the environment (Haulot, 1981, 1991); but shift to prioritize issues such as quality, 
competitiveness, private participation, efficiency and sustainability of the activity 
(Monfort, 2000; Fayos-Solá, 2004). The “market-based” analysis reduced the valu-
able cultural, social, and environmental contributions of tourism to the economic 
and business domain (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2006).

This variation that assumes tourism as a public affair was evident in the different 
objects of state participation that the UNWTO highlighted throughout its history. 
In the beginning, the organization positioned the State as a key player in tourism 
management, to guarantee the right to leisure and paid holidays, to prepare citizens 
for tourism, to ensure economic and socio-cultural development, and to protect and 
safeguard the environment (UNWTO, 1983); to subsequently point out that it should 
only intervene when there are marking flaws, imperfectly competitive structures, 
the existence of public goods or externalities (UNWTO, 1998, 2001). The organiza-
tion argues that the great challenge of current tourism policy is “to make compatible 
the market and business principle of freedom with the preservation of the structural 
advantages which ensure the continuity of the activity in suitable conditions” (2001: 
166). In other words, it establishes a new approach to tourism as a public policy, es-
sentially an economic one, which limits state intervention only in those cases where 
the competitiveness of the sector requires it.

In this new liberalism, state centralization disappears for a greater participa-
tion of professional associations, networks, and collaborative relationships between 
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the involved actors. National and regional tourism organizations reduce their devel-
opment and planning functions to marketing and promotion. The new State’s role 
generates a political contradiction. In Hall’s words (2010: 10): “On the one hand 
there is the demand for less government interference in the market and allowing 
industries to develop and trade without government subsidy or assistance while, on 
the other, industry interest groups still seek to have government policy developed in 
their favour, including the maintenance of government funding for promotion and 
development”.

The prevalence of pre-pandemic international promotion

The COVID-19 spread has shown the vulnerability of the tourism model that has 
been driving the development of sectoral policies for a long time. A model that 
emerged with the standardization of a range of axioms positioning tourism as an en-
gine of development, mainly in peripheral countries (United Nations, 1963), to show, 
from that moment, a continuous expansion and diversification, becoming one of the 
largest socio-economic sectors. This global touristic growth has caused an evident 
interest of the governments, in their different administrative levels, that begin to 
invest by strengthening the arrivals as much as they had been doing in the physical 
dimensions of the destination.

In these countries, inbound tourism is presented as an opportunity to attract for-
eign currency, generate income and employment and hence, offset negative balance 
of payments, overcome situations of crisis and stagnation or boost regional and local 
development (Scott, 2011). Moreover, the so-called developing countries, such as the 
Latin American ones, have to get inserted, almost exclusively, in the global econ-
omy through their touristic supply, due to the limited possibilities offered by their 
economic structures (Echeverri, Estay-Niculcar and Rosker, 2012).

Within this framework, States are committed to policies of tourism promotion 
to capture tourists within a global and highly competitive market. These strategies 
assume a clear leading role in the sectoral agenda to invest the majority of the bud-
get in tourism  (Mecon, 2020; Camara, 2020). Although mixed financing is usually 
regulated, which recognizes the importance of promotion for both the government 
and the sector itself, in practice, private contributions, such as self-generation of re-
sources, end up being minimal or even non-existent (Capellà, 2010).

https://www.minhacienda.gob.ar/onp/presupuestos/
https://www2.camara.leg.br/orcamento-da-uniao/leis-orcamentarias/loa
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The implementation of these policies usually involves the creation of National 
Promotion Bodies (NPBs) as spaces for public-private agreements, which formalize 
the participation of investors, professionals, and chambers linked to the sector, in 
many cases including the main transnational actors in tourism marketing (Enríquez 
et al., 2012). This gives entrepreneurs an important role in the projected marketing 
strategy, which not only determines which places and attributes will be activated 
as tourist attractions but also conditions the modalities to be implemented and their 
forms of access.

These bodies, such as INPROTUR in Argentina, EMBRATUR in Brazil, CPTM 
in Mexico or Turespaña in Spain, although they emerge as simple “technical” enti-
ties, tend to become true “destination management bodies”, bringing together skills 
traditionally associated with the administration itself, such as the analysis and study 
of the sector, the planning, and creation of new products and the dynamization of 
supply (González and Izard, 2010). This centralization of powers added to the prev-
alence of resource allocation, and other particularities that arise from being outside 
the scope of public administration laws, in many cases creates competitive situations 
with the same political body to which they report, usually a Ministry or Secretary 
of State.

Starting from this organizational structure, States use extremely expensive pro-
motional strategies to capture the attention of the tourism industry agents. They im-
plement different actions, such as training sessions on tourism products, the dissem-
ination of publications, the financing of international mega-events, press trips for 
specialized magazines, workshops and farm tours for large retailers, and attendance 
at the main international fairs. These last ones usually include a great display: they 
start with a promotional stand, including an audio-visual projection related to the 
themed offer to involve the presence of the different exhibitors, presentation of mu-
sical shows, tasting of local dishes, and even the assistance of a person of relevance 
in the fields of culture, science or sport. They usually involve a hundred participants, 
representatives of private entities, associations, and federations, tour operators, air-
lines, cruise lines, hotels; and provincial and municipal delegations, associations and 
representatives of the main destinations integrated into communication strategies.
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Obtained results: between expectations and reality

These local tourism policies appear as the “territories’ hope” (De Myttenaere and 
Rozo, 2010), capable of generating the development of communities, contributing 
to the growth and diversification of their economies, revaluing their identities, and 
local heritage. An optimistic perspective that characterizes the beginning of the 
activity in any destination, but approaches differently the merged difficulties from 
the execution of these benefits, or their possible negative impacts on social and en-
vironmental issues, such as overexploitation of resources, the transformation of eco-
systems, and pollution (Blázquez and Cañada, 2011), and even economic, around 
issues of public expenditure, displacement effects on other sectors, foreign exchange 
leakages and the type of employment generated (Dwyer 1993; Hernández, 2004; 
Shi, 2012). 

When progress is made in the analysis of these policies to identify their real im-
pact on the territory, multiple questions arise. Beyond the distinctions that the travel 
industry use to rewards them, for example, with the recognition of the best stand or 
the best performance displayed at tourist fairs, the first destination or promotional 
body, or a promotion in the prestigious Future Brad Country Brand Ranking12, the 
results obtained end up being quite questionable (Dwyer, 1993; Shi, 2012). Even 
those linked to its main objective, the one that had justified its incorporation into the 
public agenda: the desired reinforcement of inbound tourism.

In many cases, the evidence proves that despite the significant budget affected, 
the hundreds of actions carried out and the private benefits pointed out by NPB rep-
resentatives, such as “contact generation”, “new business opportunities”, “greater 
knowledge”, “marketing links”, “transfer” and “market positioning”; the arrivals are 
practically permanent, given the prevalence of structural factors such as the multi-
lateral exchange rate, international connectivity or the appearance of high-impact 
external events (Schenkel, 2020), as evidenced today by the COVID-19 pandemic.

But, beyond the efficiency analysis of these policies, it is necessary to progress in 
the study of each of the assumptions that support their argumentative mechanisms. 
Aligned with what Daniel Hiernaux proposes related to Mexico’s tourism promo-
tion policy, it is necessary to contrast its multiple legitimizing principles, such as: 

12   The Country Brand Report is a report on the representation that countries have among the main opinion 
generators of the international economy and leisure and business travellers (Future Brand, 2017).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vqRw0ZfGsIA
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To what extent does inbound tourism genuinely contribute to the socio-productive 
development of a country? How is the income it generates distributed? How much is 
reached by the territory? What is its environmental impact? What type of employ-
ment does it generate? Which social and economic groups does it benefit? Is it re-
lated to the public-private decision-making structure? Which products, components, 
and places are active? Which ones are excluded?

The pandemic has proved the fragility of the global tourism model. The sanitary 
crisis not only exposed the extremely high external dependence and vulnerability 
that it generates in our societies, but it also proved its impact on issues such as en-
vironmental degradation and pollution, dispossession and eviction of populations, 
exploitation and precarious labour; recently aggravated by an accelerated process of 
financialisation of the sector, which concentrates most of the profits in the central 
countries and exposes externalities in the periphery (Cañada & Murray, 2019).

A necessary positioning of tourism policies from the local

Until a vaccine or an effective treatment is implemented and widely distributed, in-
ternational tourism, which unifies the sectoral policies, will not be able to continue 
developing at the same pace as it was doing before. UNTWO predicts to recover 
pre-pandemic flows by 2023.

The tourism sector will have to adapt to this new scenario to survive. Even the 
State priorities will need to be readjusted. According to the first countries that began 
receiving tourists, the “new normality” in tourism seems to prioritize trips to nearby 
destinations, which guarantee similar health conditions, and low social gatherings, 
to keep the security distance. 

This situation must become an opportunity to promote policies designed around 
the resident; who should be prioritized as a visitor, worker, or entrepreneur in the 
sector and, above all, an inhabitant of that portion of the space. To support the de-
velopment of many entrepreneurial communities that, having high potential and in-
terest in developing tourism activity, had been marginalized from development pol-
icies. To promote proximity tourism, within the territory itself, contributing through 
our practices to the local economy where we live. To raise awareness towards more 
environmentally responsible tourism consumption and commitment to local people, 
their customs and traditions. To strengthen popular leisure as a space for rest, fun, 

https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200722/482460752725/omt-turismo-coronavirus-viajes-zurab-poloikashvili.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200722/482460752725/omt-turismo-coronavirus-viajes-zurab-poloikashvili.html
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personal and collective development. In short, to include and equate in defence and 
interest of the great majorities.
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POST COVID-19 TOURISM EMPLOYMENT CRISIS:  
RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES 
Rafael Borràs13  

2020 began with a splendid FITUR (International Tourism Fair in Madrid) for the 
tourism business’s expectations, and only with some vague hopes of improvement 
for the workers of the sector. The Spanish Minister of Industry, Trade and Tourism, 
Reyes Maroto, went so far as to affirm that at the Madrid tourist fair “there appeared 
to be magic”, since in “this [FITUR] for the first time, the debate on talent and the 
professionalization with Fitur Talent, and the certificate of Fair Hotels Socially Re-
sponsible is addressed. For the first time, people are a topic of conversation, and it 
seems to us that the fair is being modernised with much-needed debates. Talking 
about the future of the sector means digitalisation and people, but also sustainabil-
ity”. Surely, for example, “the kellys” claims need more laws, and less magic and 
certificates of social responsibility.

Neither Brexit, nor the recession forecasts in central European countries, nor 
the Gloria storm (which greatly affected the infrastructures built on land gained to 
the sea in most Mediterranean tourist areas) darkened the tourist prospects for this 
2020. In the aforementioned interview, Minister Maroto stated: “All the autonomous 
communities, and the entire sector, show optimism for 2020.” It was an “optimism” 
based on the permanent growth of tourists’ arrival, as demonstrated by the airport 
infrastructures expansions plans (especially those of Barcelona and Palma) of the 
state trading company that manages the airports, that is, AENA. It was all optimism. 
So much so that, to reinforce this “happy world”, well into February, the World 
Tourism Organization (UNWTO), delivering a prodigious display of its ability to 
formulate forecasts, stated that “UNWTO maintains its forecast of tourism growth 
despite the coronavirus”.

Like any other year, tourism capitalism was preparing for the business wheel to 
continue happily rolling, with no substantial changes in the globally standardised 

13  Rafael Borràs was secretary general of the Balearic Federation of Commerce, Hospitality and Tourism of the 
Union Labour CCOO. He currently writes for various media and collaborates with Alba Sud. A first version of this 
article was published in Alba Sud on April 12, 2020. English translation by Núria Abellan.

https://www.elperiodico.com/es/economia/20200125/reyes-maroto-el-primer-dia-despues-del-brexit-no-pasara-nada-7820859
https://www.elperiodico.com/es/economia/20200125/reyes-maroto-el-primer-dia-despues-del-brexit-no-pasara-nada-7820859
https://www.hosteltur.com/134497_la-omt-mantiene-su-prevision-de-crecimiento-del-turismo-pese-al-coronavirus.html
https://www.hosteltur.com/134497_la-omt-mantiene-su-prevision-de-crecimiento-del-turismo-pese-al-coronavirus.html
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model. This model includes financialisation, extractivism, and what matters in these 
lines, in the workforce’s control based on insecurity, precariousness, unbalanced 
labour regulations (pseudo-authoritarian), and public subsidies (old and new) to 
flexi-insecurity, social devaluation of tourism professions14. In the words of Paul 
Edwards (1983), “the ability of capitalists and/or managers to obtain the desired 
labour behaviour from the workers” is a characteristic of the hegemonic neoliberal 
tourism model.

From global tourism bodies, such as UNWTO, to local ones, nobody obeyed 
the international scientific community’s warnings about the imminence of a global 
health emergency, warned in the report A world in danger, published in September 
2019. Apparently, not having realised either that six years ago Professor Ian Gol-
din from the University of Oxford predicted that a pandemic would cause the next 
global crisis. Thus, we were facing another tourist year: a) without the fundamen-
tal demands of “the kellys” being met (workload regulation, retirement at age 60, 
recognition of all occupational diseases); b) without any commitment from public 
entities such as AENA for Spanish airports to be spaces free of precariousness and 
labour exploitation; c) with the pandemic of outsourcing and downward company 
agreements activated; d) with the Labour Reforms of 2010 and 2012 fully opera-
tional in their fundamental objective: to move from temporary precariousness, as a 
measure of overcoming the previous crisis, to labour precariousness as a horizon, by 
weakening the negotiating and intervention capacity in the social conflict of unions, 
and the decrease in the protection of the fixed contract with the lowest business cost 
and more significant facilities for both individual and collective dismissal, that is, 
through an Redundancy Dismissal Procedure (ERE for its acronym in Spanish), or 
without it.

In other words, before the declaration of a state of alarm to combat the covid-19 
pandemic, the legal framework of “the doctrine of socio-labour shock”, applied in the 
years of austericide, was still basically in place. Meanwhile, the principal and urgent 
concerns of institutional policies (state, regional, and municipal) were how tourism 
growth continued to be promoted. Seen in perspective, the reaction –between shock 

14   Until the emergence of the "kellys" movement, the invisibility of the hospitality industry’s working conditions 
was almost complete for the general public. Such invisibility is not at all accidental, and it is accompanied by 
imposed business methods of "proletarian competitiveness", based on procedures for evaluating the service 
provided by workers, and public-private campaigns so perversely authoritarian with the intimacy of working 
people such as those of "A tourist, a smile", or "A tourist, a friend". To delve into this last aspect, you can read 
Richard Sennett (2006).

http://www.albasud.org/blog/ca/1156/contracte-fix-discontinu-com-a-formula-de-subvenir-al-capital-tur-stic
https://www.economiadigital.es/politica-y-sociedad/trabajo-alargara-erte-fuerza-mayor-sectores-turismo-comercio-coronavirus_20051859_102.html
https://apps.who.int/gpmb/assets/annual_report/GPMB_Annual_Report_Spanish.pdf
https://play.acast.com/s/hardtalk2/urn%253Abbc%253Apodcast%253Aw3csy94q
https://play.acast.com/s/hardtalk2/urn%253Abbc%253Apodcast%253Aw3csy94q
https://play.acast.com/s/hardtalk2/urn%253Abbc%253Apodcast%253Aw3csy94q
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and forward escape– of some authorities and tourism actors to the suspension of the 
ITB fair (Internationale Tourismus-Börse Berlin) at the end of February due to the 
coronavirus pandemic, is tragicomic.

In a sort of dark angle were the concerns about ensuring that the people who make 
the “tourism industry” work (this broad and challenging to narrow down “tourism 
employment”15) did not suffer from working poverty, nor did they get sick while 
working. Except for rhetorical statements, there has been little concern in guaran-
teeing a dignified life to “those who clean hotels”, “those who suffer all kinds of 
precariousness at airports”, and “those exploited in restaurant kitchens that occupy 
exceedingly common space with luxurious terraces in touristified cities”. In short, 
paraphrasing the great Eduardo Galeano, all the “nobody” of the tourism industry.

In summary, the economic, social, and labour crisis that will follow the health 
crisis caused by covid-19 will occur without a shadow of a doubt. This conception is 
extraordinarily relevant in a capital-labour dispute scenario in which the subaltern 
classes are particularly weakened. It will be, as explained in the article Tourism, de-
growth and the covid-19 crisis, a crisis that will intensely affect tourism employment.

And then came the COVID-19

Since the official declaration of the pandemic situation in March 2020, little time has 
elapsed to assess the tragedy’s magnitude in terms of tourism occupation. Above 
all, it is still not possible to be sure if the disaster will have a high conjunctural 
component, or rather, it will be mostly structural. In any case, from the beginning 
of this situation the International Labour Organization (Observatory of 07-04-2020) 
predicted that most of the job losses and the decrease in working hours would occur 
in the most affected sectors due to the halt –or intense reduction– of activities as a 
result of the coronavirus. A set of economic sectors that employ 1,250 million work-
ing people, that is, 38% of the world’s active population, among which are accom-
modation and food services. Despite the easing of the closure of workplaces, ILO 
estimates a loss of working hours that globally “shows a deterioration of the labour 
market situation and offers little hope that there will be a clear recovery this year” 
(Observatory of 23-09-2020).

15   As an example of the complexity of defining “tourism employment”, see the introduction to the report by 
Moreno and Cañada (2018).

https://www.mallorcadiario.com/negueruela-reuniones-sector-turistico-berlin-mensaje-tranquilidad-temporada
http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1196/turismo-decrecimiento-y-la-crisis-del-covid-19
http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1196/turismo-decrecimiento-y-la-crisis-del-covid-19
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_755917/lang--es/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_755917/lang--es/index.htm
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Considering that a large part of Spanish hotels remains closed and that tourist 
transport, travel agencies, and other business activities in the tourism value chain 
operate at a minimum, a good part of the lost occupancy is in the tourism sector. 
This is observed in the data from the Active Population Survey for the period of the 
year with the highest tourism labour activity, the third quarter, in terms of hospital-
ity (accommodation services and food and beverage services)16:

2017 2018 2019 2020

Employed population 1,749,300 1,848,100 1,841,100 1,486,000

Employees (Waged population) 1,175,000 1,517,900 1,502,200 1,430,300*

*This figure includes those workers affected by Temporal Redundancy Dismissal Procedures (ERTE)

In the tsunami of the crisis: risks and some opportunities

Despite Spanish data on formal tourism occupation is still not robust, it is not risky 
to inquire, even provisionally, half a dozen considerations on opportunities and risks 
on the near future, which now is uncertain:

1.	 Critical thinking about the current tourism model may increase, globally and 
locally. We are in the presence of the ample evidence that the touristification 
without limits of territories and cities has become a “failed experience” to 
guarantee the social majorities, a more desirable type of life as it was ex-
pressed by Aristotle. Therefore, new scenarios are opened in which a great-
er intervention and involvement of work will be possible in the demand for 
de-touristification, diversification, and tourism degrowth. In addition to being 
desirable, it may be more feasible than before the coronavirus pandemic to 
expand social alliances around an eco-social agenda. Forward escapes from 
the already familiar “proto-productivist-tourism” unionism will be suicidal, 
among others, for three reasons:

16   In the exploitation of the Active Population Survey carried out by the General Secretariat of Tourism offering 
data on the total activities of the tourism industry (accommodation services + food and beverage services + 
passenger transport + other tourism industry actives), there is no data on 2020.
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•	A worsening of the living conditions of working people with more 
precarious employment may be activated. The “emptying of the tool-
box of precariousness”, such as, for instance, the 2010 and 2012 La-
bour Reforms, is always a postponed matter, and it not being part of 
what the Spanish Government calls “Social Shield” is, at least, an 
alarming symptom. Who guarantees that, by way of example, a new 
wave of outsourcing is not being planned to be carried out immediate-
ly after the current pandemic situation is overcome? 

•	Putting into practice, with all the consequences, the commitment 
to technological illusions, whether by business or public initiative, 
which – as sensed in the Recovery, Transformation and Resilience 
Plan17– try to avoid the assumption of limits to growth (and the need 
for degrowth in some cases), would lead to substantial changes in the 
field of employment. From a considerable increase in telework with 
the isolation of the worker that it entails and, therefore, the practi-
cal unfeasibility of the labour organisation, to greater inequality of 
opportunities given the profound educational gaps among the work-
ing population, through an intensification of job insecurity due to a 
greater weight of platform work in tourism employment. It should 
be noted, to avoid misunderstandings, that I do not postulate a sort 
of “21st century Luddism”, but I do claim to include the debate and 
questioning of false technological solutions to civilisation problems, 
within the framework of the dispute that is proposed in section 6 of 
these considerations.

•	 In any case, returning to the prior situation is a dreaminess, as there will 
be no occupation on a dead planet. Furthermore, it spurs the risk of en-
couraging propitiating social unrest and breeding ground for neofascism. 

2.	 The new “tourism employment situation” forces us to rethink tourism with a 
greater distribution of the wealth generated, with zero atypical jobs, that is, 

17   The document Recovery, transformation and resilience Plan” includes sentences such as the following: “... 
tourism is a sector that plays a crucial role in our economy. In addition to representing more than 10% of GDP, it 
generates important driving effects on other sectors, so its total effect on economic activity and employment is 
even greater. Sustainable tourism, moreover, must serve to promote the ecological transition and serve as a tractor 
to boost the local economy in a sustainable way” (pp. 42-43).

https://www.europapress.es/turismo/nacional/noticia-modelo-turistico-europeo-debe-basar-recuperacion-digitalizacion-sostenibilidad-20201021122531.html
https://www.mincotur.gob.es/es-es/gabineteprensa/notasprensa/2020/documents/20201015 np inaguraci%c3%b3n digital tourist 2020.pdf
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/presidente/actividades/Documents/2020/07102020_PlanRecuperacion.pdf
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/presidente/actividades/Documents/2020/07102020_PlanRecuperacion.pdf
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without job insecurity or instability without cause. Historically, job insecuri-
ty has been considered “normal” in the tourism services sector. The debated 
question between the political, academic, and even the social mainstream has 
only been the degree of that precariousness. Consequently, societies with a 
high degree of tourism are generally societies with significant inequalities. 
In this sense, the tourism model intrinsically associated with low-cost labour 
can be an intensifying factor in capitalism’s cyclical crises. Recent history 
has taught us that the periods in which the concentration of income has in-
creased most rapidly are the years 1929 and 2007. Therefore, it is logical to 
think that there is a link between the increase in inequality and the systemic 
weaknesses that have led capitalism to the two most severe crises in the last 
two centuries. In the 2020 one –although the trigger was a health crisis–, as 
had been suspected, the persistent and scandalous inequalities of recent years 
are part of the causes (which are always multiple) of this new crisis. 

3.	 Linked to the previous consideration, it will highly likely be necessary to re-
sist the discourse claiming to “first let’s get employment back, and then let’s 
talk about its quality.” The recovery of tourism employment must go hand in 
hand with the decrease in the high index of the vulnerability of wage earn-
ers in the sectors of this economic activity. The urgencies derived from the 
current crisis should not make us forget the important thing: repeal labour 
legislation passed by during the so-called period of austericide.

4.	 The tourism employment crisis may be an excellent occasion to propose the 
revision of tourism management regulations, with the introduction of de-
growth criteria and the incorporation of working people’s rights. For exam-
ple: reducing the number of rooms, expanding the existing ones, and fixing 
minimum personnel.

5.	 In this immediate post-covid-19 future, the World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO) is required to play a new role. UNWTO should cease to be a busi-
ness-friendly organisation, and start playing a role in promoting the common 
good, practices to mitigate the effects of the climate crisis and the eradication 
of bad and atrocious tourism labour practices.

https://www.oxfam.org/es/cinco-datos-escandalosos-sobre-la-desigualdad-extrema-global-y-como-combatirla
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6.	 Certainly, it is time for social emergency policies. Some governments –Spain 
amongst them–, are responding to the crisis deriving from the declaration 
of the pandemic with measures (a good summary can be found here) that, 
although with evident insufficiencies, have little to do with the plans for cuts 
to the non-rich population imposed at the beginning of the previous crisis. 
However, in a post-covid-19 scenario, the strategic dispute in the field of tour-
ism occupation will be that of a new “flexi-security” in which the reduction of 
working hours, and, above all, an unconditional and universal Basic Income 
will play a crucial role. In a new context, in which the only provider of in-
come to live all lives so they are worth living cannot be solely paid work, the 
dilemma is: distribution of employment and wealth, or barbarism.

Will this be possible? It will depend on social mobilisation, and on who wins a re-
newed class conflict. At this point in the 21st century, it is absurd to continue thinking 
of the working class as the only subject for social change. Bertolt Brecht’s “Ques-
tions from a Worker Who Reads” remains highly relevant in this disputed future. 
We shall remember them:

“Who built Thebes of the seven gates? / In the books you will find the names of 
kings. / Did the kings haul up the lumps of rock? / And Babylon, many times de-
molished, / Who raised it up so many times? / In what houses of gold glittering 
Lima did the builders live? /Where, the evening that the Great Wall of China 
was finished, did the masons go? / Great Rome is full of triumphal arches. / 
Who erected them? / Over whom did the Caesars triumph? / Had Byzantium, 
much praised in song, only palaces for its inhabitants? / Even in fabled Atlan-
tis, the night that the ocean engulfed it, / The drowning still bawled for their 
slaves. / The young Alexander conquered India. / Was he alone? / Caesar beat 
the Gauls. / Did he not have even a cook with him? / Philip of Spain wept when 
his armada went down. / Was he the only one to weep? /Frederick the 2nd won 
the Seven Years War. / Who else won it? / Every page a victory. / Who cooked 
the feast for the victors? / Every ten years a great man. / Who paid the bill? / 
So many reports. / So many questions.”

http://www.cielolaboral.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/espana_noticias_cielo_coronavirus.pdf
http://www.redrentabasica.org/rb/
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A CREW TRAPPED ON CRUISE SHIPS
Angela Teberga18  

After cruise operations were suspended and most of the passengers disembarked, the 
crew members had to face a different problem: the challenge of getting back home. 
The crew members were trapped on the ships, for different reasons stated below, 
with no repatriation expectation. In the article released on the 17th of May,  Miami 
Herald estimated that  100,000 crew members were still waiting to be repatriated; 
out of that number, half of them were in US waters, according to the BBC. In another 
article released one month later by the Miami Herald, on the 15th of June, it was es-
timated that around 40,000 crew members had not yet been repatriated. Recently, on 
the 8th of August, USA Today newspaper estimated that at the beginning of August, 
12,000 remained in U.S. waters.

There were several complaints about forced lockdown. In an article in the Ger-
man newspaper Zeit on the 28th of May, journalists told the stories of three female 
workers still waiting to be repatriated. One woman said to feel “ like in prison “, 
especially when the ship was at the port without being able to disembark.  Another 
one complained about the lack of information, the high charges for the Internet ser-
vice she needed to communicate with her relatives, and also about the small cabins 
without ventilation.

In addition to being trapped on the ships (as if that was not enough), they also 
had to live with the spread of the new coronavirus Many crew members got infected 
during the quarantine period because, in the first days of the mandatory quarantine, 
the isolation and sanitation measures on the ship were insufficient. The Celebrity 
Infinity ship (Celebrity Cruises) became internationally known for throwing a party 
for the crew during the quarantine, even knowing all the risks. This was not the only 
case. There is also similar news about the Celebrity Apex chef (Celebrity Cruises). 
One of the crew members said, “When everyone was talking about social distanc-
ing, they organized a team party,” in statements collected by Click Orlando. 

18  Angela Teberga is a lecturer at the Federal University of Tocantins, coordinator of the Labour Movens 
Research Group and a collaborator of Alba Sud. This article was published in Alba Sud on August 18, 2020. 
English translation by Laura Moreno.
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The situation became so tense among the workers that suicides were report-
ed. Jim Walker, in his blog Cruise Law News, states that between 6 and 10 crew 
suicides could have occurred on the ships Jewel of the Seas, Mariner of the Seas, 
Harmony of the Seas (Royal Caribbean), Carnival Breeze, Regal Princess (Princess 
Cruises), AIDAblu (AIDA), Vasco da Gama (Cruise and Maritime Voyages) and 
Scarlet Lady (Virgin Voyages). All of them died from unknown causes19.

After these deaths, several protests took place on different ships. The image of 
the crew members protesting on the Majesty of the Seas (Royal Caribbean), with a 
banner with the message “How many more suicides do we need”, was released by 
many international media.

The complaints were about the delay of the crew repatriation plan. Repatriation 
agreements were postponed or modified several times, causing confusion and dis-
satisfaction. A couple of Brazilian crew members, Caio Saldanha and Jessica Furlan 
were detailed reporting on social media during the on-board quarantine period DJ 
Caio Saldanha stated to the Hoje em Dia newspaper, published on the 4th of May, 
that he did not trust the repatriation schedule and the lack of perspectives generated 
a tense atmosphere among the entire crew. “We are being treated as liabilities,” he 
reported to the newspaper Metrópoles. The couple’s repatriation took place at the be-
ginning of June. (In the next article in this sequence, we will publish our interview 
with Caio Saldanha, exclusively for Alba Sud)

But what happened so that the crew could not be repatriated, as happened 
with the passengers? At first, companies did not believe that the suspension would 
last that long, because they believed that the crisis would pass as fast as the SARS 
(Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) pandemic in 2002. According to the Cruise 
Mapper portal, some companies predicted they would be back in business in 30 or 
60 days, such as Carnival Cruise, which returned on the 9th of April, and Celebrity 
Cruises, on the 11th of May. It would be very expensive for ship-owners to repatriate 
crew members from different parts of the world and bring them back to the same 
ships; for that reason, the companies decided to wait for the return of operations with 
crew members on-board. 

The spread of the virus and, consequently, the pandemic crisis was much greater 
than what the ship-owners expected. While ship-owners were waiting to normally 

19   For more details see Angela Teberga's interview with Jim Walker published in Alba Sud on September 9, 2020.
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operate, health control agencies of several countries stipulated a ban on cruises in 
their territorial waters. As a result, the crew had to carry out a forced quarantine un-
til the ships were allowed to transit and dock at a port that would accept them. The 
most serious situation occurred with the crew of the ships located on the east and 
west coasts of the United States, where the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion - CDC, established strict rules for the disembarkation of these crew members. 

Even after the mandatory quarantine period, repatriation was once again de-
layed due to international travel restrictions. According to UNWTO research, the 
COVID-19 pandemic led 100% of the world’s tourist destinations (217 destinations) 
to impose these restrictions. Out of the total, 45% of the countries closed all or part 
of their borders to tourists; 30% suspended all or part of international flights; 18% 
banned the entry of foreigners from or transiting through certain countries, and 7% 
applied measures such as quarantine or self-isolation for 14 days.

With limited air traffic, some companies chose to take crew members home by 
sea (logistically permitting). This is the case of the Ruby Princess (Princess Cruis-
es), which operated in Australia and arrived in Manila on the 7th of May to repatri-
ate the 214 Filipino crew members that were still on-board. This was also the case 
with the Island Princess (Princess Cruises), whose South African crew was received 
in the port of Cape Town with the South African national anthem. However, even 
in these cases, a quarantine period at the port was required before the crew was al-
lowed to go ashore. 

In addition to all the problems mentioned, the ship-owners committed negli-
gence by taking too long to organize the crew of nearby ships based on nationality 
and then to finance charter flights for their repatriation. If this was not enough, there 
are several crew complaints about the lack of information granted by the directors, 
the exchange of fake news about repatriation and even allegations of threats to crew 
members due to leaks of information to the media and the outside world, as reported 
in the Business Insider report.

In the meantime,  the SSC announced that the ships were allowed to dock on US 
territory if they met with the established criteria, including the fact that there were 
no confirmed cases of COVID-19 on-board in the last 28 days. Moreover, the SSC 
also required the submission of a comprehensive and accurate “No Sail Order” re-
sponse plan, a measure restricting navigation on the seas of a given territory, which 
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https://www.businessinsider.com/norwegian-cruise-line-ship-leaking-audio-stranded-warning-2020-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/norwegian-cruise-line-ship-leaking-audio-stranded-warning-2020-5
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/travelers/crew-disembarkations-commercial-travel.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/travelers/crew-disembarkations-commercial-travel.html


129#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

What ’s going on?

would provide a safe environment for crew members to work and dock safely on 
non-commercial trips. 

On the other hand, the ship-owners do not seem to be trying to regularize the 
crew members’ situation and repatriation on US territory. The SSC weekly updates 
the authorization sheet for ship landings. On the 23rd of June, out of the 50 ships 
that applied for permission to dock in the USA, only 1 (2%) had the permission for 
commercial trips, the Grand Celebration (Bahamas Paradise Cruise Line), 44 ships 
(88%) had their plans being reviewed and 5 ships (10%) were waiting for signed 
confirmation

Some ships, to avoid CDC regulations, chose to sail to countries close to the US, 
which had softer standards than those of the US health agency. This was the case 
for the Royal Caribbean company, whose main ships in the Caribbean and Atlantic 
docked at the port of Bridgetown, Barbados, for crew repatriation by charter, as 
reported by Loop News Barbados el 25th of May and the 20th of June of 2020. For 
example, the Harmony of the Seas ship (Royal Caribbean)  arrived in Bridgetown, 
capital of the Central American island nation of Barbados, on the 27th of May.

The situation got worse because many of the crew members, who expected to be 
repatriated, did not receive the full payment to which they were entitled to. In a USA 
Today report, a crew member stated that he was no longer getting paid because he 
was considered a “non-essential” worker when there were no longer passengers on-
board Although they had free accommodation, meals and medical care from the 
ship, there was a low payment agreement between the ship-owner and the crew for 
the time on-board. Thus, Bahamas Paradise Cruise Line promised a one-time pay-
ment of US$1,000 to keep the crew working during the pandemic; Royal Caribbean 
has paid a salary of US$13 per day, and Norwegian Cruise Line reduced the wages 
of the entire crew by 20%.

Folha Santista, in a report on the 27th de March, reported the offer of two in-
decent alternatives by the Costa Cruises ship-owner to the Brazilian crew: 1) to 
terminate the contract, upon request; or 2) to disembark without paying the fine for 
breaching the contract. The lawyer who heard the report, Adriano Ialongo, stated 
that, at that time, the crew members were forced to sign the request for “dismissal”, 
in exchange for “future compensation”, in other words, the return of the crew mem-
ber to the ship to terminate the suspended contract when he would finally get paid.  
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CLIA, the International Association of Cruise Lines, a private law organiza-
tion of the world’s leading cruise ship-owners, paid tribute to the crew members on 
the 25th of June 2020 on International Maritime Day. In their official statement, 
they said that they were “working 24/7 for the welfare of the crew members who 
remained on-board and to facilitate, in collaboration with local governments and the 
public, their safe return home”.  However, it is still unknown what kind of help was 
provided by the Association to the crew members that were waiting to be repatriated. 

We all agree that in this particular case there is a dilemma. On the one hand,  
the right to repatriation is stipulated in many international treaties and, on the other 
hand, public health is also considered to be one of the fundamental human rights, 
therefore, the adoption of measures limiting the virus circulation, including the clo-
sure of borders, should be necessary for situations like this one. Over the time, it 
has been confirmed that the delay of the crew members’ repatriation was not only 
related to the ban on ships movements in foreign territories but rather it was due to 
the slow, negligence and careless companies’ behaviours towards their workers. 

It must be remembered that repatriation is one of the oldest and most fundamen-
tal rights of maritime workers. The first international convention about repatriation 
rights was in 1926, a few years after the foundation of the International Labour Or-
ganization in 1919. 

ILO Convention No. 166, whose specific objective is the repatriation of maritime 
workers, took international effect in 1991, updating the 1926 Convention on the 
same subject (Convention No. 23). Article 2 of the Convention states sailor’s rights 
to be repatriated. Article 4 establishes the ship-owner’s responsibility to arrange an 
appropriate and fast repatriation, usually by air, and to pay for the costs. Article 10 
requires that members who ratify the Convention should facilitate the repatriation 
of seafarers who are docked in their ports or who cross their territorial waters or 
internal shipping lanes (ILO, 1987).

In addition, the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC 2006) contains Regula-
tion 2.5 which aims to “ensure that seafarers have the opportunity to return home”. 
The crew member has the right to be repatriated if, among other situations included 
in point 1, it is not possible to ask him to comply with the obligations foreseen in 
the employment agreement. Moreover, paragraph 8 states that involved members 
are not allowed to deny any crew member “the right to be repatriated because of the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=70&v=LyZ5XE0xAaQ&feature=emb_logo
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ship-owner financial situation or because the ship-owner states that he is incapable 
to do so” (ILO, 2006).

On the other side, the International Transport Workers Federation (ITF) orga-
nized the “¡Basta!” campaign. The movement’s main appeal is: “You’ve done your 
job, fulfilled your obligations and accepted that at the beginning you couldn’t go 
home to contain the spread of Covid-19, but not anymore. That is enough.” The 
campaign aims to draw the attention of international authorities and ship-owners 
CEOs to the fact that keeping the crew on-board after the whole period of forced 
quarantine can no longer be acceptable.

There are cases of irregularities in the repatriation of crew members, as well as 
abuses by employers and human rights violations within the ships. Many became 
ill and even some of them lost their lives. Ship workers are always the first ones to 
go on-board and the last ones to disembark. However, this time, the disembark took 
much longer than expected. They were stuck in their working environment, anx-
iously waiting to go ashore. 
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SHORT-TERM RENTALS, COVID-19 AND PLATFORM CAPITALISM
Agustín Cocola-Gant20  

We know that the Covid-19 pandemic has stopped national and international mobil-
ity and consequently tourist activity as well. In this new context, it seems that short-
term rentals have suddenly disappeared, that there has been a transfer of this type 
of apartments to the long-term rental market, and that tenants see this as an oppor-
tunity to increase the supply of rental housing and thus balance somehow a market 
that has seen how thousands of homes were lost to Airbnb. The opportunity exists, 
although I believe that in the current situation most tourist apartments will not re-
turn to the residential market. To think that due to a lack of tourist demand property 
owners and investors will start making long-term contracts is highly unlikely. In 
this text I try to explain the reasons for this situation, as well as to raise the need for 
a profound change in the current domination of neoliberal ideology in relation to the 
housing market. To understand how the short-term rental market is responding to 
the pandemic, it is necessary to first analyse the way in which this market has been 
reorganised in recent years, as well as the role that it plays in the current platform 
capitalism. I base my observations on the study that we have been doing of the short-
term rental market in Portugal with colleagues Jaime Jover, Ana Gago, and Gloria 
Domínguez within the framework of the SMARTOUR project.

The first point is to see the benefits that this market offers to property owners and 
investors. The success of short-term rentals is explained not only because property 
owners can obtain more revenues by renting to visitors than to permanent residents, 
but also –and in some cases especially– due to a series of advantages that are inherent 
to the flexibility of this market. This flexibility means having control over the asset. 
The short-term rental market allows landlords to obtain profits from rental income 
and, at the same time, sell the property, use it, or directly abandon the market when 
they will. Another advantage of this control over the asset is that the maintenance of 
the property is constant since it is possible to check the condition of the apartments 
weekly; that tourists pay in advance; and that the high turnover of “tenants” allows 

20  Agustín Cocola-Gant is a Research Fellow at the Centre of Geographical Studies, University of Lisbon. This 
article was published in Alba Sud on May 25, 2020.
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landlords to constantly speculate with rental prices. In other words, landlords view 
the traditional rental market as “too rigid” for the simple fact of having long-term 
tenants. This is a vision shared by both local property owners and international in-
vestors. And in this sense, the flexibility of tourist apartments is a key point in the 
current context in which housing is seen as a financial asset. As in many other coun-
tries, one response to the 2008 crisis in Portugal was to approve several programs 
to attract international capital that provide tax benefits to real estate investments. In 
these cases, the main reason to invest in housing is to deposit capital and then decide 
on the use to be made of the home, or directly leave it empty. In our work we found a 
consensus in which placing the house in the tourist market is always the best option 
for this type of investors since they can use the house when they visit the destination 
or sell it without tenants when they find a good opportunity. Ultimately, the short-
term rental market greatly increases the possibility of speculating on housing. This 
fact represents a neoliberal utopia that represents another twist on the vulnerability 
and insecurity of groups for who the rental market is the only option to access hous-
ing. While the flexibilisation and deregulation of the rental market have been key 
neoliberal policies to give more “security” to property owners and supposedly to 
improve market efficiency, the tourist rental market simply ignores any leasing law, 
however flexible it may be, reinforcing the neoliberal paradigm and strengthening 
the asymmetry of power between owner and occupier. Property owners no longer 
needs tenants to obtain revenues from rental income, unless they accept short-term 
contracts. It is paradoxical to see –and this is the main problem– how in this neo-
liberal utopia the housing market does not function more efficiently, but housing 
directly loses its social function.

Going back to the context of the pandemic, for landlords a central benefit pro-
vided by the flexibility of this market is to adjust both prices and length of letting 
to existing demand. For example, a recurring strategy in Lisbon has been to rent 
to tourists during the summer season and move to the international student market 
during the academic period. Flexibility here means moving to other forms of rental 
during times when those forms are more profitable, and this transition to a differ-
ent sector is not very difficult. The change from short- to mid-term rentals is what 
seems to be happening during the current pandemic. In the report How Mid-Term 
Stays May Rescue Short-Term Rentals  the consultancy company AirDNA shows 
that more than 50% of nights booked worldwide on Airbnb in April 2020 were for 
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stays of more than 2 weeks. AirDNA also advises offering discounts for stays of 
more than a month, with the intention of renting properties for a few months and 
then eventually returning to the tourist rental market. However, AirDNA only has 
data on Airbnb activity, and this is far from the total reality of the market. The situ-
ation is more complex as I will explain below.

The second point to highlight is the appearance of short-term rental management 
companies and how they position themselves in the current platform capitalism. 
These are companies that manage properties for third parties. The activity has pro-
fessionalised, and it is very difficult for an individual host to compete in the market, 
which means that they have many incentives to hand over the management of the 
apartments to these agencies. The growth of these companies has been exponen-
tial - there are 40 in Lisbon alone - and many of them have become transnation-
als due to the financial aid provided by investment funds. For example, companies 
like Hostmaker, Sweet Inn and Guest Ready have a portfolio of thousands of apart-
ments across Europe. The important point regarding the current situation is how the 
management structure of these agencies allows them to advertise the apartments 
on different digital platforms simultaneously. To do this, they use channel man-
agers, which is a technology used for years by the hotel industry to sell the same 
product (apartments in this case) in different channels like Airbnb, Homeaway and 
Booking.com. Although these are the 3 best-known platforms in the tourist apart-
ment market, there are companies such as Rentals United ​​that offers channel man-
agers that market each apartment on more than 60 platforms. When a reservation 
is made on one of them, the program locks the apartment on the other platforms. 
The truth is that these management programs already included before the pandem-
ic the possibility of advertising the apartments on mid-term rental platforms such 
as Soptahome (minimum 30 day stays) or Uniplaces (focused on the international 
student market). The spread of this type of platforms comes to further reinforce the 
neoliberal utopia where rentals with stable contracts are no longer necessary and 
the consequent loss of the social function of housing. Inspired by Airbnb, all of 
them work for payment in advance; without the possibility of visiting the apartment; 
usually without a tenancy agreement; they are for short- or mid-term stays; and the 
prices are exorbitant. The current pandemic is accelerating the move of apartments 
between different platforms and the new thing is that short-term rental management 
companies are using their channel managers to advertise properties on platforms 

https://hostmaker.com/gb/london/
https://www.sweetinn.com/
https://www.guestready.com/
https://www.spotahome.com/
https://www.uniplaces.com/
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that were in theory for long-term rental. For example, Hostmaker has included in its 
channel manager platforms such as Idealista in Spain and Portugal and Rightmove 
in the United Kingdom, but the listings indicate that the rent is for a short period of 
time. The consequence is that the intrinsic flexibility of tourist apartments, digital 
platforms and the use of technologies for real estate management allow owners to 
speculate on assets for a few months while waiting for the market to re-emerge, as 
this seems to be the case at least if domestic tourism is finally allowed.

Given the current crisis in the rental housing market, which will be reinforced by 
the economic consequences of the pandemic, we simply cannot wait for the market 
to adjust to existing demand and for short-term rentals supposedly to return to the 
residential market. Landlords want by all means to avoid stable leases, so an alleged 
transfer of homes to long-term rentals will not occur as a general trend. The neolib-
eral utopia of tourist apartments and digital platforms for transient consumers have 
increased the vulnerability of tenants as never before to such an extent that housing 
has lost its social role. The only way to achieve a balance between property owners 
and tenants is with the intervention of the state, and in view of the fact that the “ef-
ficiency” of this market is simply the opportunity it offers to speculate, this inter-
vention must be immediate. In other words, while there is an opportunity opened by 
the pandemic, it is time to act. In Spain, for instance, short- and mid-term rentals are 
backed by the Urban Lease Law that allows rentals for “uses other than housing”, 
with housing defined as a permanent residence. In other words, this figure allows 
“seasonal leases”, and using this figure property owners avoid making long-term 
contracts. This law has to be redefined immediately. Admittedly, the initiative taken 
by platform capitalism skips and invalidates existing regulations, but in the face of 
this speculative offensive the state cannot simply observe how the market is reorgan-
ising. We are at the beginning of an unprecedented crisis and courageous measures 
are necessary to recover the social function of the thousands of tourist apartments 
that today await the return to a supposed normality. 
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COVID-19 AND HOTEL FINANCIALISATION
Ismael Yrigoy21  

After the irruption of the 2008 crisis, the financialisation process of hotel corpora-
tions and hotel assets intensified (Yrigoy, 2016, 2019). The financialisation of ho-
tel corporations in Spain has taken place through three interrelated process. First, 
through hotel corporations’ indebtedness. Such indebtedness process has taken place 
in order to increase the corporations’ hotel portfolios (Murray, 2015, Yrigoy, 2019). 
Second, The IPO of a company such as NH Hoteles or Meliá implied that various 
investors –both Spanish and non-Spanish– broke into the ownership of these com-
panies (Yrigoy, 2016). Finally, the hotel companies undertook an asset rotation strat-
egy; which consisted of selling part of its hotel assets to investment funds (Yrigoy, 
2019). With this process, hotel companies managed, on the one hand, to considerably 
reduce their debts, while investment funds –normally operating as Reits– managed 
to extract hotel rents (Yrigoy, 2019). The rents extracted from hotel assets have been 
especially relevant for investment funds since they are the most profitable type of 
real estate asset –in € / m2– (Yrigoy, 2016).

The immediate impact of the pandemic crisis on the hotel  
Financialisation process

The hotel sector was one of the most affected by the almost total decrease in tourists 
–98% in March 2020 in Spain– as a result of the COVID19 crisis (Statista, 2020). 
This drop has caused a series of challenges (and opportunities) for financial actors 
operating in hotels.

The first challenge lies in the falling extraction of rents in all hotel assets as 
occupancy levels fall in all hotels, including those partially or totally owned by 
investment funds. In the case of Meliá, its profits fell 25% in the first quarter of 
2020 (Meliá Hotels, 2020). The other large Spanish company on the stock market, 
NH Hoteles, decided in April 2020 to stop paying dividends to investors, waiting 

21  Ismael Yrigoy is a post-doc reseacher at the Geography Department of the Santiago de Compostela University 
and in the Department of Economic and Social Geography at Uppsala University. This paper was published in 
Alba Sud on June 19, 2020.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1110957/decrease-in-tourism-activity-due-to-coronavirus-in-spain-march/
https://www.alimarket.es/hoteles/noticia/314394/nh-hotel-group-firma-un-prestamo-sindicado-por-valor-de-225-m
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to reverse the effects of the pandemic on tourism. Such a scenario has dragged the 
owners of hotel assets, who have seen their profits reduce. 

What is the positioning of the large investment funds in the face of such a fall in 
profits? Contrary to the post-2008 situation, when banks and hotel companies had 
to sell hotel assets pressed by post-crisis banking regulations on the one hand and 
huge debts on the other (Yrigoy, 2019), investment funds will bet not to divest and 
wait for the epidemiological situation to improve. From an investment fund point of 
view, divesting now would mean internalizing the devaluation that is taking place in 
the built environment: it would be selling at a lower price than the hotels have been 
bought, and therefore launching the unacceptable message –for investment funds’ 
investors– that these funds are not the best vehicles to make investments profitable. 
The only strategy that can be assumed in the short term by investment funds is to 
wait and try to assume the least possible part of the devaluation that is taking place. 
The sale-and-leaseback agreements between investment funds and hotel companies 
have one fixed amount to be paid by the hotel manager (usually the hotel company), 
and another part of the rent that is variable according to the amount of hotel income. 

The drop in the variable rent being paid by hotel companies is being taken over 
by financial investors. It is, however, in the part of the hotel rental corresponding to 
the fixed income where there are more tensions between the financial rentier and the 
hotel manager: negotiations between investment funds and hotel companies have 
taken place, since the latter wish to lower the fixed amount of hotel rents. What is 
being negotiated is, therefore, who bears the cost of the devaluation caused by the 
COVID-19.

The future of hotel financialisation: scenarios

The decrease in the rents extracted from hotels has not meant a slowdown in the 
financial dynamics in hotels, but rather a reconfiguration of these relationships. First 
of all, there is an acceleration of the banking business with hotel companies: al-
though historically hotel expansion had been based on bank loans, this trend came 
to a halt in 2008, when the debts of the hotel companies and the needs of banks to 
comply with post-crisis banking regulations (Murray, 2015; Yrigoy, 2018). The cur-
rent scenario is, however, different. Hotel companies have alleviated their pre-2008 
debt, with the continued rise in the number of tourists in hotels, and, above all, since 

https://www.vozpopuli.com/economia-y-finanzas/cierre-hoteles-socimis-coronavirus-estado-alarma_0_1338166353.html
https://www.expansion.com/empresas/transporte/2020/03/19/5e728b27468aeb8f528b4604.html
https://www.alimarket.es/hoteles/informe/312839/analisis-sobre-el-covid-19-y-la-industria-de-hosteleria/informe-completo
https://www.alimarket.es/hoteles/informe/312839/analisis-sobre-el-covid-19-y-la-industria-de-hosteleria/informe-completo
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the revaluation of hotel assets. Banks have seen how the banking regulation regula-
tions have been officially relaxed in the current scenario. This has made it easier for 
Spanish banks to relax their criteria for granting loans to several productive sectors, 
including the hotel sector. In this sense, various hotel companies have signed syndi-
cated loans with banking entities: this is the case of NH Hoteles, which in May 2020 
signed a syndicated loan worth 225 million euros and granted by BBVA, Santander, 
Bankinter and Bankia. 

In addition to banks progressive interrelation with large hotel conglomerates, it 
is expected that investment funds will take advantage of the devaluation suf-
fered by hotel assets as they did in 2008-18 in order to accelerate their invest-
ments in hotels even more. The roadmap for hotel investment funds therefore has 
two stages. The first one, where once the hotel managers with greater integration 
with tour operators and greater pressure on public powers manage to attract tour-
ists, investment funds will be able to extract rents from these hotels and recover 
the investments made just prior to covid19. The second step will be to invest again 
in those small hotels where the damage from a blank season is irreparable: hotels 
drowned by the lack of tourists and by mortgage loans. However, investment funds 
are going to have two new limits on their hotel investments: first, the pandemic 
is a risk factor that can randomly interrupt tourist flows and, therefore, the rents that 
are extracted from hotels. Whether this factor is decisive or not to stop investments 
in hotels will depend on the evolution of the pandemic itself and on whether invest-
ment funds find some other asset to invest in that is both safer and more profitable 
than hotel tourism. Second, mutual funds may have a competitor they have not had 
in the last decade: traditional banking, eager to make profitable investments and 
unleashed by post-2008 regulations. 
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THE FUTURE OF TOURISTIC CITIES AFTER THE PANDEMIC
José Mansilla22  

If there is something we can be sure is that we face an uncertain future after the 
withdrawal of the most restrictive measures implemented by governments around 
the world to stop the spread of COVID-19, as well as the devastating results for pub-
lic health. The only thing we can speculate is that those measures would have had 
an important impact on the social, economic, political, environmental and cultural 
fabric at a global scale. Suffice to note that the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
has estimated for 2020 a global GDP drop of 3%, whereas the GDP fall predicted for 
Spain is 8% and for the Eurozone 7.5%.  Regarding unemployment, forecasts are not 
flattering, since it is foreseen that the rate of unemployment in Spain will increase 
up to 20.8% and to 10.4% in the Eurozone. While it is true that IMF has failed more 
than once in its predictions (Bird, 2005), the magnitude of that data should lead us 
to think about some of the possible consequences derived from the pandemic. In this 
text I will focus on those questions that could affect the future of cities in a post-
COVID-19 scenario.

The role of cities

Many authors have highlighted the role played by cities in the cycles of capitalist 
accumulation since the 1970s (Harvey, 1989; Smith, 2012). Furthermore, this lead-
ing role has been accentuated due to a new phenomenon in humanity’s history: 
urban world population exceeds rural population since 2007 –50.14% compared to 
49.86%–. Since then, this trend has increased and in 2018, according the last avail-
able data (World Bank, 2020), urban population accounts for the 55.27% of world 
population. This is extraordinarily important with regard to cities from the advanced 

22  José Mansilla is lecturer of the Department of Social Sciences and Communication of the University School 
Ostelea – Lleida University Affiliated Centre- and member of the Observatory of Anthropology and Urban 
Conflict (OACU), (OACU). This article was published in Alba Sud on March 26, 2020. English translation by 
Núria Abellan. 
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capitalist States of Western Europe and North America since they have come to be 
designed for and by consumption and production. 

The cities of the advanced capitalist states of Occidental Europe and North 
America are designed for production and consumption. In our closest context, the 
European Commission (EC) already pointed out that, in the document European 
Strategy for Smart, Sustainable and Inclusive Growth, the goals to reach, as well as 
the main threats with a 2020 horizon. In the case of the objectives, it was all about 
turning the cities in places of social progress, with a high rate of cohesion, a balanced 
access to housing and education, health and social services for everybody; moving 
forward to its consideration as platforms for democracy, diversity and cultural di-
alogue; providing them with green spaces, ecological and environmentally regen-
erated and, finally, positioning them as essential places for the attraction of capital 
and the generation of economic growth, among the activities considered leisure and 
tourism. Regarding the threats, they consisted of a low demographic growth, limited 
competitiveness and development; the possibility of a certain social polarisation; the 
depletion of natural resources and, finally, the existence of inefficient government 
systems. Despite this, the diverse measures adopted by the States that constitute 
the European Union (EU), in their fight against the propagation of COVID-19, have 
thrown all these forecasts down the drain. 

Despite everything that has changed, it is quite likely that the role of cities 
as economic drivers, assigned to them during the capitalist transition from a rig-
id-Fordism model to a flexible-neoliberal one, will still be standing (Harvey 1989). 
Although during this short time of downfall and uncertainty we have been a witness 
of the emergence of a great number of appeals to an alternative future, with a friend-
lier economy, more focused on the people and with closer and more human social 
relations, truth is this will not be determined by our deepest desires, but rather by 
the correlation of forces that we are able to put into practice once the hardest stage 
of confinement is over in a global scale.  

It is necessary to remember that the way out of the previous crisis, the so-
called Great Recessions, materialised, in the case of many cities, in a new spin in the 
tertiarization of their economies and the precarization of its employment (Marrero, 
2003). In fact, Spain prevails, since then, highly indebted and with a low wage base 
due to the process of devaluation lived. The recuperation brought us cities with a 
strong touristic component which, in determined circumstances, ended up generat-

https://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET EN BARROSO   007 - Europe 2020 - EN version.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET EN BARROSO   007 - Europe 2020 - EN version.pdf
https://www.eldiario.es/sociedad/coronavirus-medidas-gobierno-espana_0_1004400435.html
https://www.eldiario.es/sociedad/coronavirus-medidas-gobierno-espana_0_1004400435.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/cultura/20200323/4835846998/nuria-alabao-pandemia-globalizacion-militarizacion.html
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ing strong impacts in the housing market, mainly rents, an advanced privatisation of 
the public space and a certain homogenisation of the urban commercial landscape. 

If we remain alert to the signs the economy is sending us during these days of 
the pandemic, maybe we will be able to predict our most immediate future and, 
in the case that it does not result attractive, starting to suggest and plan ideas and 
actions to change it. If the different analysis being published coincide in something 
is that, among the main beneficiaries of this brief but intense transformation, are 
those multinational companies linked to the platform capitalism (Srnicek, 2016) and 
streaming entertainment, as the huge distribution companies. Among the first, we 
find the examples of Deliveroo and Glovo, which have increased their staff – fake 
self-employed workers – in a moment in which online commerce is not sufficient. 
Also, Netflix, HBO and others have seen the number of their subscribers rise ex-
ponentially. So much that the European Commission (EC) itself has been forced to 
asked them to lower the quality of their emissions in order not to collapse the net. 
Among the latter, we find Amazon, a company that might find itself in a context of 
almost a private monopoly in the distribution of many countries, Spain among them. 

The potentiality of these changes might locate the commercial network of our 
cities closer to homogenisation and production specialisation. If right now, as  the 
anthropologist Manuel Delgado points out, there is nothing that looks more similar 
to the centre of a big European city than another big European city, the power those 
businesses may have could push our streets and squares even more in this direc-
tion. The small business of catering, bars and restaurants, cinemas, proximity trade 
and classical commerce where already at risk of extinction before; maintaining a 
minimum capacity of resisting the adversity in comparison to the great productive 
agents. In the reclusion, many are the voices that, optimistically forecast that, once 
the confinement is over, the people now in their homes will go running to the streets 
to make up for the lost time. However, it is also possible that the past enclosed leisure 
time stays there to keep pushing for employments that, replacing those lost, do not 
allow for another model than the modest consumption at home. 

Regarding tourism, the situation is practically identic. With the huge tour op-
erators completely paralysed, the hotels and touristic accommodation depend, as 
well, on multinational companies that operate virtually, such as Booking, TripAd-
visor and others, to reach to future clients, in addition to the power of their booking 
mechanisms. This places, again, the small business in the hands of enormous inter-

https://elpais.com/economia/2020-03-23/el-colapso-de-las-entregas-a-domicilio.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-03-23/el-colapso-de-las-entregas-a-domicilio.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-03-23/el-colapso-de-las-entregas-a-domicilio.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-03-17/amazon-busca-contratar-a-100000-personas-en-estados-unidos-al-dispararse-los-pedidos-por-el-coronavirus.html
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-03-17/amazon-busca-contratar-a-100000-personas-en-estados-unidos-al-dispararse-los-pedidos-por-el-coronavirus.html
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national interests, meaning that the evolution and competitiveness of the market may 
force many of them to close. A concentration of the offer with clear survivors: the 
current hotel groups, which obviously have more capacity of resilience and which, 
probably, may have been able to receive government and European grants. It is not 
the same being a business of the IBEX35, such as Melià, than a small provincial fa-
miliar hotel. Furthermore, as a measure already practised and well-known by these 
actors, it is the advances in outsourcing of services protected by the present law, but 
also future legislation.

In conclusion, more homogeneous cities in the hands of fewer enterprises howev-
er more powerful and with a strong technological component. This could be the dys-
topic future that awaits some consumers, workers –and producers of the city– that 
we may see manifesting the great asymmetries of power entailed. That is the reason 
why grants and regulations are needed to help the small business and self-employed 
workers that will have a hard time surviving, but also to rethink the role of the great 
shopping centres at the outskirts of big towns, with their effects upon employment 
and consumption of resources in the territory. And, regarding the tourist sector, 
we cannot forget it is one of the productive sectors that already suffered from less 
protection and lower salaries. This crisis cannot be an excuse to go further in the 
dynamics of externalisation and unprotecting, but rather the contrary. It is in our 
hands to change this destiny.
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TOURISTOCRACY: ORGANIZED VULNERABILITY
Joaquín Valdivielso & Jaume Adrover23

The stand-by that the COVID-19 pandemic has meant in 2020 recalls the image of 
the state of nature. This hypothetical devise allowed classical thinkers to represent 
a kind of original stage in history, a suspension of the “normality” of institutions, 
in which we could see more clearly under which prerequisites one would be willing 
to subject himself or herself to the social contract, and in which not. Focusing on 
the Ancien Régime, then no one would submit to the arbitrary power of a despotic 
regime -they believed- but only to the law agreed by free and equal subjects, more 
or less what we would call nowadays a democracy. It is not by chance that the pan-
demic has been seen as a “total social fact”, “inaugural experience”, moment for a 
“new social contract”, a “reconstruction deal”.

Empty streets, parks and squares, beaches and airports, are samples of this sus-
pensive moment of the social deal. This is the purpose, for example, of the collab-
orative project “Closed for holidays. Portrait of a tourist void”, by José Antonio 
Mansilla and Sergi Yanes, which collects pictures of various tourism destinations, 
usually flooded by visitors, now deserted. Thus, we can see “tourism spaces, not as 
unproductive spheres” but open to alternative forms of social production. An excep-
tional spot of a tourism society in reset, in a state of nature, is the Balearic Islands. It 
is an extreme case of a tourist region in Europe: until 2020, tourism represented 45% 
of GDP, 28.7% of employment, with a ratio of 16 tourists for each resident.

In June 2020, after months of locked airspace and under official state of alarm 
still in force, first tourists, exempt from covid tests or sanitary quarantine, arrived in 
Palma. The magazine Diagnóstico Cultura wondered whether this was not a prove 
of a “touristocracy”. Surprisingly, this term has no tradition in tourism studies, and 
it has barely been used in the media (as it is the case for touristcracy and touristoc-
racy). Few places are as conducive as the Balearic Islands to test what a touristocra-
cy may look like and whether the pandemic has triggered a disclosing effect of the 
social deal underlying a tourism society.
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The touristocratic regime

The already spasmodic behaviour of Spanish tourism economy is heightened in the 
Balearic case. Spasms, “booms”, have followed one another like a cycle, with ups 
and downs, whereas the spread of the tourism frontier, amalgamated with the real 
estate business, has been colonizing diverse spatial niches. In the last of the booms, 
the archipelago reached one of the most intense airbnbfications worldwide. The cy-
cled sequence has been also accompanied by alerts about negative environmental 
and social effects of overtourism, danger of oversupply, and vulnerability caused 
by what is popularly said “putting all your eggs in one basket”. As a result, dif-
ferent regulations have been enacted in the frame of a never-ending dispute about 
the “tourism model”. As shown in table 1, at a decisive moment (until 2017) a kind 
of social deal was settled around tourism containment, and the pool of authorised 
tourist beds kept almost frozen. For two decades, all the presidents of the regional 
Govern, conservative or progressive, have publicly defended the need to diversify 
the economic model. However, as official figures show, the number of tourists has 
steadily grown.

Since 2014, hand in hand with the Airbnb boom, public debate and political agen-
da have focused on the question of overtourism. In 2017, a new regulating scheme 
was settled, which entailed zoning, fining criteria and ruling the allocation of tour-
ist beds. It served to draw –but not to set legally- a new “ceiling”, a tourist cap–, 
well above the previous deal. Altogether, it meant a massive regularization-cum-am-
nesty of a major part of the hitherto non-authorised supply, particularly in holiday 
rental (which already represents a third of authorised total beds), banned so far in 
multi-family homes. The increase of authorised tourist beds in the last decade (2010-
2020) reaches 35%, concentrated in the last 5 years, under a left-wing regional gov-
ernment. Second home tourism and undeclared business add an additional 30% of 
visitors to the ceiling of authorised beds.

The heated controversy around holiday rental is not accidental. Balearic Islands 
beat all negative records in access to housing, rising prices, with 4.98% of the to-
tal housing stock being employed by tourist use, which reaches 20% and 30% in 
some municipalities. As a whole, it multiplies by 5 the pressure in, for instance, the 
province of Barcelona. To the effects on the residential housing market, we must 
add those typical of urban gentrification processes, but also those of rural gentrifi-

https://ctxt.es/es/20200501/Politica/31299/Mar-Calpena-covid-turismo-empleo-gentrificacion-hoteles-precariedad-sector-servicios.htm
https://es.statista.com/estadisticas/619876/indice-de-accesibilidad-para-comprar-vivienda-por-cc-aa-espana/
https://www.ultimahora.es/noticias/local/2020/07/15/1180783/mitad-nomina-para-pagar-alquiler.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/ine-delata-lloguer-turistic-distorsiona-mercat-habitatge-balears_1_1014013.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/ine-delata-lloguer-turistic-distorsiona-mercat-habitatge-balears_1_1014013.html
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cation and environmental impacts related to rurban tourist use -in water or energy 
consumption, tertiarisation of rustic land, and so on. In addition, topics about the 
sharing economy have been refuted in the Balearics, thanks to data provided by var-
ious neighbourhood and environmental organizations, which have shown massive 
fraud, uberized labour, and concentration of supply (a single local super-host man-
aged near 900 homes just in Airbnb, and Homeaway rented about 24,000). A new 
business stratum linked to the tourism exploitation of houses added to what has been 
described as “hotel aristocracy”. Altogether with their peers in other links in the 
tourism value chain –tour operators, builders, airlines, etc.– they compose a local, 
yet national and transnational integrated, tourism-real estate oligarchy.

Table 1. 
Evolution of main tourist indicators in the Balearic Islands.

 Autorised Tourist Beds Tourist Arrivals (millions)

First boom 1959 14,609 0.32

1974 227,406 3.17

Second boom 1978 226,883 3.80

1989 348,019 6.42

Third boom 1993 381,108 6.88

2008 423,054 12.58

Forth boom 2011 421,782 12.29

2015 424,663 14.01

Nueva Ley Turística 2017 552,680 16.33

2018 575,196 16.59

Tourist Cap 2019 623,624 16.45

Valdivielso & Moranta (2019). Data adapted from Murray et al. (2017) and updated from the Tourist Strategy Agency 
of the Balearic Islands (AETIB)

https://www.clm24.es/articulo/viral/joan-josep-antonio-mayores-caseros-airbnb-gestionan-854-villas-turisticas/20180916214834219562.html
https://www.clm24.es/articulo/viral/joan-josep-antonio-mayores-caseros-airbnb-gestionan-854-villas-turisticas/20180916214834219562.html
https://terraferida.cat/2017/05/27/desmuntant-airbnb-homeaway-part-iii/
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/naixement-aristocracia-hotelera-balear_1_1031045.html
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COVID-19 shakes the regime

As it is a common place in states of crises, the arrival of the COVID in February has 
been a disclosing moment for some of the features of the tourism regime. From the 
very beginning, the strain between movements to prioritize public health and those 
to prioritize the tourism business became clear; and the tension within the oligar-
chy itself between those with a maximalist stance to reduce risks and those with a 
minimalist position to deny them. Once the air and maritime space were closed and 
lockdown imposed, the economy paralyzed, various strata of the tourism regime 
mobilized in a front for the new normality. They had three challenges ahead: to 
obtain new regulatory measures and direct subsidies from the authorities; to isolate 
tourism from COVID, both in the sense of minimizing the risk of a contagion that 
could spoil the destination brand, and in the sense of denying that tourism was a vec-
tor of transmission; and to achieve direct management as a region towards interna-
tional tourism issuing markets, and a comparative advantage as a “safe destination”.

Pressure to relax and suspend urban, tourism, fiscal, labour and environmental 
regulations was immediate. It did not acknowledge those sectors that maintained the 
tourism society while in reset -health, social services, agriculture and local industry, 
education, etc.-, where the Balearic islands are at the bottom in national rankings as 
a consequence of the tourism-real estate monoculture (i.e., it is the Spanish region 
with the lowest rate of primary care physicians). On the contrary, spurred by a group 
of conservative mayors, the oligarchy (construction companies, hoteliers, small and 
medium-sized companies, holiday rentals, travel agencies lobbies...) united against 
the regulatory framework, advocating for traveling subsidies, suspending the tourist 
tax, and cross-deregulation to start a rapid recovery through the same recipe used in 
past cyclical crises: cement and tourism.

Furthermore, “back to normality” became itself a discursive device, a narrative, 
with practical but no less symbolic effects. To typical official promotional campaigns 
and mottos such as “You cannot travel, but you can dream”, #SeeYouSoonMallorca 
or StayHomeMallorca, the explicit message of “We do not have a systemic crisis; it 
is a stoppage of the productive sectors that requires action from governments” was 
added. Among the practical effects, the aim was to put pressure for tourist rescue 
plans at the regional, national and European levels. No less it aimed at winning 
the narrative of expectations: the oligarchy publicly censured anyone who seemed 
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https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/04/14/pimem-pide-tarifa-plana-30-2787729.html
https://www.elmundo.es/baleares/2020/04/16/5e97520321efa00e3e8b4624.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/societat/demanen-descomptes-espanyols-viatgin-balears_1_1159340.html
http://www.stayhomemallorca.es/
https://twitter.com/goib/status/1249650788328189953?s=20
https://twitter.com/goib/status/1249650788328189953?s=20
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/economia/diario-de-negocios/2021/02/03/gabriel-escarrer-jaume-sector-hotelero-32395868.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/economia/diario-de-negocios/2021/02/03/gabriel-escarrer-jaume-sector-hotelero-32395868.html
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slightly sceptical about the salvation of the 2020 tourist season, and did not hesitate 
to charge against European authorities, ministers, and the Spanish Prime Minister. 
All was about denying the reality principle, and keeping alive the dream of normal-
ity, at any cost.

Faced with pressures from a large spectrum of stakeholders to call an emergen-
cy round table, the regional executive split into two parallel movements: while, on 
the one hand, a Regional Reactivation Plan with elements of a “green agenda” was 
presented in open meetings; Tourism counsellor met behind closed doors with the 
regime’s oligarchy, including international agents such as TUI, and cooked a Decree 
of urgent measures (Law 8/2020) that was immediately approved. At the wake of 
some other Autonomous Communities under conservative governments, although 
far from the extremes of Andalusia and Madrid, it entailed a huge regulatory re-
laxation, including the possibility of expanding tourist establishments, or building 
without a license, among other measures. To make up for this strategy focused on 
construction and promoted with delusional predictions, the executive was forced to 
approve a Decree (9/2020) of territorial protection, also sold with unrealistic figures, 
as it was then denounced by the environmental NGO Terraferida. While the islands 
insisted on the recipes of the past –cement and tourism–, cities like Amsterdam or 
Milan announced ambitious ecological transition projects.

Once the lockdown was lifted, a promotional campaign through a pilot plan for 
“safe air corridors” was launched in June. The oligarchy searched support from 
European lobbies in countries like Germany, which were at first little responsive 
to regain mobility with a country like Spain -in a far worse health situation-. Pres-
sure of a group of German businessmen and residents in Mallorca, well received by 
the Spanish Minister of Transport, also helped. And thus, tourist activity gradual-
ly recovered, marked by images of tourists, airlines, and airports skipping health 
measures, that were already more lax than in neighbouring countries. So, contagion 
figures increased rapidly with the return to activity, what was the beginning of a sec-
ond wave of the pandemic. Then, the tourism sector declared itself exempted from 
all responsibility, even when authorities responsible to manage the pandemic point-
ed to the lack of control at airports, and the need to quarantine tourists. When half 
of Europe began to impose restrictions on passengers from Spain, and tour operators 
such as TUI suspended bookings, the strategy to impose the narrative and deny 
reality was radicalized, to the point that the tourism lobby called for the immediate 
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resignation of Fernando Simón, coordinator of the national health strategy, for hav-
ing celebrated the restrictions on mobility in the United Kingdom or Belgium, where 
the incidence of the virus was much higher than in Spain, including the Balearic 
Islands. The oligarchy repressed any message stating that tourism could be a risk for 
public health. Primum turistae, deinde publica salutem.

The future of the touristocratic regime

If in the first wave the Balearic Islands could exhibit moderate figures of covid in-
cidence, in the second the infection rates were the highest in the country, mainly 
in Les Pitiüses –Formentera and Ibiza–. Whilst an indisputable lack of control at 
the airports, the entire archipelago became a “red zone” for European authorities. 
Therefore, tourist season was ruined. As a result, provisional data point to a drop 
close to 90% in main tourism indicators (number of visitors, tourist-led income, 
etc.); a collapse in annual regional GDP of -31%, being the Spanish region with the 
highest fall (it triples the country’s average of -11%), and, probably in the EU; and 
half of the workforce faced to subsidised layoff or unemployment. So, all hopes were 
focused on vaccination. Voices soon raised in favour of vaccinating workers in the 
tourism sector as a priority. Just in case, AENA took advantage of that moment to 
start a covert expansion of Palma airport capacity, that prompted the symbolic rejec-
tion of the Balearic Parliament.

Various experts in tourism studies, such as Mansilla and Tolo Deyà, have been 
warning that we are on the verge of a process of restructuring and concentration of 
the tourism business, from complementary supply to hotel chains, as a result of the 
pandemic. The lack of liquidity not only suffocates family businesses, but, as Ismael 
Yrigoy (2020) has shown in his study on Meliá company, the hotel oligarchy is also 
integrated into a complex transnational corporate and financial network, and now 
they face a window of opportunity for fat cats. Transactions of tourism assets have 
exploded in les Illes, where opportunistic funds such as Blackstone have already 
landed. In this context, the Govern has hired the accounting corporation KPMG, 
with its extensive record in corruption, to coordinate the rescue strategy for the local 
tourism sector thanks to the European Recovery Fund. Balearics’ hotel companies 
(Riusa, Meliá Hotels, Barceló Hotels, etc.), which doubled their profits in the back-
ground of the overtourism boom, and over-all a tireless oligarchy when it comes to 

https://www.infolibre.es/noticias/politica/2020/07/28/profesionales_del_sector_turistico_pide_dimision_fernando_simon_por_celebrar_ruina_del_sector_109415_1012.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/09/10/abc-contagio-aeropuerto-botellon-celebraciones-9120562.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/09/10/abc-contagio-aeropuerto-botellon-celebraciones-9120562.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2021/01/21/baleares-hunde-ranking-autonomico-riqueza-29630086.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/opinio/economia-balear-davant-pandemia-turisme-aleix-calveras_1_1110910.html
https://www.elconfidencial.com/mercados/2020-11-09/sector-turistico-luz-final-tunel-iag-dispara_2824951/
https://cadenaser.com/emisora/2021/02/04/radio_mallorca/1612442412_520658.amp.html
https://cadenaser.com/emisora/2021/02/04/radio_mallorca/1612442412_520658.amp.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/10/01/aeropuerto-palma-inicia-obras-remodelacion-14266572.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/politica/parlament-rebutja-ampliacio-aeroport-palma_1_1041423.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/politica/parlament-rebutja-ampliacio-aeroport-palma_1_1041423.html
https://www.eldiario.es/catalunya/barcelona/Hoteles-limpios-esperanza-terrazas_0_1019098399.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/08/02/cambio-modelo-economico-debate-anejo-9031176.html
https://www.eldiario.es/economia/Petrodolares-fondos-empresas-Europa-COVID-19_0_1017699164.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/economia/fons-inversio-comprar-hotels-pandemia-coronavirus_1_1049791.html
https://www.arabalears.cat/economia/fons-inversio-comprar-hotels-pandemia-coronavirus_1_1049791.html
https://www.elconfidencial.com/amp/empresas/2021-01-05/baleares-ficha-kpmg-rescatar-sector-turistico-fondos-europeos_2894639/
https://www.ultimahora.es/noticias/economico/2019/10/25/1116085/hoteles-baleares-empresas-disparan-beneficios.html
https://www.ultimahora.es/noticias/economico/2019/10/25/1116085/hoteles-baleares-empresas-disparan-beneficios.html


149#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

What ’s going on?

opposing taxes take advantage of the “private profit, public debt” principle (it must 
be remembered that tax pressure in Spain, 35%, is up to 11 points lower than that of 
a neighbouring and also tourist country like France).

In this context, the debate on economic diversification and the change of model 
has reopened, though its echoes can hardly compete with the mantra of recovery 
and the new normality. Even very influential economists, such as Antoni Riera and 
Carles Manera, have suggested reducing the number of tourists and / or tourist beds, 
yet without abandoning continuous growth (in value, in wealth, but not in volume). 
The degrowth talk continues to be denigrated and associated with tourismphobia in 
the prevailing discourse, after having been the key in the debate on overtourism and 
de-touristization. Prominent political and social actors who now lament the costs of 
tourism monoculture had celebrated few years ago the Airbnb-led growth and the 
massive regularization of short term rentals explained above. Even now, during the 
first year of the pandemic (2021), the Consell of Mallorca has continued to allocate 
new tourism licenses for a hundred establishments –as it has being denounced by 
Terraferida–; Palma city council continues to give licenses for new accommodations 
–as it has being denounced by the Federation of Neighbours–; and hotel companies 
announce, as if nothing happened, that they will enter the holiday rental business 
niche. Actually, during the pandemic, demand for isolated second homes and traffic 
of private jets have skyrocketed in the Balearic. The transition from “over-tourism 
to non-tourism” does not allow for future predictions, as Pau Obrador (2020) says, 
but signals point to a new bubble tourism niche, exclusive also from the health point 
of view, which the Government of the Canary Islands is already campaigning for. 
These events are not accidental, as none of the emergency regulations enacted in this 
period considered measures to attack the causes of tourism-real estate dependency.

Touristocracy: the social deal for vulnerability

The fact that this pandemic crisis is in its origin an ecological crisis -the viral zoono-
sis originates in the loss of ecosystems and biodiversity- and that global hyper-con-
nectivity has accelerated its transmission, makes economy an obvious co-responsi-
ble not only of causing but also of spreading the virus. From a degrowth perspective 
–that one warning for decades that either it is done voluntarily, orderly and fairly, 
or it will be in any case a forced, abrupt and chaotic degrowth– this crisis shows 

https://amp.ultimahora.es/noticias/local/2020/08/09/1187173/jaume-garau-necesita-generacion-para-cambiar-modelo-turistico.html
https://www.ultimahora.es/noticias/economico/2020/07/31/1185333/antoni-riera-director-tecnico-fundacion-impulsa-objetivo-son-millones-turistas.html
https://economistasfrentealacrisis.com/la-salida-de-la-crisis/
https://terraferida.files.wordpress.com/2021/01/ndp_places_turistiques_1908_2020.pdf
https://terraferida.files.wordpress.com/2021/01/ndp_places_turistiques_1908_2020.pdf
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/noticias-suscriptor/palma/2020/04/23/cort-defiende-futuro-albergue-contribuira/1504431.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/12/16/hotelera-francisca-batle-entrara-alquiler-26365974.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/12/16/hotelera-francisca-batle-entrara-alquiler-26365974.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2020/08/02/vuelos-jets-privados-disparan-son-9031165.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2021/01/24/jets-privados-alemania-crecen-90-30619151.html
https://www.diariodemallorca.es/mallorca/2021/01/24/jets-privados-alemania-crecen-90-30619151.html
https://elpais.com/tecnologia/2020-11-05/el-teletrabajo-ya-es-mainstream-y-canarias-necesita-que-te-instales-en-las-islas-con-tu-ordenador.html
https://www.elconfidencial.com/tecnologia/2020-04-28/entrevista-fernando-valladares-coronavirus-vacuna_2569143/


150#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

What ’s going on?

what happens to a growth society without growth, and anticipates what will happen 
on a larger scale caused by climate change. In this crossroads, governments suffer 
of cognitive dissonance: while they design ecological transition plans, they rescue 
carboniferous sectors, from oil companies to airlines. Tourism is one of them. And 
the Balearic insular, Mediterranean geography makes it almost totally dependent on 
global air mobility, and at the same time especially vulnerable to global warming.

Ismael Yebra (2018) has defined turismocracia as a “totalitarian and dictatorial 
way of governing” in which tourism interests prevail over rights. In the case of the 
Balearic Islands, it is confirmed that under a touristocracy not everyone enjoys the 
same rights. Touristocratic oligarchy is “more equal than others”, and they show it 
off. Touristocracy requires also coercion, included a functional integration that acts 
as a spider’s web from which it does not seem possible to get out without huge social 
costs; but not less, as Margaret Thatcher said, it requires “to change the soul”: it has 
to be agreed and loved, it presupposes the faith of the believer. However, as we have 
seen, there are also democratic counterbalance mechanisms, more or less effective 
depending on the case. In addition, there are many subjects at different scales, not 
only governments, making decisions, and they experience tensions, contradictions, 
splits.

The instance of the Balearic Islands under the COVID illustrates this typical 
schizophrenia of a tourism society. The sociologist Ulrich Beck (1998 [1988]) coined 
the expression “organized irresponsibility” to refer to the immanent contradiction 
of a system that generates dangers that cannot be attacked because no one can be 
accused or held responsible. In a tourism society, this danger is one of an extreme 
and growing vulnerability, but those who are primarily responsible can be identi-
fied. Whether mass tourism has died, or the post-pandemic transition lasts for years, 
or a “new normality” is reached, it is not wise to plan the future on almost total 
dependence on a single economic sector upheld on global hypermobility. The lesson 
taught by the pandemic reset is that touristocracy is the Old Regime and that the 21st 
century demands a new social deal.
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A FEMINIST VIEW OF THE COVID-19 CRISIS AND TOURISM
Núria Abellan, Carla Izcara, Marta Salvador24  

The COVID-19 crisis is observed from diverse points of view taking into account 
its implications in fields as varied as economy, health, labour market or any other 
aspect of society. Despite this, and as always, it is necessary to broaden the per-
spectives towards gender, both due to the differentiated impacts of this crisis and 
the contributions of the diverse feminist approaches. This allows for the analysis of 
the consequences of COVID-19 taking into account the intersections of gender, race, 
age, social class or the fact of being part of the LGBTIQ community, among others. 
During the pandemic, one of the crucial aspects has been the gender difference in 
experiencing the situation of the lockdown, a moment in which houses have be-
come a political space, showing the inequalities of power that shape them. There is 
also a growing concern for women that have to remain at home with their aggressor, 
who uses violence and abuses them when there are fewer possibilities to report and 
to initiate protocols. Moreover, the sexual and reproductive rights of women have 
also been affected during the pandemic. 

It is necessary to consider a general overload for women because of the shutting 
down of schools, the increase in global domestic and care work of sick or depen-
dant relatives. For this reason, the care sector needs to be considered essential, a 
situation that is aggravated in the case of single mothers or mothers with the cus-
tody of their children. At the same time, teleworking is added, becoming one of 
the proposals materialized to continue with productive tasks and to avoid layoffs. 
Usually, women devote more than double hours than men to domestic tasks, which 
is worsened by the current overload in the context of the pandemic. At this moment, 
family logistics are reorganized leading to a foreseeable loss of salary or high proba-
bilities to lose the job for working mothers. Meanwhile, some voices affirm that this 
crisis may provoke certain changes to the traditional gender roles in the long term, 
although in the current context it is so complicated to investigate, especially in field-

24  Núria Abellan, Carla Izcara and Marta Salvador are licensed in Tourism Studies by CETT-UB (School of 
Tourism, Hospitality and Gastronomy which is affiliated to the Barcelona University) and Alba Sud collaborators. 
This article was published in Alba Sud on June 12, 2020.
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work. Thus, empirical questions and impacts driving from this pandemic will take 
longer to go public.

The feminisation of care work is also translated to the labour market and affects 
professionals such as house workers who are mainly migrant women, employees in 
the cleaning and sanitation, supermarket employees, social workers, and health pro-
fessionals with 70% of female nurses. These jobs are usually precarious, with low 
salaries and atypical contracts (part-time, temporary or externalized) that increase 
the economic, working and social insecurity of women. This is, a crisis where wom-
en have the main health and care burden, but not the same possibility to make 
decisions since the management boards of institutions are highly masculinised. 

Another consequence of the pandemic is the profound effects on the glob-
al economy, as the virus has obliged to stop the production considered non-basic. 
For this reason, diverse decisions have been made around the world to mitigate the 
COVID-19 crisis, some of which exclude plenty of workers from the social protec-
tions planned, such as the 740 million workers around the world that are part of the 
informal economy. 

Which have been the impacts on the workers of the tourism sector?

The tourism sector has been acutely affected due to the limitations in international 
mobility and social distancing measures. The closing of tourism accommodations, 
restaurants and cultural facilities has generated a massive wave of definitive and 
temporal layoffs through ERTO (Expedient of Regulation of Temporal Occupation). 
This sector outstands a high feminisation of job positions and, thus, the decrease 
in occupation has a clear gender repercussion. For this reason, it is necessary to anal-
yse the impacts from a gender perspective.

Firstly, in the past few years, precarity in the labour market has generally in-
creased, especially in the tourism sector. Tourism work is characterized by the 
hard-working conditions, informality, low wages and the externalization of entire 
departments, particularly affecting female workers. An increment of temporal and 
new modalities of labour such as independent workers is seen, adding to the instabil-
ity of employees, reducing their saving capacity and access to grants, and hardening 
their possibilities to overcome the current economic shock. Therefore,  the crisis 
deriving from COVID-19 has demonstrated even more the precarity and vul-

https://globalhealth5050.org/2020report/
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https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1406
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nerability of the sector, as well as the existent gender inequalities. The context 
where we are positions many women, with special regard to young, low-qualified, 
migrants or afro descendent women, in a situation of maximum vulnerability. 

A clear case is housekeepers, many of whom are unprotected when facing mas-
sive layoffs, as it is a department where externalization prevails. Against the shut-
ting down of hotels and the slowing of labour activity, all the multiservice compa-
nies that have benefited from the externalization processes favoured by the labour 
reform of 2012 in Spain, have extinguished their contracts, the majority of them be-
ing temporal. This has left the workers without access to the measures foreseen 
by the Government to alleviate the economic impacts, such as ERTO, which have 
concentrated in workers with permanent contracts and, in some cases, discontinu-
ous contracts hired directed by hotels too. During this pandemic, the importance of 
good cleaning and sanitation has been proven, tasks traditionally undermined and 
invisible, despite the efforts of the collective of kellys  that nowadays still fight to 
achieve their own space and being present in the Spanish political debate. Despite 
the public recognition of their work and the increase in the value of cleaning tasks, 
this is still one of the more affected and unprotected collectives in this crisis. More-
over, when these workers go back to their job positions, they will be highly exposed 
to contagion while they develop the key function of sanitizing. In this process, they 
claim being facilitated measures of protection and enough time to develop their job 
correctly and safely, since hygiene and sanitation protocols will be even more de-
manding and important in order to ensure the safety of staff and tourists. Despite 
this, the most probable scenario is to give more workload to fewer personnel, with 
the clear intention of reducing costs. This way, workers may suffer the diminish-
ing of their negotiation power with the companies and the growth of their labour 
insecurity. 

Among other collectives that are suffering the stoppage of tourism are, for in-
stance, hostesses deeply affected by the slow recuperation of congresses and events, 
but also because of the eventual contracts that leave them out of the protection mea-
sures planned. On the other hand, due to the stagnation of commercial flights, flight 
attendances have also been affected. Another collective, usually forgotten and un-
dermined in the tourism industry despite its great importance is the one formed 
by nightlife workers, such as artists, dancers or entertainers, among others. The 
cultural sector, closely related to tourism, may suffer the consequences of receiving 
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fewer visitors and the reduced capacity in spaces such as heritage facilities, theme 
festivals, etc., affecting customer service, tourist guides, cultural programmers, 
cleaning and sanitation staff or food and beverage personnel. Finally, other workers 
in the tourism sector such as food and beverage or hotel receptions that maintain 
their jobs will be in contact with other people, exposing themselves to the possibility 
of contracting the virus.

However, the influence of the technological development on the task of recep-
tionists needs to be considered, since it may guarantee better work conditions or 
provoke the loss of job positions. At the same time, the increment in the use of tech-
nology in tourism, together with the reduction of mobility, may put in risk the role 
of travel agents and, therefore, the work of many women who will now have a new 
specialisation in a competitive market that is also in detriment of on-site attention. 
In this new context, technologies are even more important in touristic experiences 
and, thus, in the labour market. Traditionally, the jobs related to technology are mas-
culinised, which may bring difficulties to women to insert in this market, fact that is 
also known as the third gender digital divide. 

On the other hand, many families depended on seasonal jobs and, currently, 
without a prevision on how the summer season will be, do not know how to survive, 
a situation even more stressed in the case of jobs in small tourism businesses. In 
consequence, the high number of job positions occupied by women will aggra-
vate their economic dependence on fathers, brothers or partners, creating an even 
more unequal relationship. 

Lastly, the impacts of the “new normal” will affect all the women that work 
in family businesses in the tourism sector, who already suffered an overload of the 
combination of attending tourists and being responsible for the care work. With the 
new requirements on hygiene, sanitation and social distancing they will see their 
workload increased because the support networks present until the moment are now 
gone. To this factor, the danger of exposing their household to possible infections is 
added, a preoccupation that may impact negatively on their mental health. 

Teleworking and care work, how are they combined?

Despite the option of teleworking may have been well received by a great number 
of groups, including the complications it entails, in the case of the service sector 

https://www.gendereconomy.org/primer-on-the-gendered-impacts-of-covid-19/
https://plan-international.org/education/bridging-the-digital-divide
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and specifically in tourism, this option is available for some positions, since a great 
number of job positions cannot be developed unless on-site. Among the possibil-
ities of teleworking are included the jobs as travel agents, managing bookings and 
cancellations of travels; as tour operators, controlling touristic packages that will 
mainly have stopped; as event organisers, looking for new dates and alternatives for 
the events; as marketing experts and community managers, designing and develop-
ing campaigns to attract tourists or generate loyalty during lockdown; in technologi-
cal companies, offering support through informatics programs. Even though there is 
no precise data on the gender of those developing the tasks mentioned, emphasising 
the feminisation of tourism, it becomes obvious that women are more affected by 
the presence of teleworking and the balancing of these tasks with the domestic ones. 
A clear example is one of the female investigators who due to the work overload 
have reduced the number of articles and scientific papers, despite being able to work 
from home.

What may be the contributions of the gender perspective to the new tourism 
scenario?

In the current situation of reduced mobility and economic recession, diverse prox-
imity tourisms are recuperated and given more value, such as second residence, 
social, interior, slow tourism or staycation. This last trend, according to its strictest 
definition, is based on not going abroad for vacations and staying at home enjoying 
leisure activities to close destinations without spending the night out. Although it is 
established as an alternative form of tourism in this limited mobility scenario, it is 
necessary to keep in mind that staying in the usual residence during holidays, might 
imply a work overload for women, involving more tiredness for not being at home 
all day long and having to deliver all those tasks within fewer hours than usual. 

The same problem may arise with other forms of tourism, which can also be 
reinforced in a context where foreseeably those who travel will need to cut the ex-
penses. Firstly, there is the option of motorhomes, bungalows, camping caravans, 
apartments instead of hotels, hostels, or similar formulae, where the people using 
these services have to be in charge of aspects such as food and cleaning, tasks that 
are mainly assumed by women. Secondly, there are initiatives like the exchange of 
houses between two families that travel or housesitting, when the person travelling 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/may/12/womens-research-plummets-during-lockdown-but-articles-from-men-increase?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Tweet
http://www.albasud.org/blog/ca/1223/slow-tourism-a-poc-a-poc-ms-a-prop-de-forma-conscient
http://www.albasud.org/blog/ca/1203/staycation-una-forma-de-entender-el-turismo-de-proximidad
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stays in the home of the owners freely as long as they maintain it, which may perpet-
uate the traditional gender roles. Lastly, other forms of travelling that involve more 
workload for women are mountain trips where shelters are the chosen accommoda-
tion, bicycle or walking routes, such as the Way of St James. In these cases, the work 
overload may be due to the most invisible tasks, such as the planning of the trip, the 
activities and pauses that will take place; the preparation of the material to go on the 
trip; taking into account the wishes and desires of all the participants; the supervi-
sion during the trip, among others. All these mental freights derived from the care 
work may be applied to the other examples mentioned above. 

In this scenario where access to tourism and leisure will be even more of a priv-
ilege and a factor causing inequalities and social stratification, it is fundamental to 
display tourism alternatives that are more equitable, undermined until now, such 
as social tourism. Social tourism appears as a more inclusive, supportive, and equi-
table alternative, which grants access to tourism for all the population and a better 
distribution of benefits, while promoting interior tourism and redistributing tourism 
flows to less crowded areas. In these tourism initiatives, profit is not the main goal, 
but it is rather linked to pedagogic, personal development or educative objectives, 
among others. An example of the possible beneficiaries of this initiative may be sin-
gle parent families who, by nature, count with one less salary. Therefore, they may 
now have to discard vacations with the aim of reducing expenses, bearing in mind 
that it will be complicated to guarantee summer camps. This way, it is necessary 
to consider which tourism modalities can be adapted to the current needs and 
critically read who they give access to and who they exclude, since from this pan-
demic we have seen the absolute fragility of the traditional tourism model linked to 
consumption mentality and highly dependent on international tourism. 

Final thoughts

Thinking of the social recuperation it is indispensable to put gender equality at the 
heart of the question and give importance to female empowerment, which can cre-
ate healthier, more resilient and cohesive communities in times of crisis. From this 
idea, alternative models of development are claimed, such as ecofeminism, which 
focus on people and the planet and defend human rights, food sovereignty, climatic 
justice and water. This last natural resource has a direct relation with tourism and 

https://www.facebook.com/turismouce/videos/2598026890456605
https://www.facebook.com/turismouce/videos/2598026890456605
https://equalityintourism.org/response-to-the-travel-foundations-statement/
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gender, especially in Global South countries where difficulties to access water affect 
women more in terms of health and supply tasks (Cole et al., 2020). 

It seems obvious that, during this pandemic and focusing on possible solutions, 
gender perspective has been one of the neglected aspects of most of the cases. The 
consequences of leaving apart the contributions of diverse feminist approaches can 
derive in extending gender inequalities, reinforcing traditional gender roles, or 
strengthening structural barriers that cause systemic consequences, so that neolib-
eral and benefit logics imposed nowadays must be questioned. Therefore, from the 
tourism sector, this is the moment to focus on sustainability and boost for new mo-
dalities of tourism that allow us to start working to guarantee the labour rights and 
the programmes of social protection, the flexibilization of labour contracts with the 
aim of reconciling care works without reinforcing precarity and the social valori-
sation and visibility of empowerment processes of workers who develop essential 
tasks. In this framework of analysis of the impacts of the COVID-19 crisis and tour-
ism, we have the opportunity to reduce the environmental effects and to minimize 
negative impacts of tourism on the local population, while establishing horizontal 
relationships between managers, local communities and public authorities, etc. De-
finitively, it is the moment to apply a gender perspective in the present and future of 
the tourism sector.  
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COVID-19 IN CANCÚN: EPIDEMIC AND VULNERABILITY IN A WORLD-
CLASS TOURIST DESTINATION
Cristina Oehmichen & Consepción Escalona25  

Tourism has placed Mexico among the ten most visited countries in the world. This 
is why it is considered as a world-class tourism country. The state of Quintana Roo, 
where Cancun is located, is responsible for  one-third of the international tourist 
arrivals in Mexico. Just looking at the data we can see how important it is: from 
January to November 2019, 22.8 million people arrived in Quintana Roo by plane 
and 7.2 million by cruise ship, leaving 15 billion dollars. 63.4% of the visitors were 
foreigners and 36.6% nationals. Most of the foreign tourists came from the United 
States (47.8%) and Canada (14.1%); 25.0% corresponded to people from other issu-
ing countries, especially from Europe and Asia. 2.8% came from Colombia, 2.7% 
from Argentina and the rest from elsewhere.

Before the pandemic, the year 2020 was expected to have a similar or greater 
influx of tourists than previous ones. This generated a complex crisis that proves the 
articulation of tourism with a wide range of interconnected and globally interdepen-
dent activities and processes.

The first effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in Quintana Roo had a great deal 
of media attention. Before the first case of an infected person was reported, the 
alarms went off. On the 26th of February, an MSC Meraviglia cruise ship docked in 
Cozumel, after being rejected by Jamaica and Grand Cayman Island to allow 4500 
passengers and 1500 crew members to disembark on their ports, due to a suspected 
case of coronavirus. The cruise’s request caused a protest of thirty inhabitants that 
wanted to stop the disembarkation, although it was later found in a health inspection 
that the sick person had no COVID.

25  Cristina Oehmichen Bazán is a senior researcher at the Institute of Anthropological Research (IIA) of the 
National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) and Consepción Escalona Hernández is a researcher at 
the University of the Caribbean (Unicaribe). We would like to thank the Project IN300920 “Migration, work and 
ethnicity in tourist enclaves in Mexico and Central America” of the Programme of Support for Research and 
Technological Innovation Projects of the General Directorate of Academic Staff Affairs of the UNAM and the 
Universidad del Caribe. We would also like to thank Jared Ernesto Poot Pech, a Hospitality and Tourism student 
at Unicaribe, for his virtual collaboration with the authors in the design and application of the questionnaire. This 
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They were looking forward to Easter in all tourist destinations in Quintana Roo. 
In Cancun, Isla Mujeres and Puerto Morelos in the north, the Riviera Maya (which 
includes Playa del Carmen and Tulum), in the two cruise landing ports (Cozumel 
and Mahahual) and Bacalar, the hoteliers, tour operators, restaurateurs, tour guides, 
drivers, taxi drivers and other workers were awaiting for tourists arrivals, since Eas-
ter is one of the highest seasons. But in fact, this never happened. 

From the beginning of March, the first COVID-19 effects could be seen. Cancun 
airport drastically reduced its operations. Between 550 and 580 daily flights were 
expected to arrive during Easter, but since the beginning of March, the arrivals were 
already reduced to only 200. By April, the number of flights was reduced by 80%, 
with nearly one million passengers no longer expected to arrive. Cozumel airport 
also experienced a drop in March, as it stopped mobilizing more than 30,000 pas-
sengers and ceased operations in April.

Flight cancellations caused a domino effect that disturbed the entire produc-
tion chain, as tourists stopped arriving, leading to the closure of hotels, restaurants, 
museums, theme parks, department stores and visits to archaeological sites, among 
many other activities. 

In this article, we explore the first COVID-19 pandemic effects  in one of the 
cities specifically designed for tourism development: Cancun. We used interviews 
with tourism workers, as well as a literature review and the application of an elec-
tronically taken questionnaire during the pandemic between 26 March and 30 April 
2020, as resources to elaborate it.

Cancun: world-class tourist destination

Cancun is a city specifically created for tourism, built in a sparsely inhabited region, 
and made up of a set of small islands. In 1974 it began operating as an “integrally 
planned” tourist destination, built and promoted by the federal government. Since 
then, it has steadily grown to become the most important tourist destination in Mex-
ico and Latin America. Since its creation, Cancun has had a hotel zone where you 
can find luxury hotels, prestigious brand shops, restaurants, spas, museums and nine 
golf courses with spectacular views. In a separate space, far enough from the hotel 
zone and out of the sight of tourists, the popular settlements where the workers and 
their families live can be found. There are also irregular settlements where the new 
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immigrants are accommodated trying to make out of Cancun their usual place of 
residence; These urban complexes are known as “regions” and “superblocks”. 

Cancun is a city of contrasts with a very marked economic and social polariza-
tion. The hotel complex is clearly distinguished from the colonies where the local 
population lives. There is also an intermediate space located in the city centre where 
you can find residential areas, government offices, hospitals, notaries’ offices, de-
partment stores, self-service shops, restaurants and other businesses. 

The hotel area is 21 kilometres long along the coastline, in such a way that all 
hotels are overlooking the turquoise blue sea. Only guests can exclusively enjoy 
this view since they have practically managed to monopolize access to most of the 
beaches. Hotels, golf courses, restaurants, stores, shops and services focused on 
tourism, as well as some luxury residential complexes, exclusive, closed and with 
security systems, can be found in the area. Far from the tourist zone, in the coun-
tryside, is where the settlement places for workers, unemployed and immigrants are 
located. Through this urban structure, original planners tried to prevent unregulated 
growth from invading the tourist area. When tourists arrive from the airport to the 
hotel complex, they do not need to go through the popular colonies. They are far 
from their range of vision and it seems as if they were arriving in a completely dif-
ferent country.

Cancun has been surprisingly successful. It soon became the leading tourist des-
tination in Mexico and Latin America due to the beauty of its beaches, the cultural 
wealth represented by archaeological zones and sites of historical interest, and its 
high connectivity with direct flights to 187 airports around the world.

Cancun’s success attracted new tourism investment, which expanded south. 
Along the Cancun-Tulum highway, new hotels and resorts were installed in a long 
coastal area, which receives the name of “Riviera Maya”, a current internationally 
recognized brand. 

The “Riviera Maya” is home to numerous natural attractions, such as fine sand 
beaches and a turquoise sea, which are part of the Mesoamerican Reef System 
(MAR) an ecosystem of approximately 1000 km long located in the Caribbean Sea, 
the second largest coral reef in the world. It also has cenotes and crystal clear seas in 
which you can swim with multi-coloured fishes, as well as cultural attractions, such 
as interesting archaeological sites and museums, including the Mayan Museum of 
Cancun, the Underwater Museum of Art (MUSA), as well such as the Sayab Plane-

https://alteridades.izt.uam.mx/index.php/Alte/article/view/145
https://alteridades.izt.uam.mx/index.php/Alte/article/view/145
http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0188-88972011000300005
https://sic.cultura.gob.mx/lista.php?table=museo&estado_id=23&municipio_id=-1
https://sic.cultura.gob.mx/lista.php?table=museo&estado_id=23&municipio_id=-1
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tariums in Playa del Carmen and Ka’Yoc’ in Cancun. Playa del Carmen is located in 
the Riviera Maya, a city that in the past used to be a small fishing village. Its main 
street is called “Quinta Avenida”, where international shops and the Playacar com-
plex can be found, which is a closed area with hotels, houses and luxury flats. Playa 
del Carmen also counts with a ferry dock for transfers to the Cozumel island. 

In the Riviera Maya, you can also find the town of Tulum, where one of the main 
tourist attractions is the late post-classic archaeological zone called Tulum (which 
means “fence” or “hedge” in the Mayan language). This city used to be an important 
port, a commercial and pilgrimage centre. Some of the buildings are built honouring 
the Descending God identified with the deity of corn. Likewise, another of its struc-
tures is believed to be created in honour of the God of the Wind (Velázquez Morlet, 
2002). In Tulum, there is also a Mayan Sanctuary in honour of the Talking Cross, 
whose cult began during the Mayan social movement of the 19th century, known as 
“War of the Castes” (Sullivan, 2002). In the Riviera Maya there are also some other 
closed tourist and real estate developments, such as Puerto Aventuras. As well as 
the Xcaret, Xel-Há and Xoximilco theme parks, which belong to a Mexican business 
group known as “Grupo Xcaret” and the Vidanta theme park, where the Canadian 
company Cirque du Soleil’s show is permanently hired.

The success of Cancun and the Riviera Maya, however, is not only due to their 
natural beauties. Its prosperity must also be attributed to the facilities that the Mex-
ican State has granted to investors. Since the 1970s, the government in charge has 
used the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) to finance infrastructure and ho-
tel projects. Likewise, facilities were granted to investors, including Mexican mag-
nates and politicians, who were authorized to build large hotels and resorts on the 
dunes and mangroves, including areas with archaeological remains. Another addi-
tional incentive is the abundant, very cheap, multi-purpose and disciplined labour 
force from all over Mexico, but mainly from the Mayan area of Quintana Roo and 
the State of Yucatan.

Multitask workers and social security

It is difficult to make a clear distinction between workers in formal and informal 
employment because, in either case, it is a very cheap, multi-purpose and precarious 
workforce. 

http://www.scielo.org.mx/pdf/eps/n31/1870-9036-eps-31-00006.pdf
http://www.scielo.org.mx/pdf/eps/n31/1870-9036-eps-31-00006.pdf
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Cancun and the Riviera Maya are where the main hotel chains are located, pre-
dominantly Spanish and American ones,   including Riu, Barceló, Oasis, Meliá, 
Iberostar, Palladium, Marriot, Hard Rock, Royal Holiday, Holiday Inn, Fiesta Amer-
icana, Wyndham, Ritz and Club Méditerranée, among others. Although these hotel 
chains have permanent personnel, with regular jobs, most of the workers have tem-
porary employment contracts, which places them in a situation of vulnerability to 
fluctuations between employment and unemployment periods. 

Hotels work with an intensive schedules system locally known as “segmented 
schedules”. Supervisors and managers accommodate employees according to their 
performance. Thus, those who are more productive are assigned to the “peak hours”, 
when there is greater movement of visitors and greater opportunities to receive tips 
for their services. Workers who show lower productivity are assigned to the quietest 
hours. They receive little tips and can get easily fired. Ideally, working shifts should 
be eight hours long, but in practice, people intensively work up to 10 or 12 hours: 
“there we all know that in hospitality you will never work eight [hours] but at least 
10. In fact, managers work 12 hours per day”. On peak tourist days, workers can 
spend the whole shift without taking a lunch break: “If you have a busy day, you just 
don’t eat,” says one worker who requested anonymity. 

Most of the workers, both in Cancun and the Riviera Maya, live in popular col-
onies and “support towns” that are far from the hotel areas. In many cases, hotels 
provide free transportation to their workers, thus avoiding the creation of irregular 
settlements in their proximities, in addition to achieving a reduction in the tax pay-
ment, since supporting transportation is considered a social action that benefits the 
community.

Although the workers are unionized, their organizations operate more as em-
ployment boards and as structures for the control and discipline of the workforce. 
It is shocking that in the reported data about labour disputes, there have been zero 
strikes in the last ten years (INEGI 2015).

Hoteliers try to avoid labour commitments with their employees and they are 
supported by the government to such a thing. For example, to prevent a worker from 
accumulating seniority and acquiring rights, he or she must sign a contract for four 
months’ work and one month’s rest. This is known as the “four-by-one system”. By 
doing so, hoteliers manage to avoid various responsibilities, such as compensation 
payments for occupational diseases, or pension payments for retirement and elder-

https://www.reportur.com/mexico/2014/11/07/las-20-familias-espanolas-que-dominan-de-los-hoteles-del-caribe-mexicano/
https://www.reportur.com/mexico/2014/11/07/las-20-familias-espanolas-que-dominan-de-los-hoteles-del-caribe-mexicano/
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ly unemployment. This recruitment form particularly affects housekeepers, who 
over the years tend to develop various musculoskeletal diseases, as demonstrated 
by Cañada (2015). If over the years a worker wants to claim an occupational disease 
pension, he or she will not be able to do so, as there is no employer to sue or be held 
liable for the disease. The workers are therefore completely helpless.

Another way for hoteliers to maximize their profits and reduce the cost of la-
bour is by outsourcing as many work processes as possible, where responsibilities 
to workers are shifted to shell companies or companies that are born and disappear 
overnight. Many of the tasks required by hotels are managed by these types of con-
tractors who take on multiple tasks, including maintenance, laundry, gardening and 
security. 

The majority earns a small salary, which in several cases is supplemented by tips 
from tourists, or the payment of a small commission. With this system, workers can 
increase their income according to the activities they perform, the work they do and 
the type of tourist they serve. They often prefer domestic and American tourists as 
they tend to leave tips, but not the ones from Spain, who usually don’t give them 
anything. This happens because tourists act according to previous experiences in 
their home country and in the case of Spain, workers have an income that does not 
depend on tips from customers or tourists. 

Outside the hotels, there is a wide range of formal and informal workers, who 
perform different activities: such as drivers, taxi drivers, motorcyclists, shop and 
warehouse employees, waiters, gallopers, car washers, tour guides, tour and craft 
sellers, time-share, tourists package, as well as singers, musicians, dancers, domes-
tic workers and other trades. Some of them receive a salary, others just a commission 
or in some cases just a tip. 

Many casual workers do not receive a salary, instead, they pay to work. This is 
the case of the porters who assist tourists at the airport and help them carry their 
bags, drive them to the taxi or assist people in wheelchairs. They do not receive a 
salary and, instead, must pay a fee to some minor official or intermediary in order 
to be allowed to work. As everywhere in Mexico, employees who work in shopping 
malls packaging goods, or help find parking lots, as well as car washers, pay for 
their work. In all these cases, the tips are all the income they have to survive without 
any other resources. Airport drivers, for example, receive a salary of 150 pesos per 
day (about $ 8 for an eight-hour shift), but the reduced salary is compensated by tips 
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from tourists. Therefore, the first thing a tourist sees when he gets into the taxi is a 
sign in which the driver thanks him for the tip he voluntarily wants to leave.

In the case of the waiters who work in different restaurants, the salary is also 
very low and is complemented by the customers’ tips. It is already established that 
the waiter gives 8% of the bill to the manager or owner of the restaurant, and he 
keeps only 2% of the tips. Even if the customer does not leave a tip, the waiter is 
obliged to give 8% of the total amount, which he must pay out of his own pocket. 

All these jobs, both in the regular and casual sectors, represent forms of labour 
abuse that push workers to the limits of subsistence, resulting in a lack of savings 
and poor nutrition, making them highly vulnerable to the arrival of the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

The workers’ living conditions contrast with the luxury of the Cancun touristic 
area. This polarization limits the building of community  and a sense of belonging 
while enhancing injustice and exploitation feelings. Cancun is an unbalanced so-
ciety not only regarding economy and services, but also in the way tragedies are 
distributed. 

The pandemic “brought by the rich”

It all began with the return of a group of powerful businessmen who went skiing in 
Vail, Colorado, on a private trip, and returned to Mexico infected with COVID-19. 
At least that is how it was interpreted in different parts of the country. In Cancun in 
March, some workers claimed that they would not be affected by the new corona-
virus, as they thought the disease would only hit the “rich” who travelled to Europe 
and the United States. In the beginning, it was believed that it was a “rich man’s” 
disease and that they would not get it. This interpretation is linked with the ideas that 
were developed by the mass media about the pandemic. As elsewhere, the epidemic 
travelled from tourist sites to residence workers’ places; from the homes of people 
with the economic capacity to travel to the homes of those who serve them.

The COVID-19 pandemic was arriving in Mexico on international flights. It ar-
rived in a country where more than 50% of the population lives in poverty and 
where diseases related to poor nutrition are prevalent. Being obesity one of them as 
it is considered a chronic disease that accentuates and aggravates serious patholo-
gies such as diabetes, hypertension and cardiovascular diseases. According to the 

http://www.scielo.org.mx/pdf/eps/n35/1870-9036-eps-35-38.pdf
https://elpais.com/sociedad/2020-04-15/el-viaje-a-esquiar-que-contagio-a-miembros-de-la-elite-mexicana.html
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Ministry of Health, in Mexico, seven out of ten adults, four out of ten adolescents 
and one out of three children are overweight or obese, which is considered a serious 
public health problem.

It is also estimated that 90 percent of cases of type 2 diabetes mellitus are caused 
by overweight and obesity. In Mexico, three out of 20 deaths are due to diabetes. It 
is estimated that from 2000 to 2016 more than 1.2 million deaths have occurred as 
a consequence of diabetes. This explains why, in April, 44.33% of those who died 
were people suffering from hypertension; 39.69% had diabetes and 37.63% were 
also obese.

Thus, on the 27th of February 2020 the first case of COVID-19 was reported in 
Mexico City and, with the above-mentioned background, on the 23rd of March the 
Federal Government started its “healthy distance” programme. Across the coun-
try, activities were interrupted, including the closure of schools and universities. In 
Quintana Roo 475,000 students at all educational levels suspended classes on this 
date. The day before, the State Secretary of Tourism released a statement on social 
media, reporting that there was a 36% hotel occupancy rate, where only over 80,000 
people were logged in. Regarding employment, the State Governor emphasized that 
in the program “Together we will move forward” promoted by his government, he 
was seeking to reach an agreement with the production sector (that is how employers 
are named) to protect employment and workers during the crisis. He asked people to 
go home with the certainty that they would have a job and an income to go through 
this season.

COVID-19 in Cancun

As mentioned before, everybody (hoteliers, workers, taxi drivers) was waiting for 
the arrival of the Easter holidays to make a profit, but instead of tourists, the pan-
demic came. Flights from Europe, the United States and Canada, the main touristic 
markets, were reduced to a minimum. On the 30th of March, the hotel occupancy 
rate dropped to 7%. According to the Cancun Hotel Association, this destination fin-
ished February with 86.1% occupation rate, but with the COVID-19 spread, tourist 
arrivals dropped to 7.1% in Cancun, and the situation was expected to get worse on 
the Riviera Maya. 

https://www.gob.mx/salud/articulos/sobrepeso-y-obesidad-factores-de-riesgos-para-desarrollar-diabetes?idiom=es
https://www.gob.mx/salud/articulos/sobrepeso-y-obesidad-factores-de-riesgos-para-desarrollar-diabetes?idiom=es
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At the end of March, the hotels were still operating, but there were already re-
ported cases of infected people. The state of Quintana Roo, to which Cancun be-
longs, recorded a total of 42 positive cases of coronavirus on the 29th of March, one 
case in Tulum and one in Cozumel.

It was pointed out that the most affected sector in Quintana Roo was the travel 
and tourism industry, on which more than 85% of the state’s economy depends. The 
impact was immediately seen because Cancun and the Riviera Maya are highly 
dependent on international tourism, being the United States, Canada and several 
points in Europe the main sources of tourists. Along with the flight cancellations and 
hotel closures, clubs, guided tours, and visits to archaeological sites were suspended. 

The arrival of the pandemic led to a drastic fall in employment. The large hotel 
resorts decided to close down during the pandemic. Large chains such as Excellence, 
Grupo Riu, Hard Rock International and Grupo Xcaret, among others, decided to 
close temporarily in order to minimize losses. Out of all of them, only Grupo Xcar-
et made public its commitment to close and maintain the wages of its 13 thousand 
workers. This did not happen with the others. 

It is estimated that in the Quintana Roo hotel sector alone, more than 200,000 
direct jobs and more than 400,000 indirect jobs were affected by the closures. For 
this reason, the governor urged employers and trade unions to sign “a pact”, which 
was joined by 600 companies, in which they promised not to fire their workers in the 
middle of the health crisis. He asked entrepreneurs to be supportive, because “Quin-
tana Roo has given a lot to them; it has given them profits and returns on invest-
ment.” It is estimated that in 2019 alone, the state of Quintana Roo generated more 
than 15 billion dollars out of the total 24.563 billion dollars that the whole country 
makes from tourism.

Clubs, guided tours or visits to archaeological sites were cancelled. Due to the 
collapse of visitors, large hotel resorts decided to close while the situation persisted, 
large chains such as Excellence, Grupo RIU, Hard Rock International or Grupo 
Xcaret decided to close temporarily in order to minimize losses. The crisis was an-
ticipating a wave of worker layoffs. However, others continued to operate, especially 
with visitors from the United States, whose flights were reduced but not cancelled. 
They arrived at hotels that guaranteed meticulous care to ensure the health of their 
guests. One of them was the hotel that the Vidanta group has in the Riviera Maya, 
where there is a comprehensive prevention plan.

https://www.vidanta.com/es/important-covid-19-update-regarding-your-vacation
https://www.vidanta.com/es/important-covid-19-update-regarding-your-vacation
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How to survive in the middle of the pandemic?

Since the beginning of the pandemic, the town of Benito Juárez, which is where the 
city of Cancun is located, was among the first national places with the highest num-
ber of cases and deaths from COVID-19, only behind Mexico City and the cities of 
Tijuana and Mexicali, bordering the United States and receiving a high number of 
migrants.

By the 10th of May, the date of this investigation’s closure, 813 positive cases of 
COVID-19, 109 suspects and 143 deaths were reported in Benito Juárez. Its situation 
differs from the rest of the towns in Quintana Roo, as can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1.
Confirmed COVID-19 cases, suspects and deaths (as of 05/10/2020)

Municipality
Total 

population*
COVID-19 confirmed COVID-19 suspects COVID-19 deaths

Benito Juárez 743.626 813 109 143

Solidaridad 209.634 179 43 25

Isla Mujeres 19.495 10 0 0

Tulum 32.714 12 0 2

Felipe Carrillo Puerto 81.742 4 0 1

Othon P. Blanco 224.080 11 3 3

José María Morelos 37.502 3 0 1

Lázaro Cárdenas 27.243 5 0 1

Cozumel 86.415 22 1 7

Bacalar 39.111 --- - - - - - -

(*) Estimated population, INEGI, Intercensal Survey 2015.
Source: own elaboration based on Reporte COVID-19, Gobierno de México, accessed May 11, 2019.

It is also significant that the town of Benito Juárez experienced almost the same 
number of positive cases of COVID-19 as in the whole nearby state of Yucatán. In 
terms of deaths, Benito Juárez has 3.1 times more than the entire state of Yucatan, 

https://coronavirus.gob.mx/datos/
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a state which has three times more population than Benito Juárez, as can be seen in 
table 2.

Hence, we cannot help but wonder about the importance of tourism in the pop-
ulation’s greater vulnerability facing the pandemic, considering that Benito Juarez 
has very high mobility and global connection, as opposed to the state of Yucatan, 
which is not yet an essential tourist state, as if it is the state of Quintana Roo, and in 
particular, the town of Benito Juarez. These numbers could be explained by the fact 
that Benito Juarez is a touristic city, therefore it has greater mobility, both of tour-
ists and migrant workers, and greater connection of both national and international 
flights. 

Table 2.
Confirmed COVID-19 cases, suspects and deaths. Comparison between the 
municipality of Benito Juarez in Quintana Roo and the State of Yucatan.

Location
Total 

population*
COVID-19 confirmed COVID-19 suspects COVID-19 deaths

República 
Mexicana

119.938.473 35.022 19.979 3.465

Yucatán 2.097.175 829 110 47

Benito Juárez 743.626 813 109 143

(*) The total population corresponds to the total population estimated by INEGI, Intercensal Survey 2015.
Source: own elaboration based on Reporte COVID-19, Gobierno de México, accessed May 11, 2019.

By the 30th of April, Quintana Roo reached its peak of confirmed cases (its acme) 
so, from that moment on, the possible return to commercial activities was announced 
for the 1st of June. To this purpose, it was estimated that the number of infected peo-
ple would be stabilized and then start to decline, which could happen as long as the 
strict measures of the National Distance Health Day were maintained. 

Among hoteliers, restaurateurs and other businessmen, a gradual return to eco-
nomic activities was considered starting on the 1st of June. It was even considered 
selling the idea of promoting Covid-19 free hotels. The “Covid-fee” was proposed by 
the Hotel Association of Cancun, Puerto Morelos and Isla Mujeres, to have a badge 
issued by the State Secretary of Tourism and Health. But it cannot be that simple 

https://coronavirus.gob.mx/datos/
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because it largely depends on the re-establishment of the issuing markets: The Unit-
ed States and Canada, which together represent 43% of the market received by the 
Mexican Caribbean, so it aims to stimulate the national market.

In response to the crisis, the Federal Government urged employers to show great-
er solidarity, which means suspending non-essential activities and granting their 
workers permission to stay at home with their wages. Of course, in a country where 
more than 50% of workers are in casual positions and small households, they cannot 
be all forced to follow the same measures. 

In Quintana Roo, since mid-March, when the pandemic began, Mario Machu-
ca, president of the Revolutionary Confederation of Workers and Peasants (CROC), 
which represents almost all the workers in the hotel sector, estimated that at least 
40% of the workers in that state would lose their jobs, which would mean the dis-
missal of about 80,000 employees. The first to suffer the consequences were con-
struction workers, who were left unemployed and without any type of income when 
their activities were suspended. The state government provided buses to take these 
workers to their small rural home communities in the states of Yucatan, Veracruz 
and Tabasco. The increasing number of positive cases in these states may be due to 
these internal repatriation migrations.

In Cancun, some employers decided to keep the wages of their workers during 
the quarantine. This is the case of the XCaret Group, which decided to continue 
paying their 13 thousand workers from March 23th to the1st of June, the date on 
which they planned to return to their activities. But this is not the case for everyone. 
Another important Mexican hotel and tourist attraction group is Vidanta, which has 
a hotel and contracts with Cirque du Soleil on the Riviera Maya. The group was ac-
cused by the Federal Labour Secretary of dismissing their 20,000 workers, but they 
immediately denied it. In some cases, it was decided to pay only half of the salary 
and in others, not to pay them at all. Others asked workers to do the quarantine and 
support the company “in solidarity”, in other words, without a salary. All of this, 
in exchange for the promise of being rehired once the epidemic was over. However, 
according to data from the Mexican Social Security Institute (IMSS) from the 13th 
of March to the 6th of April, Quintana Roo reported 63,847 job reductions. 

Given the lack of information and in order to know the strategies followed by 
hotel, restaurant and other services workers, from the 26th of March to the 30th of 
April, an electronic questionnaire was created aiming to identify the main strategies 

https://noticaribe.com.mx/2020/04/08/se-viene-la-noche-por-el-desplome-economico-sin-apoyo-al-turismo-quiebran-proveedores-80-son-pymes/
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that the workers living in Cancun would follow in order to face the pandemic. The 
questionnaire consisted of 22 questions and was distributed through email, Face-
book Messenger and WhatsApp. The questionnaire was taken by 72 workers, of 
which 44 (61.1%) were men and 28 (38.9%) women. 

To the question: How are you paid or how were you paid for your work? 36 work-
ers (51%) answered salary, 17 (23%) said they received salary and tips, 14 (19%) sala-
ry and commission, 4 (0.5%) commission only and one (0.1%) tips only (See graph 1)

Graphic 1.
How are you or were you compensated for your work?

Commission only

5,6 %

Salary and comission

19,4 %

Tips only

1,4 %

Salary and tip

23,6 %

Salary only

50,0 %
Source: own elaboration. 

Of those who responded, 72.2% said they were allowed to miss work because of the 
situation and 27.8% were forced to continue working despite the state of emergency.

When they were asked if their salary was maintained during the emergency, 
59.7% answered affirmatively, but only 13.9% received their full salary. The other 
40.3% said that their employers did not sustain their salary. In addition, 76.4% said 
they had no other source of income (see Figure 2).
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Graphic 2.
Do they support your salary even if you are absent due to contingency?

Yes, salary

13,9 %

No

40,3 %

Yes, reduced salary 

45,8 %

Source: own elaboration.

They were later asked if they had savings to survive the pandemic: 68.1% said yes, 
compared to 31.9% who responded negatively. Of those with savings, only nine said 
they had enough to survive for four months; the rest could survive less than two 
months. Significantly, that 12 workers had savings for only one week, and 14 for two 
weeks (see graph 3).

Graphic 3.
Without an income, how long can you afford your savings?

4 months

12,5 %

2 months

25,0 %

1 week

16,7 %

2 weeks

19,4 %

1 month

19,4 %

Source: own elaboration.
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Given the precarious conditions, it is to be expected that workers will rely on other 
ways to survive in this pandemic. They were therefore asked who they would ap-
proach if they needed money urgently: 31.3% said they would approach their rela-
tives, 27.0% their friends and 20.9% the bank. The remaining answers indicate that 
they would go to their employer (7%); to the government (7%), to their neighbours 
(5.2%) and to a lender (1.7%).

This shows how vulnerable the people who work in this tourist city are to an 
eventuality as dramatic as a pandemic. This is not the first time that they have been 
in such a situation in Cancun. In 2009, with the IH1N1 virus emergency, thousands 
of workers were fired from their jobs, Cancun hotels were empty and international 
tourism ceased to arrive. 

Conclusions

The human invasion of occupied niches by other animal species confirmed epidemi-
ologists’ predictions of a future global crisis. This is not the first sanitary emergen-
cy of the 21st century, but it is the first one in which two billion people worldwide 
are simultaneously home confined. Today, global society is facing the challenge of 
COVID-19, a virus that not only constitutes a health problem but also disrupts daily 
life, the way people relate to each other, produce, communicate and govern, among 
many other things. Tourism is not an exception. 

The sanitary emergency challenges the type of touristic development that pro-
motes its growth by destroying the natural resources and the poverty of the popula-
tion of the destination countries and regions. 

Cancun is a city made for tourism and, as this is the main and perhaps only eco-
nomic activity, it was completely vulnerable against the pandemic, as was also the 
case in the past with the AH1N1 influenza virus, which also left thousands of work-
ers unemployed in 2009. But even before that, Cancun had to pay for the effects of 
climate change. The arrival of Hurricane Vilma on the 22nd of October 2005 caused 
millions worth in material damage; it led to the loss of jobs and a strong environ-
mental impact, as the beaches no longer had any sand and the mangrove area was 
affected by the wind. Four months after the event, the beach recovery project began 
(Martí, 2006). Cancun was renovated, hotels, streets, avenues were rebuilt, but even 
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some years later the “regions” and “ superblocks” were still waiting for support to 
rebuild devastated houses and streets. 

Although this touristic city has generated enormous wealth, the profits are not 
reflected in the improved welfare of its population, nor a substantial improvement 
in the working conditions and income of the workers. In this emergency, half of the 
surveyed people reported the lack of wages during the quarantine. It was said that 
people went there to take a “solidarity break”, that is, they were supporting the big 
multinational tourism chains. Among those who were paid, not everyone received 
a full salary. A significant proportion of the workers didn’t receive anything: the 
tippers, the commission agents and all those who pay for work had no income to get 
through the quarantine. Similarly, hundreds of domestic workers were dismissed or 
sent on unpaid leave, because everything was left to the goodwill of their employers 
due to the state’s failure to enforce the law to protect them. 

This leads us to research the number of people infected and the number of deaths 
from coronavirus. Cancun is a world-class city that generates substantial income, 
therefore it was expected that the healthcare and hospital conditions would be better 
to deal with the pandemic, but this was not the case. It is striking that, with almost 
the same population, Cancun has had 143 deaths and Merida, capital of the nearby 
state of Yucatan, has recorded only 24 deaths from coronavirus, according to the 
data recorded on the 11th of May of 2020. In other words, Cancun had recorded 
almost six times more deaths than Merida, if the official data is correct. Why the 
difference? These questions remain open to be answered by a final question: what 
kind of tourism model is needed to reduce population’s vulnerability from touristic 
cities to future pandemics? 

Today more than ever it is necessary to rethink the type of tourism development 
in the short term, considering that three events (a hurricane and two epidemics) oc-
curred less than two decades. This means that another event of this type may happen 
very soon, considering also that climate change is underway and will continue to 
intensify if we do not change our methods of production and consumption. As part 
of this, no resources should be spared in order to achieve sustainable tourism with a 
social sense, respectful towards biodiversity: tourism with social responsibility. 

The fact that a small city like Cancun has three times more deaths from COVID-19 
than the entire state of Yucatan, leads us to consider the vulnerability of tourism 
workers and the need to promote socially responsible tourism. Cancun’s is not.
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Viruses are an invisible threat, but not their effects: diseases and deaths are out 
there causing damage, generating fear, mistrust and a desire to protect ourselves. A 
virus represents an invisible threat. The spread of the virus creates environments for 
other underlying “epidemics” to germinate, including classism, racism, xenophobia, 
sexism and other phobias, where prejudice, stigmatization and/or segregation from 
“the other” can rapidly spread and seriously affect stigmatized societies. This is 
what happened in Cancun during the 2009 pandemic. Now, just eleven years later, 
the experience has been repeated, but in this case, increased and magnified by the 
spread and aggressiveness of a highly contagious virus with no medicine or vaccine 
available to date. If no assessment is made regarding tourism enterprises that de-
stroy natural resources, the vulnerability of tourists and host societies will be a con-
stant issue in the coming years. The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the table 
the type of development that needs to be followed. We cannot, therefore, go back to 
the normality that has caused the disaster.
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TOUR GUIDES’ GLOBAL STRUGGLE FOR EMERGENCY AID
Bianca Paes G. dos Santos26 

While governments and large companies are concerned with suggesting perspec-
tives and trends in the post-crisis world, interested in a market recovery, a part of the 
working class on a global scale is concerned with the present, with the pandemic’s 
survival.

In this scenario, debates about minimum income (or basic income) surface 
worldwide. Although the proposal should be a universal and permanent program, it 
is an emergent and subsistence need for crisis periods. The UN World Food Program 
(WFP) estimates that another 130 million people are facing food shortages due to 
the pandemic. According to Miguel Barreto, regional director of the institution for 
Latin America and the Caribbean, there is “the need to expand cash transfer pro-
grams, especially in regions with high rates of informal workers”. Besides, he states 
that the crisis will worsen in these countries, since, with these workers’ paralysis, 
there will be no income to maintain their food consumption. This will lead to a food 
crisis as a result of the coronavirus crisis.

In Brazil, the informal worker rate was 40,6% until February and, during the 
pandemic, 12,8 million people were already unemployed. In addition, a study by the 
Solidarity Research Network indicates that unemployment is higher than that an-
nounced by official figures, which ignore the hidden unemployment caused by social 
distancing. In this sense, the increase in unemployment in the country reached rates 
of 25,3% in May.

To minimise the pandemic’s impacts for informal workers, individual microen-
trepreneurs (MEIs), the self-employed, and the unemployed, emergency aid from 
the federal government was created. However, the aid’s granting has a series of 
exclusions, such as the maximum limit of taxable income in 2018, the limit of family 
income up to 3 minimum wages, etcetera. Besides, there are errors of analysis of the 
system, which is configured as a palliative and insufficient policy to satisfy society’s 

26  Bianca Paes G. dos Santos is a Master’s student in Tourism at the University of Sao Paulo (USP), Brazil, 
and a collaborator of Labor Movens, a study and research group on working conditions in tourism at the Federal 
University of Tocantins, Brazil. This article was published in Alba Sud on August 12, 2020. English translation by 
Núria Abellan.
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needs. The value of this aid (R $ 600.00, about 94 euros) is scarce for many fami-
lies’ sustenance since it is below the average monthly salary of most of the assisted 
workers. So, according to Ana Carolina Rodrigues, professor at the Faculty of 
Economic, Business and Accounting Sciences of the University of Sao Paulo (FEA/
USP), “what happens is that these people need to choose between staying at home 
and protecting themselves or going to work to survive”.

In the group of economic activities, tourism stands out for a high rate of infor-
mality, concretely 52% (IPEA, 2017). Furthermore, work in tourism is character-
ised by other precariousness manifestations, such as long hours, low wages, flexible 
hours, and anti-union actions. Moreover, tour guides are among the groups in a more 
fragile position in tourism labour, mainly because only 5% of professionals have em-
ployment ties (RAIS, 2018). Therefore, the other guides are self-employed or have 
the registration as MEI. In both cases, the remuneration is for work performed; that 
is, they only perceive payment if they effectively provide a service. Following the 
paralysis of tourism in the period of the pandemic, they have no source of income.

Despite this, many of them were unable to access assistance from the federal 
government. The Commission of Guides of the State of São Paulo developed a 
survey in April to better support the justification of its bill and, in it, it identified 
that only 40% of the tourist guides of this State received the aid. The São-Roquense 
Tourist Guides Association reproduced the survey and identified that, among its 
members, only 35% received the aforementioned help.

Faced with the apparent need for assistance and the insufficient aid provided, 
this part of the working class in tourism began to organise to guarantee their rights, 
not only in Brazil.

A global demand

It is common for the mainstream media to propagate the discourse of “reinvention” 
and “entrepreneurship” in crisis times, strengthening neoliberal narratives. Many 
workers emigrate from the activity in these periods, not voluntarily, but by lack 
of choice and assistance, as the only alternative for their families’ livelihood and 
survival.

Thao Nguyen explains to VNExpress International that Vietnam’s tour guides 
have lost their jobs since the country blocked foreigners’ entry in March. These 
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workers now struggle with the imperative to do something else and are finding tem-
porary jobs in different areas due to the lack of government assistance. 

According to Shakeel Chauhan, vice president of the Federation of Indian 
Tour Guides, 3.500 guides in the country have already lost their source of income 
due to the pandemic crisis. They are demanding an aid package from the local gov-
ernment, justifying it on the grounds that other countries, such as the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Indonesia, Singapore and Thailand have already guaranteed 
emergency aid to these workers. Shamsuddin Khan, president of the Association 
of Tourist Guides (ATGA), considers that the instability in the sector will continue 
for about a year, and affirms that, to practice the profession regularly, workers must 
commit not to carry out any other paid activity, so they are left with no income.

“Like other unorganised sectors, we have also urged the government to help us 
with a financial package during crises for the survival of our families, since we do 
not have a regular income, nor job security, nor a pension nor a medical centre”, 
Khan said. He added that its survival depends entirely on the arrival of tourists from 
around the world. “But due to the pandemic, everything has been closed, and no-
body knows how long they will remain unemployed”.

In Thailand, at least 30.000 tour guides have become unemployed as the flow of 
tourists has decreased. According to Jarupol Rueangket, chairman of the Thailand 
Tourism Council, most of these workers have no other jobs or financial savings, so 
he suggested to the Council that proposals be drawn up to send the low-interest loan 
application to the government. Months earlier, the Thai Tour Guides Association 
wrote a letter to the Minister of Tourism and Sports requesting emergency relief 
measures.

The alternative of granting loans for this professional category has not been 
unique to Thailand. In Turkey, the Government also provided this type of assistance, 
which does not seem an appropriate route for this group, since there are no prospects 
of resuming tourist activities. In turn, the reopening of tourism does not guarantee 
the immediate reintegration of guides in the labour market. Even after the state of 
alarm in Spain, tourists’ circulation has been low, especially of those who tend to 
hire tour guides. The practical absence of groups organised by agencies adds that 
there is very little individual demand. “It is unusual for people from the same prov-
ince to hire us, it is much more common for those who live from other regions or 
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179#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

So, what we do?

countries to do so, which are very few at the moment”, says Tomás Vivas, president 
of the Extremadura Association of Tourist Guides (AGUITEX).

The reopening of tourism in Paris was marked by protests by tour guides in 
front of the Louvre Museum. Workers gathered holding portraits of the Mona Lisa 
and asking for government support to overcome the crisis since in May France an-
nounced measures to support the tourism sector. However, according to Margot 
Schmitz, one of the protesters, such aid never reached tour guides.

On the other side of the Atlantic, in Brazilian lands, situations similar to the 
examples cited above occurred. There were media reports that “romanticised” the 
precarious situation of tour guides without jobs or income amid the pandemic who 
had to emigrate or improvise new economic activities (such as this one from the 
newspaper O Globo and this one from Nossa). In reality, there were measures to 
support the tourism sector that did not reach the guides, in addition to an increase in 
the supply of loans, various protests, and demonstrations.

The struggle of Brazilian guides

“The picture is even less rosy in countries that have not provided any financial 
assistance to guides facing the pandemic” 

Alushca Ritchie, president of the World Federation of Tourist Guide Associations 
(Skift, 05/06/2020)

The fight of the Brazilian tour guides for emergency aid accompanies the world 
claims. However, given the national representative entity’s limited commitment, the 
class mobilisations were organised at each state’s level. In some, the movement’s 
leadership comes from associations, in others from commissions or even, in a small-
er number, from unions.

These organised groups of workers sought each of their states’ deputies to draft 
bills that would authorise the Executive Power to use resources to mitigate the pan-
demic’s effects for tourist guides in that territory. It is important to note that, as it 
is a costly bill for the State, it cannot oblige the Executive Power to commit to this 
“expense” and, therefore, limits itself to authorising the use of resources by the 
legislative branch. In summary, the project provides a basic emergency income for 
tour guides during the pandemic period in amounts that refer to a minimum wage 
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or a state minimum wage. Among the main justifications presented by the proposed 
legislation, the following are highlighted: (1) the tourism sector was the first to stop 
its activities, (2) most of the guides are self-employed and are not assisted by labour 
rights, (3) tourism depends on the location for your experience, which restricts ad-
justments to the line and prevents the guide from being active during isolation, and 
(4) tourism will possibly be one of the last economic activities to recover, as travel 
and leisure activities can be seen as superfluous services and will therefore only be 
consumed again after a considerable stabilisation of the rest of the economy.

Rio de Janeiro’s tour guides were the first to join the state plan, with the applica-
tion for basic emergency income in April. After several procedures, the guides were 
integrated into a bill draft together with other professional categories that request-
ed the same claim. Next were the guides from São Paulo, followed by those from 
Paraná and other states. Faced with such mobilisations, other actions arose, such as: 
(1) bill drafts with the same purpose at the municipal level, as in the case of Foz do 
Iguaçu / PR, Maceió / AL and Rio de Janeiro / RJ; (2) projects to collect basic food 
baskets, such as in Campinas / SP, Aracaju / SE, Ilhéus / BA, Fortaleza / CE, São 
Luís / MA, among others; and (3) an emergency citizen entry card for purchases at 
the market and at the pharmacy for the Amapá tourist guides.

In total, the Brazilian guides have articulated 11 proposed legislation initiatives 
(state and municipal) that demand basic income for this group. Among all of them, 
only that of the state of Rio de Janeiro has already been approved and sanctioned, 
despite not ensuring that the workers have received those resources. Now the fight 
consists of regulating by law for its practical application. In Santa Catarina, for ex-
ample, the project had a reduced value, equivalent to federal aid, to which the same 
restrictions were also added. In São Paulo, they are still fighting for an urgent pro-
cedure in the Legislative Assembly (ALESP), which may guarantee the acceleration 
of the processes.

In Foz do Iguaçu / PR, the Mayor’s Office negotiates a “counterproposal” to 
the bill draft presented by the Association of Guides. Instead of providing a basic 
income to workers, the Executive Power suggests hiring tour guides for excursions 
with residents, in a program to resume tourism in Foz do Iguaçu. The project has 
not yet been approved, but it suggests several debates. Obviously, for guides who 
have been out of work for almost five months, the possibility of earning income by 
providing services to the City Council is an alternative for supporting their families. 
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However, the risk to which workers are exposed during the pandemic is undeniable 
in tourism’s early resumption.

What do all these projects have in common? What is the struggle of tour guides 
around the world? The search by these workers for minimum conditions to survive 
in the face of a pandemic. There is no way to discuss any post-pandemic scenario 
without first ensuring workers’ survival during the pandemic. We are still immersed 
in it, and it would be an illusion to imagine that the resumption will take place in the 
short term. 
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COVID-19 CRISIS IN COSTA RICA: AN INCREASINGLY  
COMPLEX SCENARIO 
Arturo Silva Lucas27  

In Costa Rica, the health and economic crisis caused by COVID-19 continues. While 
in the first three months the country had a relative success in containing the virus 
since the declaration of national emergency on March 16th, now the scenario is dif-
ferent. The second wave of infections dramatically increased the number of positive 
cases at a time when the economic depression reached more vulnerable sectors. If 
by May the positive cases did not reach eight hundred in mid-July, they exceed eight 
thousand. Specifically, as of July 16, 8.986 confirmed cases and 40 deaths are report-
ed according to the John Hopkins Resource Centre.

The national discussion is polarized around the will to continue with the restric-
tive regulations in transport and commerce or, on the contrary, to advance more ex-
peditiously in the reopening phases. These latest demands come mainly from cham-
bers and business associations that, in addition, extend their requests for a general 
reform of the State. Their proposals deal with different dimensions of economic 
activity as well as all productive sectors, including tourism.

What is going on in Costa Rica?

The institutional management of the pandemic includes four phases distributed be-
tween the months of May thru August. Each phase has increasingly flexible mea-
sures concerning the opening of commerce, vehicle restrictions, maximum capacity 
in enclosures and access to public spaces such as parks and protected wilderness 
areas. The step to each phase depends on the increase in the positive case count.

Due to the relative success in the first three months, the transition from phase 
one to phase two was according to the dates set by the Ministry of Health (MINSA). 
By June 21, it was expected to enter phase three, however, the dramatic increase in 
positive cases in June made any intention of a general opening impossible. In the 

27  Arturo Silva Lucas is a lecturer at the Costa Rica University and collaborates with Alba Sud. This article was 
published in Alba Sud on July 16, 2020.
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month of June alone, 2,370 new cases were registered according to the count of the 
John Hopkins Resource Centre.

The increase in positive cases is extensive throughout the country, with special 
prominence in the cantons and districts of the central valley. However, the evolu-
tion of the contagion map shows a marked trend towards the border provinces of 
the northwest of the country. Guanacaste and the north of the province of Alajuela 
appear as red alert zones due to the sudden increase in the registration of positive 
cases in the month of June.

As a result of greater flexibility in phase two, massive outbreaks of contagion 
occurred in the central cantons. Due to a higher population density, and therefore a 
greater exposure to risk, the southern neighbourhoods of the capital San José have 
experienced an increase outside of MINSA’s projections.

At the same time, the northern cantons of San Carlos, Los Chiles and Upala in 
the province of Alajuela have had a significant rebound. In large part, the precari-
ous conditions of the workforce that nurtures the local agribusiness have revealed a 
high vulnerability to contagion. On June 24, the MINSA ordered the closure of 23 
pineapple and packing companies for sanitary breaches. The actions are part of field 
tours carried out by the second vice president Epsy Campbell to 249 companies in 
the area. It has been shown a high number of workers without social security, sub-
contracting outside of wage legislation, non-compliance with overtime pay, hiring 
of foreigners in irregular conditions and physical plants without minimum sanitary 
conditions. This situation has always been an open secret in Costa Rica. The job in-
security together with the environmental degradation in which migrants and work-
ing families of pineapple coexist has been criticized by environmental, community 
and academic groups. The pandemic crisis has only made this situation visible.

On the economic level, expectations are not encouraging either. According to the 
National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (INEC) in the months of February, 
March and April, an increase of 4.4% in unemployment was registered in rela-
tion to the same months of the previous year. These data reflect only the first month 
and a half from the start of the pandemic. A significant increase in these figures are 
expected in the second quarter of the year (INEC, 2020). For the end of 2020, the 
Central Bank of Costa Rica (BCCR) estimates a drop of 3.6% of GDP, mainly in 
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https://costaricamedios.cr/2020/06/27/un-sandwich-y-un-fresco-fue-pago-por-7-horas-extra-para-trabajadoras-de-pinera-bella-vista/
https://costaricamedios.cr/2020/06/27/un-sandwich-y-un-fresco-fue-pago-por-7-horas-extra-para-trabajadoras-de-pinera-bella-vista/
https://costaricamedios.cr/2020/06/27/un-sandwich-y-un-fresco-fue-pago-por-7-horas-extra-para-trabajadoras-de-pinera-bella-vista/
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relation to the demand for construction (-8.7%), hotels and restaurants (-27, 6%) in 
relation to the previous year 28.

The Institute of Research in Economic Sciences of the University of Costa Rica 
(UCR) presents a slightly less encouraging scenario. He states that the economic 
contraction will be between 4% and 6%, and the sector most affected will be 
tourism. In projection to the second semester of the year, it estimates that the fall in 
tourism will contribute to the contraction 1.5% of the estimated total 29.

Tourism in search of solutions

The tourism sector has been greatly affected by the crisis caused by COVID-19. 
The initial measures taken by MINSA meant a forced stop in the entire network of 
services and linkages that characterize the sector. The absolute closure of airports 
and the temporary closure of lodgings led to the declaration, for the first time in the 
country’s tourist history, of Season 0, that is, no income for the sector.

In a previous article, published on May 2, it was detailed the first actions taken 
by the government and the initial reactions of the tourism sector. Among the first 
measures that the Executive took in this area are: compensating with a subsidy to 
people who have seen their income diminished due to the pandemic; suspension in 
court orders for essential services; and postponement of the payment of utility and 
value added taxes. For its part, the Costa Rican Tourism Institute (ICT) suspend-
ed the payment of specific taxes and designed a phased plan to reactivate tourism 
activity.

Among the first reactions described in that article was the rejection of coastal 
populations to the arrival of tourists during Easter. Through blockades on the beach-
es of the central Pacific and South Caribbean, the receiving communities intended 
to stop the spread of the virus in their communities. Today the scenario is opposite. 
On June 24, simultaneous marches were held in the eight main tourist beaches in 
the country: Coco and Tamarindo beaches in Guanacaste, Manuel Antonio and Jacó 
beaches in the central Pacific, Pavones and Santa Teresa in the South Pacific and 
Puerto Viejo in the Caribbean South. Even though from phase two the lodging ser-

28   Costa Rica facing the pandemic: macroeconomic situation and 2020-21 projections. Presentation on April 24, 
2020. Rodrigo Cubero Brealy, president of the Central Bank of Costa Rica.

29   Estimation of the effects of COVID-19 on the Costa Rican economy. Institute of Research in Economic 
Sciences, University of Costa Rica. May, 2020. Public presentation.

http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1211/impactos-y-reacciones-ante-la-ca-da-del-turismo-por-covid-19-en-costa-rica
https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/zonas-costeras-se-manifestaran-hoy-para-exigir-la-apertura-de-playas
https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/zonas-costeras-se-manifestaran-hoy-para-exigir-la-apertura-de-playas
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vices can receive 50% of their capacity and the beaches have opening hours from 
5:00 am to 9:30 am, the protesters demand the full opening of the coasts. The march-
es were made up of micro and small entrepreneurs, employees of tourist services, 
residents, and local surfing associations. They consider that if the main tourist prod-
uct is closed for most of the day, there is no attraction for tourists to visit the coasts.

Among the statements of the protesters collected by the press, expressions such 
as: “I have respect for COVID-19 ... I am panicked for hunger. “Others, inspired by 
the mobilizations against racism in the United States, said: “Beach Lives Matter.” 
And in a direct claim to institutional restrictions, they affirmed “The Ministry of 
Health condemns us to bankruptcy” or “Long live freedom.” The most dramatic ep-
isode occurred in Tamarindo beach with the arrest of a protester for violating social 
distancing measures, according to official sources. These demands are well received 
by organizations and chambers linked to tourist services such as hotels, carriers, and 
restaurants. At the same time, they are collected by the National Chamber of Tour-
ism (CANATUR) which sends them to the ICT.

But the pressure to give oxygen to the tourism industry is not only about making 
sanitary measures more flexible, but also by demanding for immediate results. In 
the short term, the ICT works on three lines of action: seeking financial sustain-
ability for tourist SMEs, attracting foreign tourists, and promoting national 
tourism. In relation to the first, ICT has been directly negotiating with various fi-
nancial entities the payment of debts and access to differentiated credits for tourism 
ventures. It also working on the application of training and sanitary protocols to 
hotel personnel, restaurants, tourist transport, aquatic activities, and tourist guides.

Regarding the second line of action, ICT, contrary to the Executive’s intention to 
transfer all institutional surpluses to a single fund to address the pandemic, has in-
vested $ 18 million in positioning Costa Rica worldwide. The goal is to promote the 
country as the first destination to visit in the second half of the year, as the rest of the 
countries relax their immigration policies. The ICT, in coordination with the Gener-
al Directorate of Migration and the Executive, agreed to open international airports 
on August 1 under strict entry rules. The announcement about which nationalities 
may enter will be given days before the formal opening. However, it has already 
been explained that they will be from the European Union, the United Kingdom and 
Canada depending on the evolution of the contagion in that country. Unofficially, it 
was revealed that the President of the Republic is in conversations with the Austrian 

https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/al-covid-19-le-tengo-respeto-al-hambre-le-tengo-panico-manifestantes-en-costas
https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/arrestos-y-descontrol-en-tamarindo-tras-marcha-para-pedir-reapertura-de-playas
https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/arrestos-y-descontrol-en-tamarindo-tras-marcha-para-pedir-reapertura-de-playas
https://www.ict.go.cr/es/noticias-destacadas-2/1717-ict-trabaja-en-busca-de-la-reapertura-aerea-y-de-fuentes-economicas-para-el-sector.html
https://www.ameliarueda.com/nota/con-inversion-de-18-millones-ict-busca-potenciar-imagen-de-costa-rica?fbclid=IwAR2-6ExgMmBw_mekDLiR-gMiXSi1JasS9sMp6WDUi6_gg5HfB144prgKkAQ
https://www.ameliarueda.com/nota/aeropuertos-juan-santamaria-y-daniel-oduber-podran-reabrir-el-1-de-agosto-c?fbclid=IwAR30B86fm2BpwKA8OKgJRyTUACE6SFPc9mvMyQV3L4zyNiTtnyWN9JjovRs
https://www.ameliarueda.com/nota/aeropuertos-juan-santamaria-y-daniel-oduber-podran-reabrir-el-1-de-agosto-c?fbclid=IwAR30B86fm2BpwKA8OKgJRyTUACE6SFPc9mvMyQV3L4zyNiTtnyWN9JjovRs
https://www.ict.go.cr/es/noticias-destacadas-2/1717-ict-trabaja-en-busca-de-la-reapertura-aerea-y-de-fuentes-economicas-para-el-sector.html
https://www.ict.go.cr/es/noticias-destacadas-2/1717-ict-trabaja-en-busca-de-la-reapertura-aerea-y-de-fuentes-economicas-para-el-sector.html
https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/costa-rica-negocia-para-entrar-en-burbuja-turistica-que-organiza-australia
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Foreign Minister to be part of a “tourist bubble” called “First Movers”. The goal is 
to reach unprecedented markets such as the Oceanic, the Middle East, the Nordic 
countries, and Eastern Europe. The initiative is motivated by the poor management 
of the health crisis in the United States, main source of foreign tourists in Costa 
Rica.

As for national tourism, ICT is working to constantly update the “Vamos a Tur-
istear” website, the gateway to disseminating offers aimed at Costa Rican tourists. 
With the slogan “Conoce tu país” or “Know your country”, destinations and activ-
ities that can be done on short trips are promoted. The marketing strategy used is 
to show the Costa Rican cultural, gastronomic, and natural diversity through a cor-
relate of closeness and familiarity.

CANATUR, for its part, has endorsed the demand in the Legislative Assembly 
to transfer national holidays to the following Monday from this year and 2021. Pro-
cessed under file 21,941, the proposed law reform aims to extend weekends to three 
days. In this way, Costa Ricans would have an incentive to take advantage of tourist 
offers in national destinations. Rejected in the first of the two debates, opposing 
deputies argue that the double payment obligation on national holidays should first 
be suspended.

The business sector proposal

On June 5, the Costa Rican Union of Chambers and Associations of the Private 
Business Sector (UCCAEP), the main representative body of the large Costa Rican 
business community, gave the President of the Republic the Employment”. The text 
includes 113 actions that the UCAEEP considers vital to reactivate the economy 
within two years. The document is signed by 48 associations, chambers, and feder-
ations from nine economic sectors: agriculture, trade, foreign trade, construction, 
financial, industrial, technology and innovation, transport, and tourism. The repre-
sentation of the tourism sector was made up of CANATUR, the Costa Rican Cham-
ber of Health (PROMED), the Costa Rican Chamber of Hotels (CCH) and the Costa 
Rican Chamber of Restaurants and Related (CACORE).

The main goal of the proposal is to create a “climate of confidence” in the busi-
ness sector that increases investment and employment to reactivate the economy. 
The text is organized in two chapters, the first brings together 12 cross-cutting topics 

https://www.larepublica.net/noticia/costa-rica-negocia-para-entrar-en-burbuja-turistica-que-organiza-australia
https://www.vamosaturistear.com/index.html
https://www.vamosaturistear.com/index.html
https://www.crhoy.com/economia/canatur-pide-no-atrasar-proyecto-para-trasladar-feriados-a-lunes/
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that the UCCAEP and all its affiliates consider key to revive the economy. In the 
second chapter, each sector points out specific and immediate requests that depend 
on what is proposed in the first chapter.

The 12 cross-cutting topics included in the document are: 

•	Building trust
•	Credit offer
•	Procedures Management
•	 Institutional efficiency
•	Reduce Informality
•	Fiscal deficit, Education
•	Establish crisis management centre
•	Public employment law
•	Public-Private Partnerships
•	Citizen Security, Port Situation.

Actually, the 12 cross-cutting topics synthesize the structural reforms that the UC-
CAEP has demanded in recent history and can be summarized in: reduction of 
fiscal and social burdens; closing public institutions and cutting state person-
nel; participation in the drafting of public policy together with the promotion 
of public-private alliances; make labour and environmental legislation more 
flexible; and repression of common crime and smuggling.

The first thing that stands out about the document is that it is written as a list 
of requests. It lacks justification or even an explanation of why those measures are 
urgent. The interpretation that emerges from the document is that businessmen con-
sider themselves victims of the public apparatus. Made explicit when demands “to 
stop tax harassment and threatening messages to the private sector” (pg. 9).

In the labour topic, the document proposes to combat unemployment and infor-
mality with measures that undermine current labour legislation. Among the most 
relevant “Updating the working hours’ law to allow exceptions according to the 
needs of the parties, allowing the part-time contract” (pg. 15) and “adapting the pub-
lic employment law to encourage efficiency and discipline in the public official” (pg. 
18). Although the latter does not give further details on which points of the General 
Law of Public Employment must be amended. UCCAEP demands that there is no 
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progress with initiatives that would strengthen the work of the Ministry of Labour: 
“stop the legislative siege with the law to strengthen labour inspection” (pg. 10).

Also, UCCAEP asks to restructure public education according to the productive 
sector. They consider that the State must guarantee more resources to preschool and 
school education (pg. 17), to subsequently align professional and technical training 
with market needs.

Likewise, a general adaptation to current environmental regulations is proposed. 
They explicitly request “to eradicate the environmental siege” (pg. 23), since they 
consider that the current environmental provisions make an adequate “business cli-
mate” impossible.

The promotion of public-private alliances is the axis that articulates the set of 
ideas of UCCAEP, that reaches tourism activity. Along with greater labour flexibil-
ity and a reduction in environmental legislation, public-private partnerships would 
be “a mechanism to execute more constructions...” (pg. 19). These alliances are con-
sidered fundamental in the “development of regulatory plans, especially in the can-
tons where the 32 Tourist Development Centers are located” (pg. 41). With special 
mention to the “titling of properties registered in favour of the State in Tortuguero 
and the South Caribbean” (pg. 41) 30. At the same time, a reduction in paperwork is 
appealed to obtain construction permits (pg. 12).

What is Coming?

It is difficult to predict what the post pandemic scenario will be in Costa Rica. June 
was a turbulent month. The number of positive cases continues to rise; the first two 
weeks of July have broken records. The threat of expansion of community contagion 
looms. Despite the adverse reactions in the coastal communities, the health minister 
remains firm in the decision to keep the beaches closed.

Meanwhile, the pressure to adopt measures that facilitate commerce and eco-
nomic activity is increasingly stronger. The actions of the ICT are aimed at a gradual 
return to the renormalize the tourism activity. Pressure groups demand extraordi-
nary measures that transcend the current situation. The social and political climate 

30   The South Caribbean stands out on the tourist map as the destination with has the most protected territory 
per square kilometer. Previously it had been described as through a bill, the reduction of the protected space was 
intended in favor of a private use of the space.

http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1106/caribe-sur-costa-rica-un-escenario-abierto
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in Costa Rica is polarized. The route of attention to the pandemic crisis is still open 
to sudden changes, the second semester of the year will be decisive, and we will see 
what orientations predominate. 

References:

INEC (2020). Encuesta Continua de Empleo (ECE) I Trimestre 2020. Comparación interanual. 
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POLICIES TO REACTIVATE TOURISM IN CENTRAL AMERICA:  
WILL THE OLD MODEL RETURN?
Angélica Duarte31  

The COVID-19 pandemic challenged the model of tourism that was being developed 
in Central America since the early ‘90s. An industry in constant growth that today 
faces its worst crisis in history. The loss of thousands of jobs, the closure of compa-
nies and borders, in other words, the uncertainty, have brought to public debate how 
tourism activity is understood. Today we talk about reactivation and recovery, but 
will the old model return, given these uncertain scenarios?

Health and economic outlook in the region

2020 will be, with no doubt, remembered as one of the most complex and cata-
strophic years of the 21st century. The COVID19 pandemic has killed more than 
770,000 people worldwide (as of mid-August), with historic unemployment rates and 
an unprecedented global economic crisis. On the other hand, the consequences of 
this pandemic have not been equally experienced around the world, as inequality is 
still prevalent and is threatening to deepen even more in the coming times.

The Central American region is one of those world regions where economic 
vulnerability encounters a fragile political-institutional framework. The picture for 
businesses, workers and economic activities in general is uncertain and discour-
aging. The COVID-19’s impact will cause the region to experience a significant 
decline at least for the next two years, high unemployment rates and economic re-
covery policies that are still unpredictable and fairly scattered.

Tourism is one of the activities that has been most affected in recent months 
with the closure of borders, airports and other restrictions that have meant the to-
tal absence of tourists. In Central America, tourism has become one of the main 
sources of foreign exchange, employment generation and foreign investment. The 
importance of this activity in relation to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has also 

31   Angélica Duarte is a PhD student in Rural Development at the Autonomous Metropolitan University UAM- 
Xochimilco, México City, and Alba Sud collaborator. This article was published in Alba Sud on August 31, 2020. 
English translation by Laura Moreno.
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been important and has been in constant growth. However, COVID19 seems to have 
challenged this model of tourism.

In the Central American region, the situation is uncertain, as health restrictions 
continue in most countries. So far, the COVID19 infection curve continues to rise 
in most countries. According to compiled data by the Coordination Centre for 
the Prevention of Disasters in Central America and the Dominican Republic 
(CEPREDENAC) and provided by the health authorities of each country, the region 
had a cumulative total of 322,737 positive cases and 7,939 deaths on the 13th of 
August.

At the most recent extraordinary virtual meeting of Heads of State of the Cen-
tral American Integration System (SICA) held on 12 March, several contingency 
measures against the coronavirus were proposed in an attempt to harmonize health 
policies against the virus. From this meeting a Regional Contingency Plan was pub-
lished which remains in place to date and which includes the following measures:

•	 Joint negotiation for the purchase of medicines and medical supplies.
•	Central American humanitarian corridor.
•	Funding of more than U$1.9 billion with the Central American Bank for 

Economic Integration (CABEI).
•	Purchase of more than 180,000 COVID-19 tests for SICA member countries
•	Regional Humanitarian Assistance Mechanism.
•	Regional Economic Impact Study.
•	Generation of a System of Regional Economic Indicators.

These measures must certainly be contrasted with each country’s context since the 
management of these measures at the domestic level has been very different. In 
Nicaragua’s case, for example, real-time data about the health situation have been 
quite questioned, even by the World Health Organization authorities. Also, in recent 
days the Nicaraguan government announced that the Ministry of Health would be 
providing COVID-19 tests to people who need to travel outside the country for $150. 
Similarly, all those seeking to enter the country will be required to provide a nega-
tive COVID-19 certificate to authorize their entry.

On the other hand, these new measures have recently generated a humanitarian 
crisis on some of Nicaragua’s borders, as hundreds of Nicaraguans have decided to 

https://www.sica.int/coronavirus/plan
https://www.laprensa.com.ni/2020/06/03/nacionales/2681134-oms-estamos-preocupados-por-la-situacion-de-la-enfermedad-en-paises-como-nicaragua
https://confidencial.com.ni/minsa-cobrara-150-dolares-por-realizar-pruebas-para-covid-19/
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return home, pushed by the loss of jobs and the difficult situation they are facing, es-
pecially in Costa Rica. About 600 people were prevented from entering Nicaragua’s 
southern border for weeks because they did not have a COVID-19 negative test.

In May,  a regional trade crisis also arose due to Costa Rica’s refusal to allow 
Central American cargo carriers to enter the country, testing positive for COVID19. 
This unilateral measure led to the closure of borders with Nicaragua and affected 
intraregional trade for weeks. Finally, through negotiations in the SICA’s Advisory 
Committee on Economic Integration, this situation was resolved and commercial 
land travel resumed. These situations show that in reality, each country has de-
cided to put its political and economic interests first, above regional coordination 
strategies.

Meanwhile, the economic outlook for the Central American region is not prom-
ising either. On the 30th of April, the Central American Economic Integration 
Secretary (SIECA) published the report Estimation of the Economic Impact of 
COVID19 in Central America and the Dominican Republic. The document provides 
a future-oriented analysis of the main economic indicators in the region, taking into 
account the contingency measures regarding the coronavirus that have paralyzed 
exports, tourism, consumption and mobility, among other fundamental elements of 
a country’s economy.

One of the main indicators is the decrease in Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 
which in the case of Central America this report estimated to be -2.9% by March and 
-6.9% by April. In this sense, the impact of the economic decrease is also reflected 
in the significant reduction of the remittances for some countries in the region. This 
is an important indicator considering that remittances represent the main source of 
income for millions of households and one of the main sources of foreign exchange 
for states.

https://semanariouniversidad.com/mundo/centroamerica/gobierno-nicaraguense-cierra-frontera-de-penas-blancas-y-transportistas-panamenos-cierran-frontera-sur/
https://semanariouniversidad.com/mundo/centroamerica/gobierno-nicaraguense-cierra-frontera-de-penas-blancas-y-transportistas-panamenos-cierran-frontera-sur/
https://www.sica.int/download/?121935
https://www.sica.int/download/?121935
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Figure 1. 
Projected economic growth for the SICA region Annual change in GDP (%) 
2020-2021
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The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) is-
sued a COVID-19 Special Report, updating the economic expectations for the re-
gion. Its findings stated that: “The demand for tourism services has been reduced 
in all the sub-regions of Latin America and the Caribbean. If comparing the first 
quarter of 2020 with the same period in 2019, international tourist arrivals decreased 
by 35% in South America, 39% in the Caribbean and 35% in Central America”. On 
the other hand, “the greatest impact occurs in services such as tourism, aviation, ac-
commodation, restaurants, entertainment and commerce, excepts for supermarkets, 
pharmacies and other services considered essential by the concerned country”.

Therefore, the updated ECLAC projections for Latin America in terms of declin-
ing GDP are even more discouraging. Based on “The impact of ongoing processes 
is estimated by ECLAC to decline by an average of 9.1% in 2020 for the region as 
a whole, with decreases of 9.4% in South America, 8.4% in Central America and 
Mexico, and 7.9% in the Caribbean.”

https://www.sica.int/download/?121935
https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/45782/1/S2000471_es.pdf
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Figure 2. 
Summary of endogenous variables projections for the forecast model in 
Central America
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Given this scenario, SICA has recently been actively involved in developing re-
gional strategies aimed at boosting tourism and the regional economy in general, 
but these are only projections since most countries are still in quarantine and with 
restrictive measures.

Policies to reactive tourism in Central America

As we have seen, the dramatic fall in Central American tourism has caused histori-
cal losses in foreign exchange and jobs for all States. However, the nature of this new 

https://www.sica.int/download/?121935
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Coronavirus has also presented unprecedented challenges in an industry that relies 
on travel and human interaction. Therefore, when thinking about the reactivation 
of tourism, inevitably discussions also emerge about the new measures that should 
regulate this activity, for a short term recovery. 

In this context, at the last meeting of the Central American Council of Tour-
ism (CCT) Nicaragua assumed the pro tempore presidency of this organization, as 
well as the one from Central American Tourism Promotion Agency (CATA). This 
meeting analysed the current situation of the industry and the recovery policies that 
are being considered for a post-pandemic scenario. These measures are also coor-
dinated with the Central American Secretary for Tourism Integration (SITCA).

The proposed measures already being considered by these regional bodies are 
related to the creation of a quality and sustainable tourism certification. This would 
seek to position Central America as a safe region or “CovidFree”, which allows tour-
ists to travel safely. To comply with these measures, companies will have to invest in 
biosafety protocols if they want in order to be eligible for this regional certification.

On the other hand, it is also stated that the Central American region is the sec-
ond most important market in the region, so the commitment to proximity tour-
ism, particularly in regional terms, would be one of the short-term goals. The busi-
ness associations and tourism ministries of the different countries have positioned 
themselves against these approaches. Although a consensus seems to have emerged 
around some of the measures, the impact of the pandemic has had different intensity 
in each country, so the adaptability rate of these new tourism policies remains to be 
determined.

What is the position of the Central American business chambers?

In Nicaragua, the recovery prospects for the tourism sector are more discouraging 
than in the rest of the region. Since 2018 with the socio-political crisis, the country 
has been suffering from a deep recession that has reduced the arrival of foreign 
tourists and therefore foreign exchange earnings. The Coronavirus pandemic only 
exacerbates the fragile situation in which this industry is placed.

A few months ago, the National Chamber of Tourism of Nicaragua (CANA-
TUR)launched a statement proposing to the government several measures to mit-
igate the complicated situation faced by the country’s tourism companies. Some 

http://www.apple.com/
http://www.apple.com/
https://www.vostv.com.ni/economia/13107-canatur-pide-al-gobierno-gomar-medidas-para-salvar/
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of the measures they proposed included lowering amounts and suspending social 
security contributions for six months, accepting the temporary suspension of con-
tracts, modifying working hours, cancelling electricity payments for five months, 
and stopping income tax payments, among others. The government’s response was 
never received so neither of these measures was effectively implemented.

Regarding the tourism policies reactivation, one of the main concerns of the 
tourism chambers in Nicaragua has to do with the protocols announced by the gov-
ernment at the reopening of the Managua airport. The government’s demands on 
airlines involve companies receiving negative COVID19 tests from passengers 72 
hours in advance. This requirement also applies to crew members, who must also 
present a negative test for Coronavirus within this period, even if they are only tran-
siting the country.

According to Lucy Valenti, president of CANATUR,  these demands, both to 
commercial airlines and charter flights, could be a strong reason why the airlines 
have not yet decided to resume their flights to and from Nicaragua.  In this context, 
she stated: “It’s not that they don’t want to comply, it’s that they are unable to meet 
these requirements and if they don’t make them more flexible, they don’t talk to or 
reach a consensus with their regional counterparts, it’s going to be very difficult for 
the airlines to start operations in Nicaragua”.

The Government of Nicaragua, through the Nicaraguan Institute of Tourism 
(INTUR), presented some initiatives aiming to reactivate tourism in the country. 
According to Anasha Campbell, co-director of INTUR,  there will be a commit-
ment to national tourism in the short term “ In other words, the tourism that the 
same Nicaraguans do as we travel to the different destinations and tourist attractions 
of our country. That will be all in 2020 and the first half of 2021,” she announced. 
So, in the mid-term, “we will be focused on regional tourism, which is the Central 
American region, as it has always been our main market. Between 67 and 70% of the 
tourists who come to Nicaragua are from the Central American region”. Therefore, 
the idea is that this will become a reality in the second half of 2021 and throughout 
the year 2022.

In the long term, i.e. during the years 2023 to 2025, international tourism is 
expected to recover, but with certain aspects that are already being analysed by IN-
TUR: “What all tourism experts do discuss on an international level, and what we 
have also seen, is that when the tourist industry is reactivated, the tendency is for 

https://www.laprensa.com.ni/2020/08/06/economia/2705185-aerolineas-empiezan-a-prorrogar-hasta-octubre-el-retorno-de-sus-vuelos-a-nicaragua
https://www.laprensa.com.ni/2020/08/06/economia/2705185-aerolineas-empiezan-a-prorrogar-hasta-octubre-el-retorno-de-sus-vuelos-a-nicaragua
https://www.laprensa.com.ni/2020/08/06/economia/2705185-aerolineas-empiezan-a-prorrogar-hasta-octubre-el-retorno-de-sus-vuelos-a-nicaragua
https://www.el19digital.com/articulos/ver/titulo:104541-nicaragua-reactivara-turismo-aplicando-protocolos-de-bioseguridad-por-la-pandemia
https://www.el19digital.com/articulos/ver/titulo:104541-nicaragua-reactivara-turismo-aplicando-protocolos-de-bioseguridad-por-la-pandemia
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people to fly shorter distances to closer destinations. First within your own country 
and then what is much closer to you, what they call local flights or local tourism,” 
according to the Institute’s co-director.

In the case of Costa Rica, the business association has met with the government 
to coordinate measures to reactivate the sector. As part of this “new normality”, the 
National Chamber of Tourism (CANATUR), representing the strongest business 
sector, asked the government to allow more tourism services in order to achieve 
greater economic recovery. These demands were aimed at reducing the abrupt de-
cline of this industry, which represents 6.3% of the Gross Domestic Product. How-
ever, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused more than $2.5 billion in losses to the 
sector, according to data from the National Chamber of Hotels and Economic and 
Financial Advisors (CEFSA).

Similarly, on the 5th of June, the Costa Rican business community sent a pro-
posal to the President of the Government, Carlos Alvarado, which they named 
“Pact for Employment”. The sociologist Arturo Silva highlighted this proposal in 
an article for Alba Sud: “The text includes 113 actions that the business community 
considers as crucial to reactivate the economy within two years. The document is 
signed by 48 associations, chambers and federations from nine economic sectors: 
agriculture, trade, foreign trade, construction, finance, industry, technology and in-
novation, transport and tourism [...] In fact, the 12 cross-cutting themes summarize 
the structural reforms that the UCCAEP has demanded recently and can be synthe-
sized as follows: reduction of tax and social charges; closure of public institutions 
and cutbacks in state personnel; participation in the formulation of public policy 
together with the promotion of public-private partnerships; flexibility in labour and 
environmental legislation; and repression of common crime and smuggling”.

The commitment of the private tourism sector in Costa Rica includes new possi-
bilities that contrast with the traditional tourist profile that used to visit the country. 
For example, one of the current options concerning the coronavirus is to integrate the 
so-called “Travel Bubbles” into the offer. This concept aims to attract tourists who 
want to get away from the areas with the highest incidence of COVID19. This re-
quires positioning the country’s tourism companies in the management of health and 
biosecurity protocols to generate differentiating factors against their competitors.

Another goal for Post Covid19 tourism in Costa Rica is the so-called “Executive 
Tourism” or high consumption. This model involves the attraction of executives, 

http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1239/crisis-covid-19-en-costa-rica-un-escenario-cada-vez-ms-complejo
http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1239/crisis-covid-19-en-costa-rica-un-escenario-cada-vez-ms-complejo
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entrepreneurs, artists and medium and high-level pensioners, by offering medical 
services, welfare tourism and even teleworking. In this sense, the presidents of CA-
NATUR, Rubén Acón, and the Costa Rican Chamber of Hotels (CCH), Javier Pa-
checo, explained that “there is a growing tendency for this type of visitor to retire, 
for long periods, to quiet places, but with excellent services, so that they don’t have 
to neglect their daily tasks”.

It seems that the Costa Rican business community already assumes that the low 
number of foreign tourists will be a medium and long term concern, so they are 
focusing on niche and high consumption tourism. This situation differs from the 
SICA’s vision at a regional level, which aims to promote proximity tourism between 
Central American countries.

Meanwhile, Costa Rica’s government has announced that it will prioritize the 
recovery of tourism around three fundamental areas. According to President Carlos 
Alvarado: “The immediate actions that the new minister will deploy are the gradual 
and safe opening of international flights; the implementation of tools to mitigate the 
financial problems of companies in the sector, and actions to reactivate the economy, 
always with high health safety standards through permanent communication with 
the health authorities”. In this regard, it is important to mention that a discussion ta-
ble has been set up in Costa Rica between the Government and the tourism business 
association to jointly coordinate these strategies.

In El Salvador, it is estimated that the tourism sector will lose about US$1.1 bil-
lion a decline of 70% to 80% compared to 2019. The Government of El Salvador is 
currently in the middle of an institutional crisis that has not allowed confirmation of 
the dates or phases for the economic reactivation, including tourism. However, some 
non-essential activities are expected to gradually resume from the 24th of August.

Tourism sector representatives have proposed to the government a tax benefit 
plan for the industry. They also requested tax exemption and a six-month extension 
for income payments for the 2019 tax period for tourism companies. This is part of 
a general negotiation that involves reaching an agreement about a recovery plan that 
takes into account the needs of tourism entrepreneurs.

The Salvadorian Ministry of Tourism has announced that progress is being 
made concerning the biosecurity protocols that will regulate the reactivation of tour-
ism activity. Minister Morena Váldez stated that: “We have been working with the 
tourism sector for several weeks on the biosecurity protocols for transport, accom-

https://realestatemarket.com.mx/noticias/turismo/29012-costa-rica-contempla-a-viajeros-ejecutivos-de-larga-estancia-para-reactivacion-turistica
https://realestatemarket.com.mx/noticias/turismo/29012-costa-rica-contempla-a-viajeros-ejecutivos-de-larga-estancia-para-reactivacion-turistica
https://realestatemarket.com.mx/noticias/turismo/29012-costa-rica-contempla-a-viajeros-ejecutivos-de-larga-estancia-para-reactivacion-turistica
https://www.milenio.com/internacional/turismo-costa-rica-busca-contrarrestar-afectaciones-covid-19
https://www.milenio.com/internacional/turismo-costa-rica-busca-contrarrestar-afectaciones-covid-19
https://revistaturismoyviajes.com/2020/07/02/el-turismo-apuesta-a-la-reactivacion-en-el-salvador/
https://revistaturismoyviajes.com/2020/07/02/el-turismo-apuesta-a-la-reactivacion-en-el-salvador/
https://www.corsatur.gob.sv/el-salvador-listo-con-protocolos-de-bioseguridad-para-la-reactivacion-de-la-industria-turistica/
https://www.corsatur.gob.sv/el-salvador-listo-con-protocolos-de-bioseguridad-para-la-reactivacion-de-la-industria-turistica/
https://www.corsatur.gob.sv/el-salvador-listo-con-protocolos-de-bioseguridad-para-la-reactivacion-de-la-industria-turistica/
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modation, food, recreation and information, which are key to safely reopening the 
sector, guaranteeing the health and lives of Salvadorans”.

Meanwhile,  the Government of El Salvador announced the exemption of two 
important taxes for all tourism companies. The special 5% contribution used for the 
promotion of tourism was not paid for three months. Similarly, an extension of 30 
days for the payment of the income tax (ISR) for this industry was granted. On the 
other hand, since the beginning of the quarantine in the country, the government 
started to rent more than 40 hotels to be transformed into shelters for people who 
entered the country after the state of emergency was declared.

In Guatemala, the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in the total or partial clo-
sure of 82% of tourist businesses. According to the Association for Research and 
Social Studies (ASIES), “restaurants have suffered a 72% drop in sales, airlines 75% 
and travel agencies 80%, for an overall 82% average decrease in sales in the tourism 
sector [...]”. Furthermore, on average 27 percent of “tourism-related workers were 
fired, estimated at 457,100 jobs in 2019.”

Certainly, the impact of COVID-19 in Guatemala has also been profound, as in 
the rest of the countries in the region. Especially considering that tourism in this 
country was constantly growing. According to the Guatemalan Tourism Institute 
(INGUAT), it is estimated that 2,559,599 foreign visitors will arrive in 2019, repre-
senting a total foreign income of 1,249 million dollars.

The Chamber of Guatemala Tourism (CAMTUR) has considered domestic 
tourism as a short term alternative to help the industry recover and avoid further job 
losses. Accordingly, Luis Rey, president of this guild, presented a proposal to reac-
tivate the tourism sector in four different phases:

•	Emergency
•	Economic Reactivation of the Tourism Sector
•	Consolidation and Economic Growth
•	Biosecurity protocols for tourism (must be approved by the city’s Medical 

Council and subsequently by the Health Ministry)

In this sense, Guatemala is also committed to this trend of certifying tourist desti-
nations under biosecurity protocols or “safe destinations”. This implies permanent 
inter-institutional coordination with the State. For this reason, while tourism ac-

https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk01BTXSN6Ue1xTRz6r74kka90ZCX3Q%3A1597809815154&source=hp&ei=l6Q8X53DBorXtAb7j66wBw&q=gobierno+de+el+salvador+exencion+tributos+turismo&oq=gobierno+de+el+salvador+exencion+tributos+turismo&gs_lcp=CgZwc3ktYWIQ
https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk01BTXSN6Ue1xTRz6r74kka90ZCX3Q%3A1597809815154&source=hp&ei=l6Q8X53DBorXtAb7j66wBw&q=gobierno+de+el+salvador+exencion+tributos+turismo&oq=gobierno+de+el+salvador+exencion+tributos+turismo&gs_lcp=CgZwc3ktYWIQ
https://www.eleconomista.net/economia/El-82--de-las-empresas-turisticas-de-Guatemala-cerraron-por-la-covid-19-20200728-0019.html
https://www.eleconomista.net/economia/El-82--de-las-empresas-turisticas-de-Guatemala-cerraron-por-la-covid-19-20200728-0019.html
https://republica.gt/2020/07/15/sector-turismo-busca-resucitar-a-guatemala-corazon-del-mundo-maya/
https://republica.gt/2020/07/15/sector-turismo-busca-resucitar-a-guatemala-corazon-del-mundo-maya/
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tivity remains suspended, the central government has set up specific support pro-
grammes, such as the Capital Protection Fund through the Crédito Hipotecario 
Nacional bank. Likewise, INGUAT has developed a “guide to good health practices 
for COVID-19 “. Lastly, a Tourism Advisory Board has been activated, conformed 
by different ministries, the chambers of commerce, industry and tourism, as well as 
airlines, the Association of Journalists of Guatemala, hotels and tour operators.

In Honduras, the coronavirus crisis has caused losses of more than a billion 
dollars and the loss of around 100,000 jobs, according to business and government 
data. In this country, tourism represents approximately 6.5% of the national GDP 
and where about 90% of the touristic companies are micro, small and medium en-
terprises. This reveals a bleak picture for the industry in general and resembles the 
reality in nearby countries. 

The tourism entrepreneurs grouped in the National Chamber of Tourism (CA-
NATURH) presented an Emergency Plan to the Government to help minimize the 
impact of COVID19  on employment and company finances. They have requested 
the creation of “a guarantee fund” to back up the credits of tourism companies with 
“preferential and long term rates”, as the sector will not achieve recovery for another 
year or two. They have also requested the reopening of the sector under all biosecu-
rity conditions to avoid further losses.

The recovery plan for the tourism industry in Honduras is still not completely 
clear. On the one hand, in June, a joint plan was announced  between the Tour-
ism Ministry and the National Chamber of Tourism to establish “alliances” that 
would prevent further job losses, establish protocols to reactivate different business-
es depending on the stages of the economic reopening and that would be prioritizing 
national tourism in the absence of foreign visitors.

However, in August, the Minister of Tourism, Nicolle Marder, told the local 
press that “until the implementation of a tourist pass is announced, it is important to 
understand that this sector of the Honduran economy will not be reactivated”. This 
is because there are still movement restrictions in the country, which are limited by 
identity card digits. Regarding the “tourist pass”, the minister mentioned that this is 
something that “they are considering” for the reactivation of the sector and that this 
would mean that the person could not only move on their assigned day of transit but 
that their hotel reservation would also function as an internal mobility ticket.

So, what we do?

https://realestatemarket.com.mx/noticias/turismo/29072-guatemala-confia-en-la-recuperacion-a-largo-plazo-del-turismo
https://realestatemarket.com.mx/noticias/turismo/29072-guatemala-confia-en-la-recuperacion-a-largo-plazo-del-turismo
https://forbescentroamerica.com/2020/04/02/sector-turistico-de-honduras-estimo-perdida-de-1050-millones-de-dolares/#:~:text=El turismo est%C3%A1 viviendo %E2%80%9Cla,(1.050 millones de d%C3%B3lares).
https://forbescentroamerica.com/2020/04/02/sector-turistico-de-honduras-estimo-perdida-de-1050-millones-de-dolares/#:~:text=El turismo est%C3%A1 viviendo %E2%80%9Cla,(1.050 millones de d%C3%B3lares).
https://forbescentroamerica.com/2020/06/12/honduras-busca-reactivar-turismo-que-ha-perdido-1048-millones-de-dolares/
https://www.laprensa.hn/honduras/1401137-410/reapertura-turismo-honduras-covid-coronavirus-pandemia-nicolle-marder-
https://www.laprensa.hn/honduras/1401137-410/reapertura-turismo-honduras-covid-coronavirus-pandemia-nicolle-marder-
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Final thoughts

The pandemic has completely transformed tourism in all dimensions, and this con-
text could lead to an increase in precariousness and dispossession processes, or, on 
the contrary, it could represent an opportunity to improve forms of tourism man-
agement that lead to an equitable, sustainable and inclusive model. An industry that 
considers collective and territorial rights, the socio-environmental justice of the ter-
ritories where it is based and sustainability.

The global hegemonic tourism models seem to keep opting for tourist services 
elitization. Some destinations are already starting to implement the safe travels cer-
tification presented by the World Travel and Tourism Council, which intends to 
align and homogenize the future tourism. The large tourism companies that can de-
velop financial strategies with credit lines and proposals for negotiation with banks 
are those that show an interest in accelerating the tourism reactivation. 

However, this excludes small and medium-sized tourism initiatives from these 
proposals for immediate revival, as they have to be proposed and subjected to rig-
orous inspection processes. They do not have the same opportunities to renegotiate 
or obtain new credit lines. New migration control measures and health controls that 
will affect the ability of tourists to pay, will also have to be considered. On the other 
hand, recovery proposals in Central America are focused on tax exemptions, service 
fee reductions, and tax deferrals. But little has been said about the workers’ vulner-
ability in this pandemic context, who have been most affected by staff reductions, 
job insecurity and lack of government support during periods of unemployment. 
Measures and regulations have not been proposed for the protection of employ-
ment, avoid the precariousness of work and defend labour and social security rights. 
In other words, the narrative of the reactivation or recovery of Central American 
tourism exclusively refers to the rescue of tourism companies, the coordination of 
regional policies, and the search for a new, increasingly elitist, tourist profile. How-
ever, proposals for regional labour policies that protects those who really support 
this industry, the workers in the sector, are still pending.

This pandemic context is a turning point for Central American tourism. It is 
time to rethink the conducting tourism methods, it is also time to build new hope in 
tourism management, that is, a comprehensive and holistic model based on a social 
and environmental ethic, diversified and capable of withstanding the crisis cycles. 

So, what we do?

https://wttc.org/COVID-19/SafeTravels-Stamp-and-Assets
https://wttc.org/COVID-19/SafeTravels-Stamp-and-Assets
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POSTCOVID-19 TOURISM: SHOULD WE GO BACK TO THE SAME?
Daniel Hiernaux-Nicolas32  

The World Tourism Organization’s official announcement that international tourism 
could show a decline of up to 30% in this year 2020 is most likely too optimistic 
(UNWTO, 2020), as two billion people are confined to their homes. Moreover, the 
world economy is stopped to a large extent until a crisis is resolved, whose vector is 
still very poorly known and its remedy among the good wishes of a science incapa-
ble of solving it in the short or medium term. Such a paradox that global capitalism’s 
invitation to greater mobility, to enjoy a world freed from its borders, has collapsed 
in a brief time!

Our world has radically changed: the house becoming a “bunker”, as the re-
searcher Alicia Lindón (2006) stated years ago, has become a reality to a degree 
that is still difficult to assume. There have been invitations to invest in the house to 
practice restorative cocooning of daily life pressures and work pressures33. That the 
house is the last refuge from a violent, complex, tormented world, could perhaps be 
acceptable to many. However, it becoming the only burrow of the human being, is 
something much challenging to assimilate.

Simultaneously, the evolution of technology has long led to an acceleration of in-
novations to produce electronic devices designed to connect with others, solve work 
online, or buy goods from a distance and receive them home. The devices that make 
the dwelling “intelligent”, which supposedly offer more lavish facilities for living 
everyday life at home, have not only multiplied in the last decade but have also made 
it possible to live in a more cloistered way, like medieval monks. It could be a kind 
of capitalist Nirvana, whose enjoyment can be advised by online coaches and mobile 
apps that offer relaxation techniques.

32  Daniel Hiernaux-Nicolas is a professor at the Faculty of Political and Social Sciences (FCPyS) of the 
Autonomous University of Querétaro, Mexico. This article was published in Alba Sud on April 29, 2020. English 
translation by Núria Abellan.

33    Cocooning is a neologism coined by Faith Popcorn (sic), futurologist, trend seeker and marketing consultant 
at the end of the 1980s, which is defined as the “… tendency for the individual to socialize less and less and to 
retire to their home, which converts in his strength” (information retrieved from Wikipedia).

So, what we do?

https://www.unwto.org/es/turismo-covid-19
https://www.unwto.org/es/turismo-covid-19
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Simultaneously, travel has deepened personal mobility through a relative de-
crease in flight prices, a cheaper accommodation offered through AirBnB-type plat-
forms, and multiple mechanisms. Thus, along with a growing voluntary domestic 
withdrawal, the potential of travelling for fun has spread as an escape from unbri-
dled rhythms of life at work and in everyday life.

Such world mobility expansion has, in turn, been exploited by capitalism to re-
duce its costs and overcome difficult moments of crisis. Capitalism looks for the 
places where production costs are the lowest, to identify the most exploitable com-
munities through labour processes that seem to be traced back to the Middle Ages. 
They are some of the most widely applied strategies to get out of capitalism’s re-
dundant crises since the late eighties. Even so, significant and stable growth has not 
been recovered in developed economies, and improvement is observable in the world 
economy’s macroeconomic indicators. Instead, improvement has been induced by 
China’s extremely rapid growth and a few countries that have once again revitalised, 
albeit partially, the world economy.

In this scheme, international tourism has been managed as significant support 
for the world economy and the employment figures. Moreover, participation in the 
Global Output has been its best brand image, particularly for countries that seek to 
integrate into the core of contemporary capitalism. Eastern Europe countries, the 
contour of the Mediterranean, and some Latin American countries such as Mexico 
or Brazil that have become tourist powers have emerged magnified in their macro-
economic results due to international tourism’s rapid growth.

In this context, the global spread from the initial Chinese focus of the virus 
known as COVID-19, has come to break the capitalist economy’s idyll with contin-
ued growth. With skyrocketing hour-by-hour death and reanimation statistics, the 
pandemic offers terrifying images of a world that has been dislodged to its founda-
tions. Reports from international agencies already relate an unprecedented global 
crisis with effects in all countries. Therefore, it is worth reflecting in more detail on 
the impact of COVID-19 on tourism, possibly one of the most affected sets of glo-
balised activities.

We must remember that travel brings together almost all economic branches, 
so the magnitude of the crisis, which means the almost total paralysis of local and 
international travel, is much more severe than the numbers indicate. Statistics have 
always been weak due to lack of adequate information coverage, not only at the 
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global level but also at the national and local. A possible manipulation of informa-
tion at a national and international level neither should be dismissed. The available 
data is essentially on international tourism, with indicators such as hotel capacity, 
air movements, nights/tourists, and tourist arrivals by airports34. Although the fall in 
these activities is substantial, the interest goes more to the multiplier effect: for each 
job in a hotel, it is estimated that three jobs are created in related activities, such as 
ground transportation, souvenirs sales, among others. Although being available, all 
the activities that are not considered the tourist trip’s essence are not registered as 
such.

We are talking about entire battalions of people who work in micro-enterprises 
or the isolated worker’s total informality (car usher, seller of clothes or food on the 
beach, etcetera). We know little about that, except that when tourism is booming, 
tourist destinations are invaded. These people are part of what the Brazilian geog-
rapher Milton Santos (1976) called “the lower circuit of the urban economy”, in 
this case, the tourist economy. These are people who have been made invisible by 
the lack of activity deriving from the current context of official measures that urge 
citizens to stay at home.

The problem emanating from this observation is that the knowledge we have 
about tourism is based on formality, on companies recognised as such, not on the 
“little hands” that are used in this sector. Furthermore, most employment in so-
called “formal” companies is temporary, seasonal, and very poorly paid, as stated 
by Ernest Cañada (2015). Those were the first people to become invisible without 
further compensation, joining the health crisis victims’ ranks.

The tourism crisis is essentially due to a mobility crisis, the result of which the 
widely used strategy against the virus is “stay at home”. Thus, all activities that 
could be risky due to its possible spread are cancelled. The latter include avoiding 
meetings of people -from the usual going to a restaurant to the cancellation of the To-
kyo 2020 Olympic games- not moving, thus returning to an almost medieval model 
of population control in their arrivals and departures from human settlements. It has 
been seen in the entry closures in towns, brigades of residents stopping the entranc-
es and exits. In short, the imposition of a confinement model. As Néstor García 

34    For domestic or national tourism, the data are mere estimates in most countries.
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Canclini has indicated in a recent article, all of this entails severe risks for democra-
cy, individual freedoms and the possibility of becoming a new form of governance35.

Public policies and corporate pressures for a return to “normality”

It is almost impossible to determine a plausible post-virus scenario for tourism. An 
almost certain situation is that all governments will be pressured by factual tour-
ism powers, which are the large hotel chains and airline lines among other actors, 
shielded by the “magnificent macroeconomic results” of the misnamed “smokeless 
industry”. The Secretary of Tourism of Mexico, Miguel Torruco Márquez recently 
mentioned that it is essential to reactivate the Mexican tourism sector because its 
trade surplus of 12 billion dollars a year is equivalent to the oil industry’s deficit. The 
latter is an excellent example of an economistic discourse that ignores the magnitude 
of social problems.

The tourism image has been sold through the corresponding ministries to the 
population and potential international tourists through multimillion-dollar advertis-
ing campaigns. Thus, it becomes clear that proposals to return to the previous state 
–a free movement of tourists– will receive the go-ahead of most of the population, 
leading to an extraordinarily high approval level.

Moreover, the ones rendered invisible will applaud these measures, yearning for 
a return to work at any cost. At the end of the day, the population legitimately wishes 
to exit its four walls, eager to restart the pursuit of the imaginary of happiness that 
has been patiently built by the imaginal engineering of tourism companies and by 
tourists themselves. The virus has located such imaginations in parentheses through 
restricting mobility. 

However, many questions directly haunt us of this apparent victory of the current 
tourism model and the possible return to the previous situation, even with precau-
tionary health measures.

In the first instance, it is worth remembering that tourism has been a great pred-
ator of nature. Should we continue like this when the need for new environmen-

35    García Canclini states, in a recent interview, that: “What happened before and during the pandemic with the 
technological resources of social control and with the rebellions raises doubts as to whether the current experiment 
with massive teleworking and isolation will be used to inhibit a long time protests (from China to Chile) or they 
can be used to strengthen citizen movements”. Exclusive interview with Clarín, Ñ magazine, April 6, 2020, under 
the title "Will coronavirus crush the other ongoing struggles?" Retrieved 04/26/2020.

https://www.clarin.com/revista-enie/-revolucion-mundial-_0_4pX-ZaJL7.html
https://www.clarin.com/revista-enie/-revolucion-mundial-_0_4pX-ZaJL7.html
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tal awareness and action has been strongly addressed? In a certain way, the health 
emergency has boycotted efforts to raise awareness of climate change and the lack 
of operation in the medium and long term of the current economic model. When 
Greta Thunberg just finished her flimsy boat crossing of the Atlantic in Lisbon on 
December 3, 2019, COVID-19 had already started its sinister epic in Wuhan.

What is the future for cruise ships? Hospitals or floating cemeteries, it is unclear, 
to begin with, that they are still so well seen by tourists. Cruises are criticised for 
their little respect to the environment with the dumping of fuel in the high seas, the 
air pollution by carcinogenic particles from the fuel employed, the damage to coral 
reefs, and sewage discharge and garbage on the high seas. Cruise ships have been 
lethal, as noted within this crisis. However, two major powers in competition in the 
shipping production of cruise ships, Italy and France, both hit hard by the virus, 
will surely oppose by all means a necessary review of the relevance of letting such 
a harmful activity to prosper.

The argument that tourism is an unfailing factor of great wealth is not acceptable 
either. Indeed, in Mexico, for instance, the sector conceals a series of activities that 
generate considerable capital accumulation. Among others, created for the financial 
sector, such as funds of pensions that have been embedded in various activities relat-
ed to tourism. The previous is articulated with particular mistreatment of workers, 
ridiculous salaries, long working hours, absence of days of personal matters, infor-
mal hiring, and absence of social protection, among others. Suppose it is considered 
that an indicator of a country’s wealth is having companies and small groups of 
people that get rich from certain activities such as cruises. In that case, the confusion 
between growth and development remains.

Cruise ships are not the only case in which an unprecedented crisis of confidence 
is emerging regarding the security of destinations, not only of an anti-terrorist na-
ture but also a health one. Is tourism a safe activity? Such a question will adhere to 
the minds of many. The index of confidence in tourism has plummeted (Hosteltur), 
and it is not known whether it can be quickly reversed. Despite this, many believe 
that, with measures such as moving restaurant tables away from each other, putting 
disinfectant alcohol on almost every table and observing strict sanitation in rooms 
or on planes, people will regain confidence, which is doubtful.

Another factor of attention is what type of public policies the states will take to 
support the revival of activity and population response. For example, I bring back 
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the memory of a seminar organised in 1992 by Dr Roger Bergeret at the Autono-
mous University of Guerrero in Mexico, after the start of the first Gulf War. During 
the seminar, business representatives asked the government for full support. They 
suggested that the Mexican population could occupy the empty rooms due to the 
radical reduction in American tourists’ arrival. When asked whether they would 
sell the rooms for the national population at the price at which they used to sell the 
rooms to wholesalers in the United States (around 20 dollars at the time per room/
night), they stated that obviously not, but at the list price in Mexico, thus, between 
80 and 100 dollars. The latter is a blunt example of the attitude by which profit is 
privileged at all costs. Everything seems to indicate that politicians show a partic-
ular fear of provoking the anger of the population, when, according to the French 
secret service, urban rebellions are expected, a situation that the French sociologist 
Michel Maffesoli (2020) considers very likely due to the level of mistrust shown by 
civil societies throughout the world, compared to the attitude of untrusted leaders. 
The political class will neither confront the corporate lobbies that already demand a 
return to “normality” under their terms and conditions.

Finally, unemployment and the loss of resources of many may be factors that 
will affect the official will to allow a prompt reestablishment of activity.

Should we go back to the same? No, a hundred thousand times, no. Ideological-
ly based on accumulation at all costs, mass tourism is not sustainable in any of its 
facets.

Besides, in the context of global touristification that the homonymous book au-
thors have analysed (Cañada and Murray, 2019), a growing tourism phobia has been 
noted (Huete and Mantecón, 2018). Tourismphobia is understood as the rejection 
of tourism due to its effects on communities and localities submerged in invasive 
mass tourism that will start to gain weight if we go back to the previous situation. 
In some towns, notably Venice, local authorities have expressed their reluctance to 
welcome back hordes of tourists as in the past. This factor will undoubtedly have 
significant effects on the expected debates about the future of tourism in the most 
decisive towns.

The myth of tourism, the imaginary of it, has received strong blows in the last 
twenty years. Thus, it is time to reflect on a new tourism ethic based on respect for 
nature, the people residing in tourist sites, tourists and the workers at their service, 
and urbanised spaces as places of life, work and identity that belong to all.
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There are multiple implications, such as not altogether rejecting the possibility of 
declaring a construction moratorium or opening of new hotels in the most crowded 
places. A reflection on the projects’ scale is essential, as well as reconceptualising 
hotel buildings to make them more sustainable within smaller-scale projects (with 
fewer rooms, guests, and activities). Simultaneously, a radical restriction of cruises 
must be proposed, until operating conditions compatible with the social, maritime 
and terrestrial environment are established.

Towards reshaping tourism

In this critical phase of renewal or perhaps re-founding of tourism, it also seems 
essential to focus on national tourism towards a rediscovery of local identities, val-
ues, ​​and wealth. Likewise, it seems essential to promote small-scale, supportive, 
fair/equitable tourism that is respectful of people, places and identities, articulated 
with short cycles of tourist displacement, supply and space integrated into activities. 
In this sense, the reconquest of time through slow tourism, focusing on tourism on 
reduced spaces, would allow progress in the line of solidarity tourism with its inser-
tion territory, which cannot be other than a micro-regional space.

Tourism responds to a subjective desire that articulates the imaginary of the loss 
of the lost paradise and the desire to discover, to know the other. Its management 
and use as means to intensively accumulate wealth, has distorted this mobilisation of 
personal and collective interests towards mobilisation of means to transform it into 
something similar to an economic activity.

It is time to rethink tourism, to give it a new face (not a mask) that makes it kind-
er to the planet. The COVID-19 crisis is a social crisis, not just a pandemic. Hence, 
it is the occasion that forces us to ask ourselves whether we should renew our ac-
ceptance for the current model or reflect on rethinking the very foundations of our 
relationship to tourism.
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FROM THE «COROCLIMATIC VIRUS» TO THE RESTRUCTURING OF THE 
SOCIOECONOMIC SYSTEM. LET’S TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THIS MOMENT
Cati Torres36  

A century ago, the Russian scientist Vladimir Verdnasky warned that “the technical 
and economic activity of the «civilized man» becomes itself a real geochemical force 
which is unknown in the evolution of life on Earth and breaks the secular balance of 
the biosphere”, as reminded by Grinevald (2005; p.405). Almost a hundred of years 
after Verdnasky’s warning, the current health crisis reminds us again of a reality we 
don’t want to look at. This is the reality of the dangerous impacts derived from the 
«geological force» which the industrial civilization metabolism has converted into 
as it makes an intensive use of resources, materials and energy, generates lots of 
waste and emissions and is responsible of important social inequalities. As if it was 
a «silent spring», the Covid-19 crisis today goes through the globalized, congested, 
busy and noisy towns and cities of the «civilized world» and, as a kind of warning, 
sinks them into a deafening silence.

We urgently need to restructure the socioeconomic system

The current pandemic illustrates the fragility of human life. As with the rest of spe-
cies, our existence depends on the balance of ecosystems, which if broken can lead 
to unpredictable consequences. During the last 300 years, it seems we have forgotten 
that we depend on the biosphere which we are part of where the biotic and non-bi-
otic elements are all interconnected. The fact the atmosphere, the hydrosphere, the 
lithosphere and biology represent a unity obliges us to analyse and understand the 
biosphere from a planetary vision. This means “we need to study the response of our 
planet as a unified entity”, as stated for the first time by the before-mentioned Rus-
sian biogeochemical scientist when he coined the term biosphere (Margalef, 1997; 
p.10). Overlooking our biological connection with nature and thinking to top it all 
we can dominate it has led us to build a social development model which has not 

36  Cati Torres is associate professor at the Department of Applied Economics at the University of the Balearic 
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made us more resilient but more fragile. Indeed, guided by the compass of compet-
itiveness, such a model aims at reaching an impossible goal in a finite planet: the 
unlimited growth in the use of materials and non-renewable energy sources which 
supports all types of economic growth ideologies (including the green, sustainable 
and inclusive ones). Such an objective provokes a massive generation of waste and 
emissions, thus disturbing the planetary ecological balance. Promoting an «every 
man for himself», our social model disregards the importance of symbiosis which, 
according to Lynn Margulis, “drove the evolution of life on Earth from its initial, 
simplest forms to the configuration of the most complex organisms and ecosystems 
of today’s biosphere” (Naredo, 2005: 183). Thus our socioeconomic model makes 
us more vulnerable because through massive deforestation and urbanization among 
others, it contributes to breaking the natural barriers between animals hosting lots 
of viruses and other pathogens and human beings. Or because through the rise in the 
mean global temperature it causes, it increases the probability we catch vector-borne 
diseases which have been usually typical of tropical regions. 

The current health crisis should serve as a wake-up call to undertake the neces-
sary restructuring of the socioeconomic model. The actual planetary ecological de-
cline calls for urgent action. The growing, intensive material and energy use needed 
to fuel our socioeconomic metabolism and the important derived socioecological 
impacts lead us to an unsustainable scenario which cannot be either ecologically or 
socially perpetuated over the time. We have to stop advocating for a model degrad-
ing nature and millions of human lives on the basis of social inequality and infringe-
ment of fundamental human rights. Through this model, a few wealthy countries 
and metropolitan areas use the territory as a supplier and a waste sink, thus contrib-
uting to the social and territorial polarization both within and outside their borders. 
It is this model which leads us to walk on thin ice. We need to start planning and 
agreeing on an alternative management system which places people and nature at 
the core of the public policies. Such a model should be linked to a more ambitious 
and exciting plan oriented to improve the territories in such a way that they are 
moved towards more feasible and healthier ecological scenarios prioritizing people 
respect, care and protection. We should be concerned not only with Covid-19 but 
also with climate change, global nitrogen cycle disturbance, ozone layer depletion, 
biodiversity loss, soil erosion, air and water pollution and overfishing, among others. 

https://www.eldiario.es/interferencias/causalidad-pandemia-cualidad-catastrofe_132_1103363.html
https://www.eldiario.es/interferencias/causalidad-pandemia-cualidad-catastrofe_132_1103363.html
http://lincc.uib.eu/wp-content/uploads/CES-UIB-Estudio-H2030_Cap%C3%ADtulo-5-castell%C3%A0.pdf
http://lincc.uib.eu/wp-content/uploads/CES-UIB-Estudio-H2030_Cap%C3%ADtulo-5-castell%C3%A0.pdf
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We should be concerned with all the ecological conflicts which, in parallel with deep 
social conflicts are provoked by the industrial civilization metabolism. 

Ecological balance is not possible without social justice

We need to be cautious when assessing the environmental improvements we are cur-
rently observing. No doubt the economic collapse has led to an important pollution 
decrease in many places. The closing of lots of companies or their drastic reduction 
of activity and the much lower use of transportation has provoked a noticeable in-
crease of air quality. For instance, we all have seen the NASA and the European 
Environment Agency figures indicating a reduction of carbon and nitrogen dioxide 
emissions in China and Italy. This has also happened in other regions. We have also 
seen an improvement of water quality in the canals of Venice, a city highly suffer-
ing from the cruise industry development, which are again transparent and home 
to many small fishes. We have even seen wild boars in the Diagonal in Barcelona, 
ducks in Andalusian highroads and dolphins in the Balearic Islands ports. It seems 
nature is recovering its spaces… However, we cannot ignore these environmental 
improvements are not the result of a socially planned and agreed strategy but a 
consequence of a drastic standstill of human activities which is accompanied by 
a high social cost. The loss of personal freedom; the anxiety suffered by the most 
vulnerable people due to their weak health or precarious economic condition (two 
features which tend to happen simultaneously), which warns us this crisis will more 
intensively and unfairly affect the working class people if we don’t implement an 
ambitious social crash plan; or the pressure of our health system aggravated by the 
lack of funding derived from the ongoing dismantling of the health care state (a 
phenomenon accentuated by the “austericide” policies undertaken due to the 2008 
economic crisis), cannot be the social ingredients of the recipe for environmental 
sustainability. Environmental sustainability can only be achieved through a united, 
fair and egalitarian society that puts people rather than IBEX-35 at the centre of 
public policies.  

A period of important challenges comes. We will have to face with urgency a 
context of socioecological emergency where the climate one is only one of its faces. 
Things can get even worse if the management of the actual health crisis doesn’t fo-
cus on forcefully protecting all people through a social crash plan which additionally 

https://elpais.com/elpais/2020/03/27/opinion/1585301613_468266.html
https://www.eldiario.es/ultima-llamada/parado-seco-ahora-cambiar-direccion_132_1001533.html
https://www.eldiario.es/ultima-llamada/parado-seco-ahora-cambiar-direccion_132_1001533.html
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serves as a wake-up call for the necessary, urgent restructuring of the socioeconom-
ic system. If this management aims again at protecting the financial corporate power 
this leading to increase the suffering of working class people making them poorer 
and more vulnerable, it won’t be possible to move towards more feasible and health-
ier scenarios. If we want to be more resilient after this crisis, we need to manage it 
through policies which put emphasis on protecting people rather than perpetuating 
status quo practices. These practices are responsible of the current situation and if 
nothing changes they will cause more problems in the future. Depending on how 
we manage it, we can move towards a scenario which is ecologically, socially more 
feasible and healthier or towards one which is characterized by more poverty and 
social vulnerability. It’s up to us. No doubt, moving towards a scenario which is eco-
logically, socially more feasible and healthier will only be possible if we go beyond 
the existing socioeconomic and institutional rationale. This is why the challenges we 
are facing are not only important but extremely complex. 

As the Canadian journalist, writer and activist Naomi Klein alerts, the shock 
doctrine leads the financial corporate power to take advantage of the confusion and 
fear provoked by the crises to demand policies and reforms favouring the powerful. 
What is more, the powerful have strong incentives to promote even more in collu-
sion with the political power this fear and confusion in an attempt to further increase 
the control over people. We also need to fight against this «virus». We have to avoid 
manipulation and demand both transparency and the implementation of measures 
oriented to courageously protect people. We need to ensure people’s rights rather 
than infringe on them leading people to a state of more poverty and precarious-
ness. More vulnerable people are people who are easier to be dominated. According 
to Klein, managing this health crisis and its derived economic and social impacts 
by perpetuating or even reinforcing the existing socioeconomic model will benefit 
again sectors being strategic for the global capitalism development such as the finan-
cial and the tourism-real estate ones. The way we have managed the 2008 financial 
crash or, more recently the Thomas Cook collapse and the Gloria storm, proves it. 

We have the ingredients of the recipe for change 

More than ever, the existing socioecological emergency obliges us not to perpetuate 
past mistakes or serfdoms. The insistent desire «to restart the economy as soon as 

https://ctxt.es/es/20200302/Politica/31508/Marie-Solis-entrevista-Naomi-Klein-coronavirus-crisis-elites-doctrina-shock.htm
https://ctxt.es/es/20200302/Politica/31508/Marie-Solis-entrevista-Naomi-Klein-coronavirus-crisis-elites-doctrina-shock.htm
http://www.albasud.org/publ/docs/68.ca.pdf
http://www.albasud.org/noticia/es/1192/la-vulnerabilidad-de-la-especializaci-n-tur-stica
http://elrincondenaredo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/taxlucro.pdf
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possible» due to the big social concern derived from both the fear and confusion of 
many people and the opportunism and greed of many others shouldn’t be satisfied 
with a «more of the same» recipe. Such outdated recipe not only won’t help us to 
better adapt to an expected future with a lesser amount of resources forcing us to 
degrow the deterioration of the resource base. It will convert the threats we face 
which are not the norm today into the rule. The goal «to restart the economy as soon 
as possible» should then go together with that of searching for the coevolution of our 
economic, political and social system with the ecological requirements of a finite 
planet. This should be done on the basis of a model oriented to the life’s maintenance 
and reproduction. From a humility-based intelligent perspective, we should «restart 
a more humane economy». As stated by Manfred Max-Neef (2011), the winner of 
the Alternative Nobel Prize in Economics, “the economy is to serve the people and 
not the people to serve the economy”. This is a feasible goal. An important aspect 
shown by this health crisis is that it is possible to do things differently. It clearly 
shows us we have the social ingredients which are needed for the restructuring of the 
socioeconomic model urgently demanded by the current socioecological crisis and 
hence also by the health one. On the one side, we observe our institutions are taking 
decisions which were unconceivable some weeks ago; this showing there is a real in-
stitutional ability to react and mobilize lots of resources if institutions think the goal 
is worth it. On the other side, and even more relevant, this crisis is stimulating many 
actions by people and groups of people built on reciprocity, cooperation, solidarity 
and friendship principles. Such principles are not alien to the human condition, al-
though the current socioeconomic system attempts to stifle them to convert us into 
competitive, selfish and individualistic human beings to ensure its surveillance. We 
just need to be convinced as well as convince our institutions the restructuring goal 
is really worth it. 

The revival of these difficult days of such human attributes being latent until 
now should serve to this convincement. Such attributes are the nutrients needed 
to feed the construction of a common philosophy of human development. We have 
neglected this task despite the fact it is key to achieve a biosphere in harmony, as 
suggested by Mumford (1955) when he reasoned out his “Perspectives” during the 
last part of the 1955 Symposium “Man’s role in changing the face of the Earth”. He 
argued (1955; p.492) that “if we want to achieve any degree of ecological balance, 
we first need to aspire to a human balance”. Therefore, it seems now is the moment 

https://www.max-neef.cl/
https://elpais.com/economia/2020-03-26/draghi-llama-a-la-movilizacion-inmediata-de-los-recursos-financieros-de-europa-en-guerra-contra-la-covid-19.html
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to jointly define the urgent, still non-existent, social and global goal needed to de-
sign «an action plan for life», as demanded by the actual socioecological crisis. The 
force of love to the Earth and our neighbours shown in the many manifestations of 
reciprocity, cooperation, solidarity and friendship during these last weeks should 
become the spark to start the engine for change. The importance of such a force 
was also reminded by Mumford (1955; p. 500) by using beautiful words still having 
a burning timeliness almost three quarters of a century later: “At this moment, we 
need a conciliatory and universal love […] to rescue the Earth and all the creatures 
living on it from the unwise forces of hate, violence and destruction”. These words 
must incite reflection, but also optimism. We have the social force of love to life. 
We are demonstrating it. Let’s take advantage of this unusual moment to reverse 
once and for all the situation which has led us until here. We might not have further 
opportunities.
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COVID-19 AND THE PROSPECTS FOR THE RADICAL TRANSFORMATION 
OF TOURISM
Raoul Valerio Bianchi37  

Following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic all tourist destinations worldwide 
have imposed travel restrictions while 45 per cent are partially or fully closed. De-
spite experience of previous disruptions, whether caused by terrorism, financial cri-
ses or indeed previous pandemics, few could have predicted the scope and severity 
of the impact Covid-19 has had on societies and economies worldwide.  Such is the 
belief in tourism’s resilience that in late January the UNWTO was predicting 3 to 
4 per cent growth in tourism for 2020 while the Secretary-General stressed that 
“in these times of uncertainty and volatility, tourism remains a reliable economic 
sector”. 

The pandemic has not only highlighted the magnitude and scope of  tourism’s 
global economic importance. It has underscored the manner in which the intercon-
nected global architecture of tourism and associated flows of mobility act as a vec-
tor for the transmission of such pathogens, nowhere more so than on densely-crowd-
ed cruise ships that act as floating petri-dishes of incubation. The UNWTO fore-
casts that international arrivals could fall by 20 to 30 per cent relative to 2019 while 
revenues will decline by US$350-400 billion. The OECD forecasts a 45 per cent 
decline in international tourism in 2020 rising to 70 per cent if the recovery is de-
layed until September.

That this constitutes a profound crisis and major turning point for global tourism 
is beyond doubt. It nevertheless remains vital that we resist calls to simply ‘aid’ the re-
covery of the industry, and to challenge interpretations of the crisis as a mere “bump 
in the road”. While it is too early for a comprehensive analysis of the pandemic’s 
repercussions for the political-economic structure of tourism going forward, many 
are optimistic  that the abrupt collapse of tourism will enable destinations to  take 
stock and to challenge  the current growth trajectory of tourism and align  it with 
the social and ecological limits. Certain destinations have already begun to rethink 
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how to rebuild their tourism sectors in line with sustainability goals. For some, such 
as Hawaii, this involves limiting visitor numbers and redirecting marketing towards 
smaller groups of higher-paying tourists seeking cultural and natural experienc-
es. Amsterdam meanwhile has embraced Raworth’s regenerative model of doughnut 
economics  in order to realign the urban economy with social and environmental 
goals. 

However, many of the responses thus far fail to consider the political logics of 
the impending struggles to shape the structural and organisational contours of the 
global tourism industries following the unprecedented shock brought about by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. This reflection will consider some of the challenges for a rad-
ical, transformative break with growth-led, corporate-managed, resource-intensive 
models of tourism development, in the light of the current and emerging politi-
cal-economic configurations of tourism.

The great disruption and emerging corporate landscapes of tourism 

Despite signs of progress a systemic paradigm shift towards more sustainable and 
equitable forms of tourism remains inconsistent and hindered by the relentless pur-
suit of growth and tourism’s integral role in the continuous expansion of capitalism, 
a fact recognised even by many in the mainstream media. Prior to the outbreak of 
the pandemic, sustainable tourism dialogues had begun to pivot around the UNW-
TO’s 2015-2030 sustainable tourism development agenda –framed by the 17 United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)–  the central premise of which is 
that the transition to inclusive and sustainable tourism can be engineered through 
the managed growth of tourism. Despite having acknowledged the problems asso-
ciated with over-tourism the UNWTO has renewed its commitment to “sustainable 
growth” in response to the pandemic.

That said, the pandemic has hastened the decline of the neoliberal economic 
orthodoxies that have fuelled three decades of hyper-globalisation and market-led 
growth, as states have stepped in to prevent the collapse of businesses and mitigate 
the effects of spiralling unemployment. As a result of the suspension of travel and 
related ‘lockdowns’ the WTTC has forecast an unprecedented loss of 100 million 
tourism jobs worldwide together alongside a 30 per cent decrease (US$2.7 billion) 
in tourism’s contribution to global GDP.  Further to the immediate cost in terms of 
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bankruptcies, unemployment and lost livelihoods the  precise structure and pow-
er coordinates of the global political economy of tourism that will emerge in the 
pandemic’s wake is difficult to predict. This fact is further complicated by the hy-
brid and composite nature of the tourism ‘industries’ characterised as they are by 
manifold inter-connections between firms of different size and capitals organised 
across globally-differentiated regions in an unequal division of tourism labour

The pandemic has also laid bare vulnerabilities where tourism comprises higher 
than average proportions of GDP and employment, not least in Spain and Italy, in 
many ways the European epicentres of the pandemic. Even when travel restarts, do-
mestic markets cannot easily compensate for lost international demand, although an 
increased emphasis on domestic tourism is likely in the short-term. Tourism supply 
is by its very nature perishable, nor can tourism and hospitality infrastructures be 
easily repurposed for alternative economic usage. An exception perhaps are hotel 
real estate assets that can potentially be sold to release liquidity, although commer-
cial real estate activity has also slowed considerably. 

It is estimated that global hotel supply will contract by 2 per cent. While most 
corporate hotel groups are likely to survive thanks to a combination of state aid and 
private financing, the many thousands of small to medium sized firms which make 
up around 80 per cent of global tourism struggle to access emergency government 
assistance. Despite sizeable cash reserves and access to finance many of the corpo-
rate digital platforms which had been driving significant market concentration in 
recent years have announced major restructuring plans and job losses, although it is 
likely that some will consolidate and expand their market position. 

The crisis has also laid bare the tensions between the interests of global capital 
and transnational corporations on the one hand and those of states on the other. 
Companies that have consistently preached the virtues of  low tax-regulatory re-
gimes are now amongst the most fervent proponents of state aid, not least the airline 
industry which may face global revenue losses of US$250 billion and a permanent 
loss of 750,000 jobs in the US alone. Aggressive lobbying has enabled airlines to 
secure vital state aid to stay afloat. While there is a clear rationale and urgent need 
to provide support for laid-off workers in industries that employs tens of millions of 
workers, cheap air travel has been a major contributor to the relentless growth of 
tourism and carbon emissions.  

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0309132508099797
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0309132508099797
https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=124_124984-7uf8nm95se&Title=Covid-19: Tourism Policy Responses
https://www.hosteltur.com/136155_alemania-advierte-no-habra-vacaciones-normales-en-europa-este-verano.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14616688.2016.1198829?tab=permissions&scroll=top
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14616688.2016.1198829?tab=permissions&scroll=top
https://www.jll.co.uk/en/trends-and-insights/research/covid-19-global-real-estate-implications#capital
https://skift.com/2020/05/06/global-hotels-will-lose-just-2-percent-of-supply-permanently-because-of-coronavirus-report/
https://www.unwto.org/news/covid-19-unwto-calls-on-tourism-to-be-part-of-recovery-plans
https://skift.com/2020/04/30/u-s-relief-package-needs-to-do-more-to-address-small-business-costs-travel-industry-groups/
https://www.spglobal.com/marketintelligence/en/news-insights/latest-news-headlines/s-p-changes-outlook-on-booking-holdings-to-negative-on-covid-19-impact-57970775
https://skift.com/2020/04/06/airbnb-grabs-1-billion-investment-from-silver-lake-and-sixth-street-partners/?utm_campaign=Early Time Zone - Skift Daily Newsletter&utm_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email&utm_content=85920531&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_4c1XZvd9xy0KzfmNsD2kOitirxZZtdFz2K4wApSg8cDEWb_hHSY0gJKLo0_PT-fo5Rmku77GbCyQ3zC9t5sFBwrMRYA&_hsmi=85920531
https://www.ft.com/content/26437d0e-57c2-11ea-a528-dd0f971febbc
https://skift.com/2020/04/06/airbnb-grabs-1-billion-investment-from-silver-lake-and-sixth-street-partners/?utm_campaign=Early Time Zone - Skift Daily Newsletter&utm_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email&utm_content=85920531&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_4c1XZvd9xy0KzfmNsD2kOitirxZZtdFz2K4wApSg8cDEWb_hHSY0gJKLo0_PT-fo5Rmku77GbCyQ3zC9t5sFBwrMRYA&_hsmi=85920531
https://www.airlines.org/policy-priorities-learn-more/#regulatory-burden
https://www.airlines.org/policy-priorities-learn-more/#regulatory-burden
https://www.ft.com/content/a3713e3e-6d74-11ea-89df-41bea055720b
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/04/01/business/airline-industry-outlook/index.html
https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2020/04/07/coronavirus-airlines-lobby-for-tax-breaks-subsidies-vouchers-passenger-refunds/
https://www.iata.org/en/pressroom/pr/2018-10-02-01/
https://www.responsibletravel.com/copy/manifesto-aviation


220#TOURISMPOSTCOVID19 
LOCKDOWN TOURISTIF ICATION → content

So, what we do?

Most governments have stopped short of taking airlines into public ownership, 
with the exception of Alitalia. Rather than simply bail out this sector the crisis pro-
vides an opportunity for states to orchestrate a transition to sustainable transport sys-
tems aligned with improved working conditions and binding emissions targets. In-
deed, Air France-KLM has been granted a combined French-Dutch state aid package 
of around  €10 billion in return for a commitment to halve emissions by 2030 and 
suspend dividend payments. US airlines in contrast have merely been encouraged 
to “refrain”  from using bailout money for share buy backs or dividend payments 
until September 2021, and to limit executive pay until late March 2022.  Although it 
too is a major employer the ‘US’ cruise industry –in which three companies account 
for  75 per cent  of the global cruise market– was nevertheless  excluded from the 
US$500 billion corporate bail-out fund by virtue of the fact that they have worked 
to systematically minimize their tax liabilities and circumvent strict labour and en-
vironmental standards by sailing under overseas ‘flags of convenience’. 

There are signs too that the pandemic may hasten geo-political and econom-
ic power shifts that were already apparent prior to the outbreak. While weaker states 
may suffer as foreign investment moves out of emerging markets, Chinese investors 
had already been busily acquiring Western tourism, hotel and property assets prior 
to the pandemic, including such iconic European tourism brands as  Club Medi-
terranée and Thomas Cook. Thanks to sizeable foreign currency reserves and de-
mand for domestic travel, well-capitalized state-backed Chinese enterprises are well 
placed to withstand the economic fallout and to step up investments into major tour-
ism, hospitality, aviation and real estate assets. 

Those most severely impacted by the pandemic are the millions of vulnerable 
workers and small enterprises in small islands and other low-income tourism des-
tinations across the Global South. Without international financial assistance these 
states will be hard pressed to keep local tourism businesses afloat and furlough 
workers and are likely see their public debt burdens rise. A major proportion of glob-
al tourism and hospitality workers comprise women and/or migrants often working 
in the informal sector with little or no recourse to state support and social protection. 
Notwithstanding greater access to state support, tourism and hospitality workers in 
wealthy states too have not been spared. In the US 98 per cent of Unite Here trade 
union members have lost their jobs while trades unions in Europe estimate that al-
most the entire 12m strong hospitality workforce has either been furloughed, or been 
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made redundant. Meanwhile a significant number of low-paid cruise ship workers, 
many of whom hail from developing countries, remain stranded at sea and unable to 
return home.  

Towards democratic, equitable and sustainable tourism?

In her critically acclaimed analysis of “disaster capitalism” The Shock Doctrine, Nao-
mi Klein cites noted free market thinker Milton Friedman to underscore how crises 
serve to catalyse sharp transitions towards new political-economic orders:

“Only a crisis – actual or perceived – produces real change. When that crisis 
occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas lying around”.  

The Covid19 pandemic has all the attributes of just such a crisis but whose repercus-
sions are global in scale and of potentially greater severity than the 1930s depression. 
Much has been made of the fact that the pandemic has given us time to take breath 
and to rebuild tourism economies along more sustainable and regenerative princi-
ples. However, the restructuring of post-pandemic tourism economies will entail 
much more than appeals to morality or simply for tourism to “grow back better” as 
proposed by the UNWTO. 

To paraphrase climate activist  Bill McKibben, progressive voices in tourism 
may have begun to win the argument but we are far from winning the struggle to 
catalyse the transformation towards a just, sustainable and democratically-managed 
tourism political economy.  Further to the challenges posed by the complex struc-
ture and organisation of the tourism ‘industries’, without a coordinated transnational 
programme of action to neutralize the grip of markets and capital on tourism gover-
nance, it will be hard for states to resist commercial pressures to restore growth and 
profitability and to push back against corporate lobbying demanding the loosening 
of fiscal ‘burdens’ and “restrictive” social and environmental regulations.

Progress is also hindered by the lack of an agreed consensus regarding the pre-
cise form equitable and sustainable post-pandemic models of tourism might take.  
These range from scattered micro-alternatives to mass tourism, modest innovations 
and market remedies to more radical proposals for degrowth. What many proposed 
solutions have in common is a disconnection from political economy and the invisi-
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bility of the contested class relations that shape and determine distributive outcomes 
and which are often concealed in pluralist framings of tourism political economy. 
The danger is that technocratic and possibly authoritarian recovery strategies will 
be by delivered governments and corporations merely in consultation with ‘stake-
holders’. The expertise of digital tech companies may also be harnessed by states to 
deploy data analytics and ‘smart’ technologies for the management of tourist mobil-
ity and border crossings in the interests of ‘public safety’. Such responses promote 
technical solutions abstracted from politics. As such they risk accentuating an ex-
panding architecture of corporate-managed surveillance capitalism that undermines 
principles and structures of democratic participation, 

The precise pathways to recovery and transformation will vary according to the 
structure and organisation of tourism in local contexts and the changing tectonics 
of global macro-economic forces.  The emerging landscapes of global tourism capi-
talism will nevertheless present considerable challenges for any kind of coordinated 
response from labour and civil society as renewed struggles over strategically locat-
ed ‘tourism assets’ intensify.  

There have been promising proposals ranging from localizing destination val-
ue-chains  to fostering the inclusion of women in decision-making. However, a more 
radical shift to an equitable-green model of tourism will require a multi-scalar and 
robust politics of intervention that can challenge the nexus of commercial-finan-
cial-political interests who have abetted the relentless growth of tourism and expan-
sion of capital accumulation through land grabs, privatizations, regulatory liberali-
zation and real estate-driven strategies of tourism development. The resurgence of 
states as critical economic actors nevertheless provides a vital opportunity to decou-
ple tourism development decision-making from speculative capital flows and short-
term profiteering and, looking further ahead, to widen and deepen democratic-civic 
participation in the management and socialisation of the assets and resources upon 
which tourism and associated human livelihoods depend.
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TOURISM, DEGROWTH, AND THE COVID-19 CRISIS
Robert Fletcher, Ivan Murray, Macià Blázquez, Asunción Blanco38  

Just a few short months ago, popular media were filled with debate concerning “over-
tourism”: the presence of increasing numbers of tourists in popular destinations 
throughout the world, leading to conflict with and complaint by residents concerned 
that this influx was making their homes unlivable. Now, in an instant, everything 
has changed. The global tourism industry has ground to a halt, and consequently 
concern for overtourism has been replaced with newfound worry that “undertour-
ism,” previously a marginal issue, will instead threaten the future of economies and 
societies worldwide.

The scale and implications of the current tourism slowdown are staggering. De-
pending on how one defines it, tourism can be considered the largest industry in the 
world. The United Nations World Tourism Organization claims, indeed, that tourism 
accounts for 10% of global GDP and hence 1 out of every 10 jobs worldwide.  Plac-
es that depend on tourism for the majority of their income, like Bali, have already 
been hit hard by the slowdown. Short-term rental platforms like Airbnb have been 
crippled as well.

All told, the World Travel and Tourism Council forecasts that recession caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic could ultimately eliminate 50 million tourism jobs world-
wide, with losses to the US industry alone totalling 24 billion dollars. The knock-on 
effects of this would ripple throughout the world since tourism is so interconnected 
with other important industries including air transport, oil production, hospitality 
and retail sales.

38  Robert Fletcher in an environmental anthropologist, es antropólogo ambiental, associate profesor and 
researcher at the Department of Social Sciences, división on Sociology of Development and Change at the 
Wageninge University. Ivan Murray is lecturer at the Department of Geography at the University of the Balearic 
Islands. Macià Blázquez is professor at the Department of Geography at the University of the Balearic Islands. 
Asunción Blanco is associate profesor at the Departament of Geography at the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona. This article was published in English in Political Ecogoly Network (POLLEN) on March 24, 2020 and 
in Alba Sud in Spanish on March 24, 2020.
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Crisis and Opportunity

Yet as the saying goes, every crisis is also an opportunity. The present likelihood, as 
Naomi Klein warns, is that dominant forces will try to exploit this crisis as an excuse 
to implement the by-now familiar disaster capitalist playbook. This entails pushing 
through further privatization and corporate consolidation of the type that occurred, 
for instance, in tourism reconstruction throughout Asia following the 2004 tsunami. 
We are already seeing signs of this in the rush by airline, hotel and restaurant opera-
tors to capture the bulk of proposed state bailout packages in the US and elsewhere.

Yet as Klein also points out, there is also potential to ensure that this crisis does 
not produce more elite capture, but instead presents an opportunity to take back 
control of our spaces and societies. When overtourism was still the main concern, 
one of the responses gaining increasing support was a call for tourism “degrowth” 
as part of a degrowth transition more broadly. We highlighted this discussion in a 
previous blog post as well as a special issue of the Journal of Sustainable Tourism 
republished as an edited volume this month. 

It is important to emphasize, as the degrowth.info editorial team explains, that 
the current global recession should not be confused with degrowth. Degrowth calls 
for a voluntary, planned contraction rather than the haphazard reaction the pandemic 
has forced upon us. But as the editorial team also points out, the crisis signals that 
degrowth is both necessary and possible.

This is certainly true for the tourism industry. Even if the COVID-19 crisis ends 
relatively soon, we cannot afford to return to levels of travel experienced previously, 
particularly by the wealthiest segment of the world’s population. This is not only 
because of the social unrest overtourism provoked, but also because the industry’s 
environmental damages (including climate change as well as pollution and resource 
depletion) which were already beyond unsustainable.

Despite the heavy toll it has exacted economically and socially, the COVID-19 
crisis has seen many of these impacts diminish substantially in an extremely short 
amount of time. Hence, we need to use this moment to proactively plan for voluntary 
tourism downsizing beyond the current crisis as part of an overarching society-wide 
degrowth programme in pursuit of post-capitalism.
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Lessons from the Leading Edge

The current crisis offers a number of important lessons for this effort. First, it demon-
strates how dangerously dependent the world’s economy has become upon a very 
volatile tourism industry. This is not just in terms of tourism’s preponderance in 
particular locations but also the tourism industry’s role in the global economy more 
generally. As David Harvey explains, the current capitalist growth model relies on 
ever-increasing intensification and acceleration to continually reduce the turnover 
time of invested capital. As an industry that sells transient experiences instanta-
neously consumed, tourism is a central element of this model.  

The degrowth.info team rightly calls on us to “reflect on why we constantly feel 
compelled in contemporary society to be always on-the-go, be it from one activity to 
the next or from one continent to another for a 5 day holiday.” But merely reducing 
our individual travel would have serious implications for global economic futures as 
well as for the countless destinations now hopelessly dependent on tourism revenue. 
These issues would need to be addressed at a much more structural level too.

Second, the crisis demonstrates that societies can in fact directly control the 
amount of tourism they experience when they choose to do so. In the overtourism 
debate, governments often claimed that the problem was out of their hands since 
they could not stop people from traveling. The widespread restrictions on mobility 
we are now experiencing show this to be untrue.

This is not to suggest that such top-down suppression of freedom of movement 
should continue indefinitely. But it does show what is possible – and politically ac-
ceptable – when this movement needs to be brought in line with life-threatening 
demands like COVID-19. The need for a livable planet surely provides another im-
portant ‘reason’ for rethinking what volume of movement is sustainable.

Towards Touristic Degrowth

Third, and most importantly, current responses to the economic slowdown point to 
the types of things that can and must be done to guide the tourism industry towards 
a (relatively) smooth degrowth transition. Individually, of course, we all need to re-
think our priorities to take fewer, slower and more meaningful trips. But this must 

http://davidharvey.org/2020/03/anti-capitalist-politics-in-the-time-of-covid-19/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14616688.2011.570372
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14616688.2011.570372
https://www.degrowth.info/en/2020/03/a-degrowth-perspective-on-the-coronavirus-crisis/
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be coupled with institutional change to reign in the tourism industry on a macro, 
structural level. This should include the following measures among others:

•	 Direct restrictions on the quantity of mass transport –and especially air-
planes– reaching a given destination. Use of private jets and superyachts 
should be banned altogether.

•	 Equitable allocation of space within this mass transport. If space is merely 
sold to the highest bidder, then of course only the rich will be able to travel. 
Instead, space must be distributed, and costs prorated, to ensure opportuni-
ties for travel across the social spectrum.

•	 Strong disincentives for non-essential and very short-term travel. This can be 
achieved via visitor taxes graduated according to one’s reasons for travel as 
the well as length of stay, such that shorter and more frivolous trips would be 
taxed much more heavily (as already occurs to a degree in Venice).

•	 Public investment in communication technologies and infrastructure so 
that more group interactions can be effectively conducted online instead of 
face-to-face.  

•	 Establishing a substantial carbon tax for transport (both mass and individual) 
that remains. This could also be graduated depending on the nature and time-
frame of such transport. 

•	 The types of subsidies being offered to the tourism industry under current 
bailout packages must be sustained beyond the crisis. But these subsidies 
should be disproportionately concentrated on small and medium-sized busi-
nesses rather than the large conglomerates currently demanding the lion’s 
share of proposed funding due to their unequal lobbying power.

•	 And these subsidies should, at the very least, include requirements to invest 
in more sustainable (social and environmental) practices, as others have pro-
posed. Even better, subsidies could finance de-touristification projects, espe-
cially in oversaturated spaces.

•	 Such subsidies could be funded through a combination of new visitors’ fees, 
carbon taxes and redirection of current state revenues (e.g. military spending).

•	 Development of communitarian and/or state-owned projects for organizing 
holidays and leisure time not driven by profit, but rather by the exchange of 
socially beneficial experiences.

https://allaboutvenice.com/venice-tourist-tax/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/18/climate/nyt-climate-newsletter-coronavirus.html?smid=tw-nytclimate&smtyp=cur
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/18/climate/nyt-climate-newsletter-coronavirus.html?smid=tw-nytclimate&smtyp=cur
https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/lavirreina/en/online-exhibitions/touristification-tourism-degrowth/374
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•	 In a degrowth scenario, many existing businesses would still need to shut 
down. To minimize loss of employment, remaining jobs should be shared as 
part of an overall reduction in working hours (coupled with increase in hourly 
pay). This would need to be subsidized through state support, as would unem-
ployment benefits and retraining for workers forced to move to other sectors.

•	 This should be coupled with development of diversified alternative enterpris-
es to make economies less reliant on tourism overall. This effort should also 
aim to re-localize economic activity to make destinations less vulnerable to 
vicissitudes of global markets generally.

•	 All of this would, ideally, be supported by introduction of a universal basic 
income, as some degrowth proponents have proposed, so that no one would 
be wholly dependent on tourism for their subsistence.

•	 Finally, international development aid should be used to assist low-income 
societies to implement these various measures.       

These measures are merely the tip of the iceberg of all that will be needed to ensure 
that recovery from the COVID-19 crisis leads us towards a more equitable and sus-
tainable world. But they would be a good first step in this direction.

 

https://basicincome.org/
https://basicincome.org/
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SO, WHAT HAPPENS AFTER ALL THIS?
Margalida Ramis39  

Days and weeks go by; there are plenty of analysis and reflections being published 
in various media. We are in an unprecedented situation, and a profound crisis of 
globalised neoliberal capitalism is anticipated - some speak of a change of era - 
full of uncertainties, but which simultaneously reveals many inherent certainties 
that have been tirelessly denounced and fought from the social left and political 
environmentalism.

From my perspective, the articles that explain why a global pandemic of this size 
has occurred and, above all, why it has made us so vulnerable are especially inter-
esting. In this sense, and to begin territorialising the crisis, I take as a starting point 
the article published in Alba Sud “Cultural singularity as a cause of the spread of 
COVID-19 in Spain: a response” by Ivan Murray and Ernest Cañada.

In the case of the Balearic Islands, we are a wholly touristified territory and 
economy. Like us, many territories and cities in the world have specialised in tour-
ism in a globalised and hyper-connected world in which we have allowed “others” to 
provide us with basic essential services. At the same time, we dedicated ourselves to 
making territory and people available to fatten the profits of the tourism industry, in-
vestors, and markets. In return, jobs in sectors directly linked to tourist services (ho-
tels, bars, restaurants, travel agencies, and car rental companies, etcetera) and others 
indirectly related to being suppliers of those that have been considered tourism indi-
rectly (food and beverages, construction, primary sector products, textiles, laundry, 
electricity, water and gas, maintenance, consultants, service companies for tourism 
companies, etcetera). Increasingly precarious jobs, in many cases not regularised, 
low qualification and low recognition, which are the ones that will now suffer more 
directly and dramatically the effects derived from the COVID-19 crisis. This will be 
the case both due to the current abrupt paralysis of the economy following confine-
ment -which in many cases already survived due to a daily subsistence economy-, 

39  Margalida Ramis is the spokesperson for GOB Mallorca. This article was published in Alba Sud on April 10, 
2020. English translation by Núria Abellan.

http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1198/la-singularidad-cultural-como-causa-de-la-expansi-n-del-covid-19-en-espa-a-una-respuesta
http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1198/la-singularidad-cultural-como-causa-de-la-expansi-n-del-covid-19-en-espa-a-una-respuesta
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but strongly, due to the post-COVID-19 economic scenario. This capitalist dead end 
will have in the tourism sector the most devastating effects.

Faced with this immediate and future reality, what response can be given from 
political and social environmentalism? The total paralysis that the COVID-19 
health crisis has represented for the economy, but also and, above all, for our daily 
lives, unfolds as a space for reflection. But not only that. The current situation could 
end up representing a reset to the system. We have stopped short, and now we should 
focus well, and change direction towards sustainable, fair, and democratic societies.

Denouncing the irrational logic of capitalism

When rethinking this new direction, from environmentalism, we do not start from 
scratch. We have long denounced the irrational logic of neoliberal capitalism 
that, in our territory, has the tourist industry as its maximum exponent. Fur-
thermore, we have long denounced the impact that this model has had on the territo-
ry and the people, which acts with an extractivist logic in the territories it colonises 
– as Joan Buades expresses in the documentary Tot inclòs: danys i conseqüències 
del turisme a les nostres illes. Environmentalism has denounced the overexploita-
tion of natural resources, the destruction of the territory by wild urbanism linked 
to speculative economies derived from the tourism-construction binomial, in which 
the forward exits of our island economy have pivoted in the face of other preceding 
systemic crises. We have denounced the destruction of infrastructures that exceed 
the carrying capacity of a limited island territory. Nevertheless, we have also de-
nounced the platform economy that has erupted violently in recent times, facilitating 
tourism commercialisation in our own homes. All under a false narrative of “com-
munity” and with the deception of the democratisation of tourist benefits, when what 
it was doing was making an essential good such as housing available to commercial 
logics, confronted and subjecting the fundamental right to have decent housing to 
the tourist commodification of our homes, which has generated an unprecedented 
social fracture, which now, with the COVID-19 crisis and the obligation of confine-
ment, has become more than evident: homeless people, rent strike, overcrowding in 
the poorest neighbourhoods of our cities, etcetera.

http://totinclos.cat/documental/
http://totinclos.cat/documental/
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Redirecting the economy, U-turn

We are not only left with the report of the impacts on the territory, resources, and 
people. We have long pointed to the need to refocus the economy towards resil-
ience and the recovery of sovereignty in the means of production. Climate crisis 
Is the argument that in recent times has given us the strength to influence this de-
bate. Once the state of climate “emergency” was declared by the institutions, we be-
gan to ask for a realistic assumption of the state of emergency. Therefore, a genuine 
political and social assumption of the urgency of starting to make a radical change 
of model, focusing the production sectors’ strategic priorities that provide the basic 
necessities to sustain life and produce decent conditions to sustain dignified lives. 
That is, production not from the point of view of the logic of capital accumulation 
for a few at the expense of the precarious labour force of many, but rather from the 
perspective of sustaining life, and social and environmental justice. New ways of 
conceiving the public and, maybe even exploring new formulas of public-coopera-
tive cooperation, instead of the usual public-private or total privatisations that have 
turned production into a capital against life struggle.

It is necessary to review what needs to be produced to become a stronger society 
in the face of the adversities that we know will come: climatic, as in the case of the 
Gloria storm, social, due to peak oil or materials peak, due to geopolitical issues or 
due to ruptures of structures of global tourist capitalism, as it seemed that the bank-
ruptcy of the tour operator giant Thomas Cook must be.

In the climate emergency framework, we demanded a turning point in policies 
to break with the inertia of a model that already showed its vulnerabilities every 
time some external phenomenon brought unbalance. We demanded, specifically 
and among others, a stoppage of all the works and planning of new infrastructures 
scheduled in times of real estate and tourist expansion and that, in a climate cri-
sis scenario, would lose all meaning: airport expansion, roads, ports, etcetera. We 
demanded the declassification of undeveloped urban and developable land that be-
comes land for real estate speculation by international vulture funds to construct 
luxury homes, while society is in a state of housing emergency. We demanded the 
reduction of tourist places and the consensual and strategic planning of the econ-
omy’s destination. We demanded a review of public budgets aimed at examining 
the economic metabolism of our society and planning the costs associated with a 
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real socio-ecological transition in the framework of an uncertain future, but which 
will foreseeably chain one crisis after another, and before which we need to focus 
towards building a resilient society.

As Yayo Herrero highlighted in the talk she made on the 4th of April, “Coro-
navirus: Perspectives with life at the centre”, with Eva García Sempere, we must 
rethink: 1) what needs must be satisfied (produce in terms of life instead of demand); 
2) what ought to be produced to satisfy basic needs to sustain dignified lives for ev-
eryone; and 3) assess what the socially necessary jobs are.

Given this, the GOB has asked to be present not solely in the participatory bodies 
that address territorial, urban and environmental issues. We also want to be in the 
organisations that address the economic model, where the companies and employ-
ers of the Balearic Islands’ economic sectors are, and unions as social agents. As a 
capital social agent to face the climate emergency scenario, we consider that envi-
ronmentalism must provide the necessary vision to guarantee that the current crisis 
solution will be met in terms of social, climate and environmental justice. Life above 
the capital. Life at the centre, that of people and all the biodiversity and natural re-
sources necessary to sustain life, because we are eco-dependent beings, something 
that unduly seems we have forgotten. Ecofeminism, ecological economics, and social 
environmentalism values must be present within the new scenarios that arise from 
the current crises. When making these demands –2 or 3 months ago– we faced the 
climate crisis scenario. Now we continue in a state of climate emergency to which 
we must add the health crisis of COVID-19. A pandemic that not only represents 
an unprecedented health crisis but rather has highlighted a much deeper and more 
structural crisis that is the crisis of the economic system and capitalist societies.

COVID-19 rushes change

Thus, suddenly, we have been immersed in a crisis on a global scale: confinement, 
and the collapse of the entire global production chain, in a world that has subject-
ed life to the hyper-globalised and hyper-connected market logic. We now realise 
that we are in a world that has dismantled essential public services and privatised 
common goods, which has dismantled the common and collective, established in 
urban environments. Under the question of “security”, it has generated inequalities 
and privileges and has fuelled fascism. It becomes evident to us that this “global” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yj-LSRNEpas
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yj-LSRNEpas
https://www.gobmallorca.com/
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diagnosis has an identical reading on the local scale that we inhabit where the he-
gemonic way of life (in its economic, political and social dimensions) has not been 
questioned at all and, therefore, we are one more piece of this global reality that has 
now escaped our (human) hands.

Landing our analysis, territorialising on our island scale, that of a Mediterra-
nean society (more) linked to tourism, we give ourselves our vulnerability and the 
few mechanisms we have to deal with the situation. Even worse, now we no longer 
have the time to make a transition more or less in the short or medium term, which 
seemed to be the margin to assume –politically, economically, and socially– the 
climate change, despite the urgency that we reported. No, now we no longer have 
this transition time. The almost only and exclusive economic sector that sustains the 
Islands’ economy (at the cost of territory and people, natural resources, and precar-
iousness) has fallen suddenly. Moreover, yes, the fact that we and the economic and 
daily activities of a system in crisis that we continued to maintain despite the evi-
dence, have come to a standstill, gives nature a break. However, this is not the recipe 
to follow because it is a truce and with too high a social cost, among other things due 
to the human suffering it implies and the loss of collective freedoms.

Social environmentalism has a medium-term response, for a transition sce-
nario (which is still equally necessary). But what about the immediate time? 
We need to address a tricky situation in which thousands of people on the Balearic 
Islands will suddenly be directly affected by their job loss. Some may be temporary, 
many permanent, because the activity level will not be resumed due to many tour-
ism promotion campaigns, tax or environmental reductions they want, or intent to 
implement. Whoever demands it is because: either they are not aware of the magni-
tude of the global impact that the COVID-19 crisis has unleashed, or they intend to 
take advantage of the situation for their benefit. We realise that both positions will 
appear. Unaware, on the one hand, and influential on the other, will intend to main-
tain their privileges at the cost of lives if necessary.

No, everything indicates that it will not be possible to emerge from this crisis as 
from the 2008 crisis (with a very high social cost): with austericidal reductions, bank 
and business bailouts, and more tourism and more construction as a local recipe, at 
the expense of territory, resources and social and salary guarantees. Because never 
before has the local and global production chain been abruptly broken. There will 
be panic in the financial markets and tourism, the second world economy after oil, 
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will acutely suffer the impact of this global unemployment and will be the sector 
that will have the most challenging recovery (according to data from the OECD and 
UTAH) exposed by Iolanda Fresnillo in the webinar organised by the ODG “Coro-
navirus and economic crisis: social shock and recovery plan”.

Therefore, we need our proposed agenda for the eco-social transition to con-
sider this immediate required perspective. For this reason, we point out some of 
the issues that we consider basic and essential as an initial shock plan focused on 
social and environmental justice in order to focus once and for all on where post-
COVID-19 policies should tend in a hyper-touristifed society and economy:

1.	 It is essential to paralyse the proposals to “recover” the rhythm and con-
ditions of the situation that preceded COVID-19. We must remember that 
this situation was not right for everyone, only for a few. Therefore, from so-
cial and political environmentalism we are compelled to make a robust social 
block to face the requests for reductions in environmental requirements that 
will try to ignore the urgent climate crisis awaiting us after having overcome 
the current health crisis and that must be the clear and present framework of 
future policies. We cannot ignore the climate crisis. Our house, everyone’s, is 
still on fire, as Greta Thunberg used to say.

2.	 A social rescue plan is necessary for workers in the sectors directly and 
indirectly linked to the tourism sector. Perhaps now is the time to guaran-
tee a basic social income for those workers who will lose their job immedi-
ately and permanently.

3.	 A taxation review is also necessary, with aid to the most vulnerable social 
sectors and the active and supportive involvement of companies currently 
only seeking to avoid decapitalisation by dismissing staff. The demands of 
those who always win cannot be answered: Exceltur asks for a rescue plan for 
tourism companies demanding, among other issues, the forgiveness and mor-
atorium on the payment of taxes and social security contributions, as Gabriel 
Escarrer explores in a recent interview in El Economista.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3x9eV36zSQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3x9eV36zSQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.exceltur.org/
https://www.eleconomista.es/empresas-finanzas/noticias/10472163/04/20/Gabriel-Escarrer-Si-el-Gobierno-no-actua-pronto-se-producira-una-cadena-de-quiebras-de-empresas.html
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4.	 To advance from here on the democratic deepening of decision-making to 
overcome this health crisis and guarantee that the crisis and economic paral-
ysis do not become a new excuse to increase ecological deterioration, the im-
poverishment of the majority and the violation of the most elementary rights, 
we consider it essential to urgently create a Working Group. It needs to 
encompass all political, business, and social actors - not solely unions - 
for a progressive refocusing of budget policies to ensure that the economy 
takes root in the territories, relocating, simplifying, and shortening eco-
nomic circuits. For all this, we propose:

•	 Enable a universal basic income, but not only. It can represent a 
solution to face the immediate crisis of people without income or 
with insufficient income. However, as Amaia Pérez Orozco indi-
cates in an interview with eldiario.es, we must go beyond provid-
ing an individual solution. In the long run, it is necessary to opt for 
reducing the level of income needs and collectivise and de-com-
modify essential factors to sustain life (home, education, health, 
food, etcetera). In this sense, the focus is on being able to guaran-
tee essential and universal public services.

•	 Deepen into a refocusing of policies towards essential productive 
sectors considered strategic in the new economic metabolism sce-
nario focused on relocation, resilience and the recovery of sover-
eignty, social justice, and environmental and climate justice. That 
is, relocation of the production to move towards a self-centred (and 
not rentier) model that addresses how production works and what 
essential services are provided (social and solidarity economy).

•	 Recover public management of strategic productive sectors (ener-
gy, water, health, education, care, etcetera).

•	 Increase social control over tourism companies. If tourism must 
continue to have a confident presence in an economic diversifi-
cation scenario, perhaps directed towards a closer tourist expe-
rience and internal consumption, it is needed first to guarantee 
activity within the framework of inexcusable environmental pri-
orities. Secondly, ensuring social performance and therefore, the 
distribution of wealth it generates. If tourism is still considered 

https://www.eldiario.es/economia/Amaia-Perez-Orozco_0_1011399352.html
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a “strategic” sector to emerge from the crisis, new paradigms of 
ownership and redistribution of resources are needed. Why not 
think about increasing the mechanisms of public, union, and social 
control over its operation? Why not advance in the construction of 
new forms of public-cooperative management alliances? Why not 
opt ​​for forms of certain tourist activities public management?

•	 Promote a training plan for the generation of social competen-
cies in the new production areas linked to territory and resources 
management.

All in all, we need to think of ourselves as a whole, as a society, to jointly address the 
fear of the uncertainty of the future that has precipitated the COVID-19 crisis and 
guarantee that the exit will not be a general free-for-all. Perhaps this is the most rad-
ical essential change in the modus operandi known so far in which large institutions 
watch over large capital at critical moments. If we achieve this, perhaps this current 
crisis will have genuinely been the turning point for the necessary change to flout 
economic, political, and social hegemonies that have brought us to the current situ-
ation, both in the global context and at home. Here, in the Balearic Islands, thinking 
about this possibility is acceptable, due to the dimensions and the number of actors 
involved. However, the key is that everyone is aware that the island is our ship and 
that we will all have to row together to avoid sinking. This is the great challenge.
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PANDEMIC: OPPORTUNITIES AND DISPUTES IN THE NEXT TOURISM  
IN ARGENTINA
Rodrigo Fernández Miranda & Verónica Dziencielsky40  

The global crisis generated by the Covid-19 pandemic opens up new lines for reflec-
tion on society and the economy in general, and on tourism activity in particular. 
This situation has no precedent from which to grasp to assess the way in which the 
eventual exit will take its course. It is a total social fact that shakes social actors, sub-
stantially modifies their relationships and their ways of life, and has repercussions 
on all local, national and global institutions.

For the first time in history, the globalized economic system, as well as the 
movement of goods and people, was practically forced to stop. Along these lines, 
the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) states that all of the two hundred and 
seventeen tourist destinations on the planet have introduced restrictions on interna-
tional travel, which are the most rigorous in history.

An absolute centrality is also observed in communication and the construction 
of meanings. The production of news and the dissemination of speeches revolves 
around the virus with the analysis and recommendations of experts, the constant 
updating of the figures of infections and deaths, and the consequences on societies. 
There has also been a non-minor display of misinformation and fake news.

In Argentina, with its deep historical structures of inequality, this irruption adds 
to a period of social and economic crisis generated by a new cycle of neoliberal 
policies since 2016. It is expected that the peak of infections in the country will 
arrive weeks after the production of this text due to the preventive and compulsory 
lockdown dictated early by the National Government. So far, the numbers of those 
affected are significantly lower than in other countries in the region and the world. 
However, the virus began to circulate strongly in the popular neighborhoods of the 
Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires in May. There, living conditions are marked by 
overcrowding, precariousness and lack of access to essential services.

40  Rodrigo Fernández Miranda is a research lecturer at the Centre for Social Economy Studies at the National 
University Tres de Febrero (Argentina) and Alba Sud researcher. Verónica Dziencielsky is a research lecturer at 
the Center for Social Economy Studies at the National University of Tres de Febrero. This article was published in 
Alba Sud on May 27, 2020. English translation by Ivan Murray.

https://www.eldiplo.org/notas-web/la-pandemia-y-el-sistema-mundo/
https://www.unwto.org/es
https://www.unwto.org/es/news/covid-19-restricciones-viajes
https://www.unwto.org/es/news/covid-19-restricciones-viajes
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Assuming the complexity that this implies, the aim of this article is to decipher 
some keys that allow an approximation to the possibilities of transformation of tour-
ism in the near future, once the situation of health emergency ends. Some triggering 
questions for analysis are: What impacts could this crisis have on tourism? What 
perspectives do central actors foresee? Will there be changes in tourism consump-
tion practices? And, finally, what contributions and opportunities for tourism can be 
promoted from the Social and Solidarity Economy (SSE)?

Tourism and pandemics

The economic consequences of the pandemic are still of unknown dimensions, al-
though there are some certainties. First, different international organizations fore-
cast the most serious and deepest crisis since the Great Depression. Second, in the 
same vein as the health crisis, the economic crisis will have a greater impact on the 
most vulnerable social sectors.

In the case of tourism, there will be companies, workers, destinations and con-
sumers that will be much more impacted than others. Some companies will stop 
winning and others will lose or disappear. Certain destinations will be deeply af-
fected by the lack of demand, with their communities suffering an increase in un-
employment, migration, inequality or social exclusion, and having to reconvert their 
productive matrix. Some of the workers in the sector will lose their jobs and the 
middle and popular sectors will have less capacity for tourism consumption.

However, beyond the expected particular impacts, the central question is to in-
quire about the consequences that the pandemic may have on the tourism model. In 
this regard, it is interesting to evaluate what possibilities for real change exist in the 
dominant modes of tourism production and commercialization and in the relation-
ships and power correlations between the actors involved. Although with nuances, 
the exit offers the following dilemma: a return to the previous normality or a para-
digm shift. It is precisely in this second option where possibilities get opened for the 
Social and Solidarity Economy.
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Tourism, before

As in many other countries, tourism in Argentina was radically swept away by the 
outbreak of Covid-19. Tourism did not decrease, but stopped at practically zero. 
Going back a bit, to illustrate the previous starting point, a brief characterization of 
tourism in the country is proposed.

From a brief historical perspective, we can highlight how the first tourist centers 
in the country were founded at the end of the 19th century. Though, it was not until 
the first Peronist government (1946 - 1952) that the so-called democratization of 
tourism occurred thanks to the expansion of rights, such as paid vacations and the 
improvement in the living conditions of the working sectors. Since then the activity 
has been growing and expanding, gaining prominence on the economic, social and 
cultural levels. 

Currently, the country receives more than 7 million international visitors a year 
with a significant increase in recent years as a consequence, among other factors, 
of the devaluation of the national currency. Some 50% of Argentines (21 million) 
practices tourism, whereas only 10% travels abroad (AET, 2015).

According to the Association of Tourism Hotels (AHT), the sector represents the 
fourth item in the inflow of foreign currency. In 2018, the total turnover was more 
than 55 billion dollars, which represents 10.3% of GDP: the weight of tourism on 
the Gross Domestic Product is four times greater than that of software, clothing and 
textiles. Tourism is also the main activity in terms of job creation: the sector as a 
whole generates approximately one million formal jobs. And the number of informal 
employment is uncertain.

In the last decades, there has been a constant growth of travel, infrastructure and 
tourism beds that has been massifying and hyperturistifying the country’s destina-
tions. This process has not been innocuous in any case, but has generated various 
impacts; for example, on workers’ quality of life (Mazzini, 2009) as well as resi-
dents’ quality of life (Benseny, 2006), environmental deterioration (Dadón, 2002) or 
the destruction of resources (Fernández Miranda, 2015).

https://www.ahtra.com.ar/
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Pandemics, actors and discourses

As a first look at the future scenario, the discourses of the public and business 
sectors are summarized below. This can help us to approach to dominant actors’ 
formulations.

Public actors. The Ministry of Tourism and Sports of the Nation highlights that 
the tourism sector is the most affected by the pandemic and estimates that some 200 
thousand jobs could be lost. In this regard, it is proposed to implement a plan “that 
allows the private sector to remain standing” once the health crisis is finished. This 
would be accompanied by the articulation of dialogue tables with business chambers 
and unions. 

Aid plans are planned for entrepreneurs through the Emergency Assistance Pro-
gram for Work and Production and specific measures for the sector, such as financ-
ing through the Plan 50 Destinations. Part of public aid to “guarantee the payment of 
private sector salaries” during the crisis. Through the Tourism Fund, half a million 
dollars will be allocated “to support tourism entrepreneurs who develop sustainable 
projects that promote employment, roots and human development in the territory.” 

Public sector’s discourse points out the role of tourism as a generator of work and 
highlights positive expectations about its recovery, “it will be one of the industries 
that will reactivate faster when this situation ends.” As a priority, the actions of the 
State aim to “save” the sector, achieving a “reactivation” as quickly as possible. As 
an ideal short and medium term horizon, it is proposed to return to the tourism sit-
uation prior to the pandemic.

Business actors. First, companies and tourism lobbies statements highlight all 
damages caused by the pandemic and the quarantine. Two ideas embedded in these 
narratives are the closure of SMEs and travel agencies, as well as job losses. Unlike 
other sectors, there is no pressure to make quarantine more flexible in the statements 
of private tourism actors. They assume that there would still be suspicion from con-
sumers about practicing tourism. Psychosociocultural consequences are also expect-
ed that will affect tourism practices beyond lockdowns, such as “dread”, “prejudice” 
or the difficulty in “eradicating fear” to the virus.

These speeches do not coincide with the optimism of the State about the times of 
“recovery” of the sector: “The most optimistic predictions indicate that all of 2020 
is completely lost. The few say that tourism could only return to normal within two 

https://www.lanacion.com.ar/economia/turismo-credito-subsidios-plan-del-gobierno-sostener-nid2354151
https://www.lanacion.com.ar/economia/turismo-credito-subsidios-plan-del-gobierno-sostener-nid2354151
https://www.pagina12.com.ar/260832-alberto-fernandez-decreto-mas-ayudas-economicas-pagaran-part
https://www.pagina12.com.ar/260832-alberto-fernandez-decreto-mas-ayudas-economicas-pagaran-part
https://www.telam.com.ar/notas/202004/455820-los-ministros-de-turismo-del-g20--apoyaran-al-sector-para-paliar-efecto-de-la-pandemia.html
https://www.telam.com.ar/notas/202004/455820-los-ministros-de-turismo-del-g20--apoyaran-al-sector-para-paliar-efecto-de-la-pandemia.html
https://www.argentina.gob.ar/noticias/coronavirus-nuevas-medidas-economicas-que-benefician-al-sector-turistico-los-clubes-y-las
https://www.argentina.gob.ar/noticias/coronavirus-nuevas-medidas-economicas-que-benefician-al-sector-turistico-los-clubes-y-las
https://argentina.ladevi.info/lammens-tenemos-la-obligacion-proteger-las-pymes-turismo-n22191
https://www.cronista.com/apertura-negocio/empresas/Coronavirus-Alberto-se-reunio-con-el-sector-turistico-y-prometio-medidas-especificas-20200413-0005.html
https://www.lanacion.com.ar/economia/turismo-pandemia-y-despues-como-seran-los-viajes-tras-la-pandemia-nid2353094
http://www.camaradeturismo.org.ar/section/noticias/5-600-agencias-bordean-la-quiebra-y-contagian-la-duda-sobre-quien-volvera-a-comprar-tickets
https://www.on24.com.ar/negocios/encrucijada-en-turismo-bordean-la-quiebra-y-mantienen-dudas/
https://www.telam.com.ar/notas/202005/466356-la-camara-argentina-de-turismo-lanzo-su-propuesta-ampliar-destinos.html
https://www.elchubut.com.ar/nota/2020-4-27-19-49-0-miles-de-agencias-de-turismo-bordean-la-quiebra-y-dudan-sobre-quien-volvera-a-viajar
https://www.elchubut.com.ar/nota/2020-4-27-19-49-0-miles-de-agencias-de-turismo-bordean-la-quiebra-y-dudan-sobre-quien-volvera-a-viajar
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years.” Regarding the proposals, private actors request a transfer of public resources 
to mitigate the impacts and be able to return to a situation similar to the previous 
moment. Meanwhile, the giants of online agencies took action with the suspension 
of employees and the reduction of salaries until the end of September “to guarantee 
the sustainable development of the company in the long term,” based on an agree-
ment with the Commerce Union trade. 

There is harmony, similarities and complementarities between the discourses of 
public sector and private tourism actors. The State offers what private agents request, 
both raise the need to return to the situation just before the outbreak of the pandemic 
as quickly as possible. The main difference rests upon the optimistic or pessimistic 
emphasis of their prospects. These discourses share, in addition to a marked eco-
nomic orientation, significant silences regarding social and environmental issues. It 
is key to contemplate these invisible dimensions in this rhetoric in order to complete 
the illustration about the consequences of the pandemic on tourism activity. 

The first shocking images from the lockdown were about wild animals in cit-
ies, clean waters when those some weeks ago were turbid, or data registering the 
reduction of pollution. Regarding social aspects, issues such as informal and pre-
carious employment in tourism are omitted (Mazzini, 2009; Tottino & Catalano, 
2015) where workers do not have essential social benefits. These facts also help to 
describe the normality to which it is intended to return. The speeches of the central 
actors focus on the reactivation and return to the previous stage, with omissions and 
without problematizing that previous stage. Statements converge on a lack of critical 
perspective and a lack of proposals to review and modify some practices. The tour-
ism model is out of the agendas and discourses of the main players. Beyond these 
narratives, it is necessary to make visible emerging approaches that offer a broader 
and more complex view, such as the solidarity agents who propose “other tourisms”.

Thinking scenarios and opportunities from the foreseeable

Conundrums about the tourism model of production, marketing and consumption 
accumulate. Despite the uncertainty generated by the speed with which changes 
are taking place, it is necessary to think about the future of tourism and contribute 
to construct it in a different manner. By indicating some expected consequences of 
the coronavirus on tourism in Argentina, the possibilities of action in this scenario 

https://www.elchubut.com.ar/nota/2020-4-27-19-49-0-miles-de-agencias-de-turismo-bordean-la-quiebra-y-dudan-sobre-quien-volvera-a-viajar
https://www.cronista.com/apertura-negocio/empresas/Coronavirus-Despegar-suspende-y-reduce-horarios-de-casi-el-30-de-sus-empleados-20200420-0005.html
https://www.cronista.com/apertura-negocio/empresas/Coronavirus-Despegar-suspende-y-reduce-horarios-de-casi-el-30-de-sus-empleados-20200420-0005.html
https://mx.investing.com/news/stock-market-news/despegar-reduce-un-tercio-costos-pega-a-500-empleos-argentina-1974046
https://mx.investing.com/news/stock-market-news/despegar-reduce-un-tercio-costos-pega-a-500-empleos-argentina-1974046
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will be analyzed. This will allow us an approach to the context and the conditions in 
which all the actors will have to move.

Forced degrowth and self-management

Theorists of degrowth have always emphasized that degrowth processes would be 
either an agreed and planned decision by the majorities or a chaotic imposition due 
to changing natural conditions. Degrowth is forecast to be the greatest certainty that 
the tourism sector will have in the short and medium term. Several factors influence 
its sharp contraction: impoverishment of a significant part of Argentinian house-
holds and its consequent restriction of expenses, low receptivity of foreign tourists, 
or fear of resorting to crowded spaces. 

In line with the drop in tourism, a strong impact is expected on small and me-
dium-sized hotels, transport, gastronomy and tourism agencies. This, added to an 
inevitable “domino effect”, would undoubtedly imply a change in the tourism supply 
composition. This means in any case thousands of new unemployed. The expected 
closure of companies could give rise to two types of scenarios: the first, with a more 
concentrated supply and sustained by the same type of demand; the second, the or-
ganization of employee actors for the adoption of self-managed models that maintain 
their sources of work.

In this second case, the recovery of companies by their workers and the creation 
of worker cooperatives that provide tourism services emerges as an opportunity. 
This type of processes, which implies that workers take charge of the means of pro-
duction and self-manage the company, could occur mainly in activities that demand 
a lot of labor, such as hotels or gastronomy. In the country there is a history of the 
recovery of companies in general, hotels, such as Pipinas, Bauen, Pismanta or Qui-
jote, and restaurants, such as Alé Alé, Los chanchitos, La Casona or Lalo.

Workers’ recovery of companies from bankruptcy or closure and the consequent 
constitution of cooperatives could be a central strategy, not only to minimize dam-
age, but also for a more equitable composition of the sector. This could only happen 
if this alternative is conceived as a viable option that is driven by the actors involved, 
is supported by a broad social base and accompanied by other agents of the social 
and solidarity sector; and that, instead of being repressed, it is legitimized by the 
State. 

https://www.cronista.com/apertura-negocio/empresas/Coronavirus-y-el-golpe-al-turismo-un-alarmante-dato-global-y-la-dura-carta-de-un-empresario-argentino-20200322-0003.html
http://www.albasud.org/blog/es/1119/el-largo-viaje-del-patr-n-un-an-lisis-de-los-hoteles-recuperados-en-argentina
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Social distancing and sustainability

It is expected that social fear to the pandemic will continue after the period of man-
datory lockdown. Planning a trip to a distant environment or getting on a plane, 
train or bus will last some time: it is unlikely that tourism practices will return to 
their previous state in the short term. Government warns that tourism with social 
distancing should be promoted; accordingly, the Argentina’s Chamber of Tourism 
assumes the need to “avoid large concentrations of tourists.”

On the side of large companies such as airlines or hotel chains, health measures 
and protocols concepualized as a Covid-free certification. The Ministry also pro-
poses a program of “Post-Covid19 good practices” and stands out to be working on 
protocols “so that the return of the activity is safe.” The goal is to generate guaran-
tees so that citizens can confidently restart their tourism practice as soon as possible. 
There are already framed ideas such as taking the temperature of air passengers or 
the possibility of placing acrylic dividers in the seats of the planes.

Social distancing would give space, at least for a time, to the visibility of narra-
tives and the permeability of practices on sustainable tourism. The individual fear 
of contagion can promote reactionary feelings, discriminatory and individualizing 
practices too. But it can also give rise to an “embodied consciousness” about the in-
terdependence between people and ecosystems that encourages other ways of trav-
eling, knowing and resting. Social distancing antagonizes mass influx and the large-
scale model, and can lead to the push for slower tourism practices. It can open up a 
possibility for sustainability.

Short distances and the proximity option

Another change that is expected in the post-pandemic scenario is that tourism will 
be carried out over short distances during 2020 and possibly part of 2021. The actors 
assume this: Government promotes “closeness” and encourages travel within the na-
tional territory, and the Argentina’s Chamber of Tourism affirms that proximity will 
be “the axis of the recovery of the activity.” Proximity affects the logic of the cult of 
speed and hits the waterline of globalized tourism. Thus, it generates opportunities 
for other actors who propose the claim of stillness, or proximity tourism practices 
and the revaluation of local environments and cultures, such as rural, peasant or 

https://www.infobae.com/coronavirus/2020/05/10/la-vida-despues-del-coronavirus-cuando-como-y-a-donde-vamos-a-poder-viajar-los-argentinos/
https://hostnews.com.ar/index.php/news/29605/16/Matias-Lammens-participo-en-la-reunion-de-ICTA-sobre-buenas-practicas-pos-Covid19.htm
https://www.infobae.com/coronavirus/2020/05/10/la-vida-despues-del-coronavirus-cuando-como-y-a-donde-vamos-a-poder-viajar-los-argentinos/
https://www.clarin.com/revista-enie/ideas/corine-pelluchon-coronavirus-muestra-vulnerables-puede-traer-toma-conciencia-_0_h5o9qiPvD.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200328/48105019477/fin-confinamiento-apostar-turismo-sostenible-brl.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20200328/48105019477/fin-confinamiento-apostar-turismo-sostenible-brl.html
https://www.lapoliticaonline.com/nota/125936-el-gobierno-reconoce-que-el-turismo-no-volvera-antes-del-verano/
https://www.lapoliticaonline.com/nota/125936-el-gobierno-reconoce-que-el-turismo-no-volvera-antes-del-verano/
https://www.lapoliticaonline.com/nota/125936-el-gobierno-reconoce-que-el-turismo-no-volvera-antes-del-verano/
https://www.infobae.com/coronavirus/2020/05/10/la-vida-despues-del-coronavirus-cuando-como-y-a-donde-vamos-a-poder-viajar-los-argentinos/
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community-based tourism. The proximity is also a possibility for a more sustainable 
tourism.

Proximity affects the logic of the cult of velocity and hits the plimsoll line of glo-
balized tourism. Thus, it generates opportunities for other actors who claim slow-
ness, or proximity tourism practices and the revaluation of local environments and 
cultures, such as rural, peasant or community-based tourism. The proximity is also 
a possibility for a more sustainable tourism. These changes can also be linked to 
pre-Covid consumer trends. A study carried out by booking.com last October ana-
lyzed tourism trends. According to its results, around 50% of Argentines were in-
terested in reducing the environmental impact generated by excess tourism. And, in 
that regard, they would be willing to modify the destinations or means of transport 
used in order to avoid overcrowding and help the preservation of the environment. 
This study not only demonstrates the possibility of exploring this type of practices 
but also that its appropriation will be a space of dispute. As the tourist cake is re-
duced, proximity will be a strategy adopted by actors of diverse origins. Big capitals 
that until now had no interest in local tourism will begin to fight for this modality.

Time, fragility of changes and disputes to come

In all cases, it is important to take into account the temporal dimension of the afore-
mentioned changes. Three central issues will happen and will enable tourism ac-
tivity again: at the country level, the Government will withdraw the restrictions, at 
the global level the WHO will give the go-ahead to travel, and the fear of contagion 
will diminish. Changes will be temporary, and the foreseeable course of events is 
that, according to the will and interests of the central actors, a progressive return to 
a similar model to the preceding one. This will presumably happen unless the most 
affected sectors (workers, small companies, solidarity or community organizations) 
organize and articulate to generate alternatives and influence decision-making spac-
es that can modify this course.

A political and meaning dispute will probably take place during this period. 
Discourses and proposals, in many cases antagonistic, will contrast. There will be 
a struggle to establish a dominant view on which model of tourism development is 
the most convenient for the common good. It is in this temporary space where SSE 
workers, actors and related sectors together will be able to maximize their efforts to 

https://news.booking.com/bookingcom-revela-las-principales-tendencias-de-viaje-de-los-argentinos-para-2020/
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disseminate their arguments and make visible their proposals and experiences that 
allow the practice of a more supportive, equitable and sustainable tourism. Although 
assuming the unequal correlation of forces and limited time, this is precisely the 
main window of opportunity.

Setting next tourism 

To lay the reflection, critical factors are raised for the configuration of the next tour-
ism in Argentina. 

The role of the State. What will be the orientation of public policies in general 
and tourism in particular and the correlation of forces in the decisions of the State. 
So far there is no intention to change the paradigm of tourism or the orientation 
of policies towards solidarity experiences. On the contrary, everything points to a 
transfer of resources that guarantees a return as quickly as possible to the previous 
stage.

The role of citizenship. What impact the pandemic will have on the represen-
tations and major practices around tourism. Changes in consumer behavior are ex-
pected to occur, although its orientation and duration are difficult to establish. There 
may be checks and balances in the tension between the fear of traveling and the 
vindication of freedom through tourism consumption. From fear can also arise an 
unlearning, an awareness about the damages and risks of the model, and a question-
ing of that idea of freedom, which would allow greater visibility of associative and 
transformative tourism experiences.

Capabilities of social actors. What capability will the actors from the social, 
popular and solidarity fields have for the articulation, inter-cooperation and con-
struction of synergies in relation to tourism. The stable organization will be able to 
allow a greater coupling between responsible demand and solidarity supply. As in 
other crises, the newly unemployed and informal workers can be the new victims, 
or become strategic actors that strengthen cooperation ties for the construction of 
another tourism model.

Community organization. Another factor links to the possibility that members 
of the populations in the destinations can work together to, through different forms 
of organizational structure, carry out or support tourism projects that respond to the 
interest of the community. This implies a strength in the organization of the commu-
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nities and a level of social participation that enables the planning and management 
of community-based tourism in the territories.

Ultimately, the configuration of the next map of Argentina’s tourism will be 
determined by who are the actors that drive and lead the transformations or, on the 
contrary, the continuities of the activity. The possibility of paving a way out where 
the general interest prevails must arise from the will, consensus and the consolida-
tion of cooperative relations between the State, solidarity organizations and orga-
nized communities. In this scenario, social actors can spur on the vast accumulated 
experience in the country.

The next tourism is still a story to write; and a fragment of its narrative will de-
pend on the capacity for adaptation, innovation and articulation between the actors 
who, from different parts of the geography, propose and put into practice tourism 
alternatives crossed by other rationalities, values and ideas. However, it is important 
to avoid a naive look. The correlation of forces, the ability to influence the State and 
the collective imagination shown by the lobbies of the sector reveals a latent risk: 
that the post-Covid-19 scenario could bring a more concentrated, exclusive and un-
sustainable tourism model. This would not be a dystopia, but a certain possibility.
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COVID-19: NOW IS THE TIME TO TRANSFORM TOURISM
Transforming Tourism Iniciative41  

UNWTO World Tourism Organization
Secretary General
Zurab Pololikashvili
 

World Tourism Day 
September 27, 2020

 
Dear Mr. Secretary General, 

We appreciate the farsightedness and courage of UN General Secretary António 
Guterres, to call this COVID-19 pandemic crisis an opportunity for transforma-
tion in tourism by launching the Policy Brief on “COVID-19 and Transforming 
Tourism”. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, with its vision to transform our 
world to a just, equal and inclusive one, continues to serve as a guiding set of prin-
ciples as we navigate through the upheavals caused by the climate crisis and the ca-
tastrophe of growing social and economic inequalities that are being deepened and 
accentuated by the current COVID-19 pandemic.

The COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences have hit the tourism industry 
and governments at a time, when the resistance to the destructive growth of tour-
ism has been getting louder. In recent years, local inhabitants in many communi-
ties have protested against over-tourism. Workers movements and organizations of 
informal workers have been continuously demanding better and decent working con-
ditions, and millions of young people are calling for immediate climate action. Ob-
viously, the promises of tourism to be a key contributor to sustainable development 
have not being fulfilled. The crisis now serves as a burning lens and shows that the 

41  Transforming Tourism Initiative (TTI) is a platform that was created in 2017 for NGOs, tourism professionals, 
and academics. 

http://www.transforming-tourism.org/
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current tourism model is, also in economic terms, neither resilient nor sustainable. It 
is far away from making a key contribution to the future we all need and want. 

Transforming tourism  is the demand of the hour. It is more than fixing the 
old, unsustainable growth-based tourism model. It requires a systematic approach 
to analyse, understand,  and address the consequences that unsustainable tourism 
practices have on people and our planet. 

As the pandemic is amplifying the exposure of the weakest in tourism we want to 
reinforce the demands that we published in our Berlin Declaration on Transforming 
Tourism, 2017. Until today more than 70 institutions from civil society, academia 
and people movements have signed it together with more than 500 individuals from 
all continents across the globe.

Addressing the challenges of tourism in the context of COVID 19 means:

•	 Upholding the “leave no one behind”-principle in recovery plans: Govern-
ments are requested to provide urgent and efficient support to the most vul-
nerable groups in the tourism sector, who are the workers in the formal and 
informal economy. Among them are migrant workers and women, who face 
particular discriminations and vulnerabilities.

•	 Ensure that mistakes from the past are not repeated now that domestic and 
rural tourism are growing more intensively. Encourage destinations, tourism 
planners and companies to develop concepts to define local carrying capac-
ities in a participatory way, in order to avoid a repetition of the over-tourism 
crisis. On the contrary, support tourism strategies that contribute to inclusive 
economic and social development.

•	 The recession is likely to lead to new investments in tourism. Guarantees in 
contracts and planning permissions should ensure that social and environ-
mental sustainability and disaster preparedness are at the core of any new 
investments and that they do not harm traditional land use patterns.  

•	 Support destinations to implement truly resilient tourism models that serve 
people in host communities and destinations. Thousands of communities ac-
tive in tourism have proved, even  in a deep crisis such as COVID-19, that 

http://www.transforming-tourism.org/berlin-declaration-on-transforming-tourism.html
http://www.transforming-tourism.org/berlin-declaration-on-transforming-tourism.html
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their model is more resilient to external shocks and so better equipped for a 
world characterized by more and more uncertainties. Motivate your members’ 
countries not to opt for a debt-induced tourism model, because it increases 
the dependency of destinations instead of contributing to their resilience. 

Whilst the most urgent measures to fight the social and economic impacts of COVID 
19 are the highest priority, we need also to initiate long-term measures to transform 
tourism. These include: 

•	 Develop mechanisms that measure the effects of tourism on people and the 
planet including the ecological and social costs of tourism and allowing for 
fair and just pricing. Only tourism that contributes to the wellbeing of people 
and protects the environment is a viable development option.

•	 Ensure that precariousness and segmentation of labour in tourism is addressed 
by adopting and fully adhering to the ILO Decent Work Principles. These in-
clude respect for fundamental labour rights, such as freedom to organize and 
the eradication of all forms of labour discrimination, forced labour, and child 
labour.

•	 Remind all tourism stakeholders from both the public and private sectors that 
tourism should facilitate an economic and social ecosystem that allows di-
verse and complementary sets of livelihoods in communities and destinations 
to co-exist and thus to generate local well-being, cooperation and fair trade.

•	 Ensure that tourism makes honest and ambitious efforts to combat climate 
change by reducing its absolute emissions and its use of fossil fuels, globally, 
nationally and locally e.g. by avoiding non-essential flights; structurally re-
ducing plastic use; adopting and contributing to responsible waste manage-
ment practices; and ensuring true-cost pricing of fossil fuels.

•	 Ensure that tourism protects natural landscapes and biodiversity. Develop 
strategies and practices for sustainable development, which are rooted in a 
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region and which respect its natural and cultural resources as well as its car-
rying capacities.

The demand to transform tourism, which General Secretary António Guterres re-
ferred to in his speech and the policy brief on “COVID-19 and Transforming Tour-
ism”, has to be mainstreamed in all UNWTO policies and programmes. Achieving 
our joint vision of the 2030 Agenda and overcoming the incomparable global crisis 
that COVID-19 causes need the support of every stakeholder. Community groups, 
civil society organizations, people ś movement, academic institution, tourism plan-
ners, tourism practitioners as well as tourism policy makers must engage in the 
tourism decision-making process as equals. 

We are concerned that the lack of inclusiveness in the institutional processes 
of the UNWTO is a barrier for this and a severe burden for the upcoming process 
to truly transform tourism. Only inclusive institutions will be able to navigate us 
all through the crisis and provide the essential vision and principles to enable us to 
transform tourism together. 

In this regard, we urge the UNWTO to open its doors for representatives of peo-
ple ś movements and members of the informal sector as well as independent NGOs 
and academic institutions that decide not to become affiliate members of UNWTO. 
We are ready to contribute to this and are looking forward to discuss strategies to 
democratize tourism development at the global level with you. 

We are expectant for your timely commitment and support to transform tourism. 
We look forward to your response to our sincere recommendations. 

Sincerely yours,
Antje Monshausen on behalf of the signatories, 
 
Alba Sud, España
Association Sénégalaise des Amis de la Nature 
Brot für die Welt – Protestant Development Service, Alemania
College of Technology/CLASE, University of San Agustin, Filininas
COMUNITUR, Colombia
Defence for Children – ECPAT, Netherlands ECPAT International
ECPAT, Alemania
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Equality in Tourism, Reino Unido
Equitable Tourism Options – EQUATIONS, India 
Fundación Juan Bosch, República Dominicana
Fresh Eyes – People to people travel, Reino Unido
Imagine Peace, Corea del Sur
Institute of travel and tourism of the Gambia
International Alliance of Inhabitants
International Center for Responsible Tourism, África Occidental
Kabani – the other direction, India
Labor Movens Study Group, Brasil
Myanmar Responsible Tourism Institute
National Fisheries Solidarity Movement, Sri Lanka 
respect_NFI (Naturefriends International)
Studienkreis für Tourismus und Entwicklung e.V., Alemania

This letter was written by a core team of the Transforming Tourism Initiative: Andy 
Rutherford (Fresh Eyes – People to people travel, UK); Antje Monshausen (Tourism 
Watch at Brot für die Welt, Alemania); Cornelia Kuehhas (respect_NFI, Nature-
friends International); Ernest Cañada (Alba Sud, España); Joyatri Ray (Equitable 
Tourism Options - EQUATIONS, India); Sumesh Mangalasseri (Kabani – the other 
direction, India). 
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