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NEW YORK: After more than a year of frustration,
diehard American fans of cruise vacations at last
sense an end to their COVID-imposed stranding, and
many are booking trips as soon as they can. Steve
Butcher, who has had about 10 trips canceled in the
last year, is finally confident an upcoming voyage in
July will go ahead-but the ship will depart from St.
Maarten in the Caribbean, beyond the reach of the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
which has barred almost all cruise voyages from the
United States.

“I want to get back to living my life,” Butcher, 68,
said. James Holcombe, who has spent the last year
“getting canceled and rebooked,” is also hopeful an
upcoming excursion from Jamaica will actually hap-
pen. The two trips-on ships traveling with significant
empty cabin capacity and requiring vaccinations-are
among a growing number of voyages planned by
major cruise lines even as the outlook for US ports of
call remains murky.

Recent booking figures and strong pricing trends
reported by Carnival Cruise Line and smaller opera-
tors offer proof of the pent-up demand for cruising,
an especially hard-hit corner of the COVID-battered
tourism industry. About half of the readers in a Cruise
Critic survey are actively looking for trips, said the
website, which has also reported recent accounts of
trips selling out in a single day.

Still, as with so many other areas of the econ-
omy, much remains to be resolved before cruising
returns to its pre-COVID-19 levels. Inoculations
are becoming more widespread, but businesses
are now navigating politically turbulent terrain
over vaccine protocols in a debate that is starting

to resemble the fights over face masks.

Vaccinated cruising 
Cruise travel was one of the early victims of the

pandemic, and live television broadcasts of the arrival
of liners carrying COVID-infected passengers were
among the first signs of the national emergency the
virus was to become. Cruise aficionados had been
hopeful for an easing in the US regulatory stance as
the pandemic ebbed, noting the industry’s ability to
undertake safe excursions outside the country and
the increasing availability of vaccines.

But the CDC on April 2 gave little ground, pointing
to the need for strict guidelines at a time when emerg-
ing COVID-19 variants are becoming widespread.

“Cruising safely and responsibly during a global
pandemic is difficult,” the agency said, adding that
“COVID-19 vaccination efforts will be critical in the
safe resumption of passenger operations.” Florida
Governor Ron DeSantis, a strong supporter of former
president Donald Trump and himself a potential pres-
idential candidate, has sued President Joe Biden’s ad-
ministration over its stance on the cruise industry,
while also signaling to Florida media that his ban on
“vaccine passports” would preclude cruise ships from
requiring vaccinations. Legal experts are skeptical of
DeSantis’ efforts, but they point to an unsettled de-
bate in the broader public.

Cruising giant Carnival has avoided backing a
blanket vaccination requirement to travel, in part be-
cause vaccines are not available to everyone, includ-
ing children, said Chief Executive Arnold Donald.

“We would encourage everyone to get a vaccine
if available,” Donald said, adding that he also re-

spected “personal liberties” and that it was too soon
to set brand policies around vaccines.

Rule following 
Donald called the CDC’s latest stance “not neces-

sarily a workable or practical solution” as his com-
pany pointed to first-quarter bookings up 90 percent
from the fourth quarter of 2020. Cruise ships “hope-
fully won’t be asked to stand up to a zero risk stan-
dard because, frankly, nowhere else in society is that
being considered,” said Donald, who pledged to work
with the CDC.  The company’s rival, Norwegian
Cruise Lines, has taken a different tact, announcing it
will require voyagers to be vaccinated and lobbying
the CDC to permit voyages to depart from US ports

beginning July 4.
The CDC did not respond to a request for com-

ment. Surveys of cruise vacationers show almost no
opposition to vaccination requirements. In the latest
Cruise Critic survey, 86 percent said they will cruise
if vaccinations are required, with only six percent de-
clining and eight percent not sure. 

Butcher, who lives in Ohio and has already been
vaccinated, strongly supports a vaccination mandate,
as well as a requirement to wear masks on board. De-
scribing himself as a “rule follower” from decades of
military service, Butcher said that some of the CDC’s
hardline approach likely stems from last spring when
cruise ships resisted shutting down despite coron-
avirus outbreaks. —AFP

Rising hopes, lingering questions 
as cruise sector eyes comeback

Diehard American fans of cruise trips sense an end to COVID-imposed stranding

A view of the Royal-class cruise ship “Sky Princess”, operated by Bermuda-based Princess Cruises of Car-
nival Corporation, off the coast of Cyprus’ southern city of Limassol. Half a dozen cruise ships have been
stranded since May 2020 off Cyprus, looming large over a fishing village on the holiday island hit hard by
the coronavirus pandemic. —AFP

Google unveils $2bn 
data hub in Poland
WARSAW: US tech giant Google launched a new cloud data
hub in Warsaw-its first in Central and Eastern Europe-with an
investment of nearly $2.0 billion (1.7 billion euros). Prime Min-
ister Mateusz Morawiecki hailed the new hub saying it would
ensure “better service from private and public entities” and
strengthen security because the data would be stored in
Poland. “We hope that the new Google Cloud region will... help
in recovery from the pandemic and will contribute to a thriving
digital economy in Poland and the neighboring countries,”
Magdalena Dziewguc, Google Cloud’s country manager, said
in a statement.

US embassy charge d’affaires Bix Aliu said US companies
have invested around $60 billion in Poland and Google “is
adding close to $2 billion to that number by expanding cloud
services”. Poland’s economy last year went into recession for
the first time since the fall of communism three decades ago
because of the coronavirus crisis but it is expected to bounce
back this year. —AFP

Europe needs more 
aid to counter 
COVID risks: IMF
WASHINGTON: Europe faces more risks to its economic re-
covery due to COVID-19 variants and delays in vaccination
campaigns that threaten to prolong the health crisis, the IMF
said on Wednesday.

“Reflecting the periodic infection waves and the pace of vac-
cinations, the economic recovery in Europe is still halting and
uneven,” Alfred Kammer, director of the International Monetary
Fund’s European department, told reporters. The European
economy is expected to grow of 4.5 percent this year, 0.2 points
lower than the October forecast, followed by a 3.9 percent ex-
pansion in 2022, according to the IMF’s latest Regional Eco-
nomic Outlook.

Targeted and temporary 
That would take the economy “back to its pre-pandemic level

but not to the path expected before the pandemic.” But the IMF
forecasts assume vaccines will be “widely available” by mid-
year, and Kammer said “the number one priority is to boost vac-
cine production.” 

A slower recovery could create “social unrest and more
medium-term scarring of economies if the crisis lingers,” the
report warned, and policymakers “need to continue to pro-
vide emergency support to households and firms.” However,
Kammer said, “This is not a call for a package that boosts
spending indiscriminately and permanently, but for a well-
targeted and temporary shot in the arm of both demand and
supply.” Additional spending of three percent of GDP
through next year could lift GDP by about two percent by
the end of 2022 and cut the impact of scarring by more than
half, he said. 

“The costs would pale in comparison to the benefits,”
he added. While the current level of support provided by Eu-
ropean governments “looks sufficient,” he cautioned that “we
don’t know how long (the recovery) is going to take” so fiscal
support will need to continue in 2021 and 2022.  The Washing-
ton-based crisis lender said pandemic spending were “unprece-
dented lifelines” that helped tens of millions, but said those funds
should shift to retraining programs to help workers find jobs in
emerging industries.

“The faster the recovery, the less scarring people and busi-
nesses will suffer,” the IMF said. The IMF official also stressed
that it was difficult to know to what extent consumption would
support growth after countries, such as France, had to re-impose
restrictions due to a new wave of infections. “And government
should be ready to provide accurate demand support when and
if needed,” he said. —AFP


