2020 MARKS THE WORST YEAR FOR INTERNATIONAL ARRIVALS TO EUROPE IN
OVER 30 YEARS
•
•
•

All reporting European destinations record declines in arrivals between 51%-85%, 1 in 3 declining
between 70%-79%
Vaccine roll-out and improved testing and tracing regimes provide some grounds for optimism for
gradual recovery in 2021
92% of business travellers expect their company to experience negative outcomes due to travel
restrictions

Brussels, 11 February 2021: As the COVID-19 pandemic enters its second year, its widespread impact continues
to weigh heavily on European destinations and the wider tourism economy. The most recent edition of the ‘European
Tourism Trends & Prospects’ quarterly report from the European Travel Commission (ETC) continues to monitor
the COVID-19 impact on the sector and examines how travel activity is set to return in 2021 amid the current wave
of infections and the slow start of vaccination programmes.
Illustrating the devastating demise of tourism in 2020, international tourist arrivals to Europe dropped 70% 1 in 2020
compared to 2019. Despite distribution challenges which have plagued the EU in recent weeks, the roll-out of
vaccines across Europe and improved testing and tracing regimes provide some hope for the relaxation of travel
restrictions in 2021. Nevertheless, the return to typical international travel demand patterns will be gradual with
2019 levels predicted to return by 2023.
ETC Executive Director Eduardo Santander, speaking following the publication of the report said: “We believe that

the slow restart of travel can be expected in the spring across Europe with a gradual return to “new normality”
through summer and autumn 2021. A return to travel will, however, happen with new consumer habits, calling for
strong adaptation and agile responses from the tourism sector. Ensuring safe travel opportunities should become
a priority for destinations as potential travellers are likely to travel more slowly, closer to home and to lesserknown destinations”.

Annus horribilis for European tourism
All reporting European destinations experienced record falls in arrivals between 51% and 85% in 2020, with 1 in 3
destinations posting declines ranging from 70% to 79%. When digging deeper into the countries which rely heavily
on international markets, the results are even more stark, with Montenegro recording a decline of 85%, Cyprus at
84% and Romania at 83%. In Spain, where tourism accounts for a significant 12% of the country’s GDP, the loss of
arrivals from its key markets (UK, Germany, France, the Netherlands, and Italy) has seen the country record a 77%
decline in international tourist arrivals.
On the other end of the spectrum, Austria (-53%) recorded one of the smallest falls in arrivals where a greater
reliance on short-haul trips allowed the country to benefit from some travel in 2020. However, the spike in infection
rates in recent weeks has led to Austria introducing a tourism blanket ban at the beginning of 2021.

Pandemic effect has wreaked havoc on industry performance
The hospitality industry has been one of the hardest-hit sectors, with a plunge in demand causing many hotels to
remain closed throughout most of 2020, recording a 54% decline in occupancy levels. A quicker easing of
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restrictions for domestic travel and a stronger demand from residents to travel locally provided some support to
those hotels that remained open, however, a second wave of the coronavirus outbreak placed a halt to the travel
rebound.
As for the airline industry, hopes of a mild recovery into 2021 were dashed with the re-introduction of Europe-wide
lockdowns as a result of the upsurge in cases over winter 2020. IATA’s latest international forecast predicts that
Europe will be the most affected region in 2021 in terms of airline losses, with a decline in $11.9 billion projected 2.
Year-to-date data shows drops to a record low in European Air Passenger Traffic (-69.3%).

Business travel in a post-pandemic Europe
The pandemic has provided an opportunity to re-evaluate working practices and the management of business
relationships, and business travel in particular. This has resulted in calls on businesses to be more conscious of
the environmental impact of their travel, prompting questions as to whether business travel will ever return to prepandemic levels.
The report indicates that predictions regarding the collapse of business-related travel are unlikely to materialise,
as in-person meetings will remain a key tenet of business relationships. Research commissioned by SAP Concur 3
in mid-2020 highlighted the importance of face-to-face contact, with 92% of business travellers expecting their
company to experience negative outcomes due to COVID-19 travel restrictions, including a reduced number of deals
or contracts signed and declines in new business wins. The return of international business travel to precoronavirus levels is expected by 2024, with domestic business travel recovering faster by 2023.
The full report and the infographic can be downloaded from ETC’s corporate website under the following link: https://etccorporate.org/reports/european-tourism-2020-trends-prospects-q4-2020/

ENDS
Note to editors - About the European Travel Commission
The European Travel Commission is an association of National Tourism Organisations (NTOs). It was created in 1948 to promote Europe as
a tourist destination to the long-haul markets outside of Europe, originally in the USA and later in Canada, Latin America and Asia. It
currently has 33 member NTOs, including 7 from outside the European Union.
For further information: ETC’s corporate website http://www.etc-corporate.org is aimed at industry, government and educational
personnel interested in tourism to Europe. Tourists seeking travel-specific information and ideas are directed to ETC’s consumer portal
http://www.visiteurope.com.
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