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There’s a cruise for everybody

While still being a niche segment, the cruise industry is enjoying 
rapid growth these days, with tens of thousands of new travellers 
boarding the floating hotels each year. We are talking to Bo Larsen, 
who is responsible for developing strategic partnerships for the 
Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA), whose objective is 
to grow the community of the cruise industry globally, as well as to 
bring the industry execs together regularly. We ask about changing 
the perception of this business, why it is crucial to choose the right 
ship for one’s first cruise, what is the Executive Partner Program, 
and what is the industry’s future outlook.

by Przemysław Myszka
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Interview with Bo Larsen, Senior Vice President, 
Strategic Partnerships, CLIA Europe

�	 First, could you bring forward what is ex-
actly CLIA in general and its European arm 
in particular?

 In a nutshell, we are the world’s biggest 
cruise industry trade association, es-
tablished back in 1975. CLIA currently 
represents over 65 cruise lines – that’s 
more or less 95% of the global cruise 
capacity. At the same time, around 
15,000 and 25,000 travel agencies and 
agents, respectively, are our members. 
In total, the Association has 15 offices 
worldwide – from Alaska to Southeast 
Asia and Australasia. In 2014, the Eu-
ropean arm was set up. Before that, 
we had the European Cruise Council, 
which to some extent was a very dif-
ferent organisation by default. It was a 
gathering of the cruise lines; a place for 
them to discuss things internally as well 
as to speak with the decision makers 
on the EU level. In turn, CLIA Europe 
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was brought to life in order to shape 
and present the industry’s voice. Apart 
from the cruise lines we represent, we 
also reach out to ports, while our ties 
with the travel agent community are be-
coming more and more profound, too. 
We’re also playing a particular attention 
to working with our partners as closely 
as possible. That’s why we have a num-
ber of national chapters both in Europe 
and worldwide.

 In general, the cruise industry is be-
coming more complex. There are a lot 
of “moving parts” to it, so to speak, i.e., 
different opportunities but also chal-
lenges. It is an industry that has glo-
balised quite rapidly in recent years. In 
the light of this, the objective of CLIA is 
fairly obvious: namely, we must expand 
globally as well as to bring the indus-
try closer together. Here are two quick 
examples to illustrate this trend. In the 
past, we had only a few employees. 
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Now, after having invested a lot in the 
team, not only the ranks are larger, but 
we also gained the competencies to 
both take advantage of the opportuni-
ties and deal with the challenges. An-
other would be the growth of our mem-
bers’ fleet. In 2016, it was 458 ships 
(the year of the maiden voyage of the 
GT 226,963 Harmony of the Seas, the 
world’s biggest), whereas in 2017 we 
saw the delivery of at least nine new 
oceangoing cruise ships and an addi-
tional 17 river cruise vessels. All of this 
is roughly 30 thousand new passen-
ger capacity – by all means a healthy 
year-on-year growth. In Europe alone, 
39 different cruise lines are operating a 
total of 123 vessels. As a consequence, 
the cruise industry contributes to the 
economy more with each year. The lat-
est figures from 2015 speak of around 
EUR 17 billion per year in Europe alone.

�	 What are the main reasons the cruise market 
is on the rise these days? How has the per-
ception of cruising evolved over the years? 
What is currently the cruise’s place within 
the bigger tourism picture?

 If you were to ask the man on the 
street whether he has been on a one 
or two week-long cruise voyage in his 
life, there’s a high probability he’d re-
ply with a “No” – if we were to ground 
our guess on the cruise industry’s cut 
of the overall organised holiday busi-
ness cake (somewhere between 1% 
and 2%). Then, if you’d push him fur-
ther by asking “Why?” almost certainly 
he’d answer “Because it’s more expen-
sive than other options.” To this, I would 
raise my eyebrow, saying “Really?” 
What this man passes onto us, it is his 
perception of the cruise alternative, not 
necessarily the factual state of affairs.

 It all boils down to comparing the num-
bers behind the different options. I’m 
Danish, so I’ll take my compatriots as 
an example. Most of the Danes who go 
on vacation abroad pick Spain or Italy 
as their destination. More often than not 
they also chose a fixed package to stay 
in one location for a week or longer. All 
things being equal – first and foremost 
the price, which for the all-inclusive op-
tion is pretty much the same – they are 
missing on a few opportunities. Across 
the same period of time, cruise tourists 
get the chance to see a few different 
countries, with their unique cultures, 
cuisine, history, languages, even cur-
rencies. So, instead of being more or 
less tied to one spot in the South of 
Europe, they can experience half of the 
Mediterranean region in just a week.
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 Alike on land, where you have differ-
ent choices that suit your pocket and/
or fancy (some like it crowded and 
loud, some just the opposite), there’re 
different cruise lines and ships. In 
short, there’s a cruise for everybody. 
The same goes for the exact date 
you decide to go on a cruise, e.g., 
spring being often cheaper than the 
high summer season. There are ad-
ditional attractions, too. Just think of 
the Christmas and New Year cruises 
in Copenhagen, or the Kiel Woche, 
said to be Europe’s biggest sailing 
events. What’s also a very typical 
phenomenon of the cruise industry 
is that when people are finally intro-
duced to it, they often embark on to 
another voyage the next season and 
continue doing so in the future. I, per-
sonally, have familiarised my closest 
ones with cruise shipping and can 
testify to the validity of this claim. If 
you’re concerned about the quality of 
service, there’s no reason to worry – 
it’s top-shelf.

 Summing up this thread, the industry’s 
work is very much focused nowadays 
on changing the perception. That’s why 
we’re cooperating with travel agents 
very closely. After all, they are the in-
terface between what our cruise line 
members have to offer and the end 
customer. And sometimes it’s just a 
matter of surfacing the cruise option; 
raising the awareness that alternatives 
do exist at a comparable cost. Overall, 
the key aim is to get the first time cruis-
ers on board the right ship so that they 
get the best experience from the very 
start. In the long run, this will create a 
bond between the customer and cruise 
shipping. In Germany, for example, the 

business model behind the Rostock-
based Aida Cruises is an offer specifi-
cally tailored to the needs of the Ger-
man tourists. That may also be one of 
the reasons why Germans are today 

Europe’s No. 1 cruising nation, travel-
ling continent-wide.

 The potential is out there, no doubt 
about that. In the Nordic region, for in-
stance, only about 1% of the population 
has ever gone on a cruise. The averaged 
figure for the whole of Europe is higher 
– 8.6%, but still that’s the opportunity 
we at CLIA are targeting. It is also a 
global endeavour. The societies in Asia, 
particularly in China, are getting richer, 
so they’re looking for attractive ways to 
spend their time and the extra money 
they now have at their disposal. On the 
one hand, the cruise lines are catering 
to this demand with new capacities; 
currently, a total of 97 ocean and river 
ships is inked in the 2026 order book, 
out of which 50 billion USD will be spent 
on 80 oceangoing units. These range 
from the biggest 5-star luxury ships to 
smaller cruise vessels in the 200-600 
pax capacity range, including the ex-
pedition ones on board which you can 
sail to see some more exotic destina-
tions like the polar regions. At the same 
time, a considerable number of older 
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ships is already being (or soon will be) 
upgraded in order to meet the higher re-
quirements, both when it comes to ser-
vice quality and regulatory demands. 
This is, of course, good news to some 
shipyards that specialised themselves 
in putting together such vessels. On the 
other hand, it’s our and the travel agen-
cies’ task to popularise the numerous 
and often quite unique values of cruis-
ing. This won’t take place overnight, it’s 
a long-term process, but the numbers 
are telling us that we’re heading in the 
right direction. In 2017, some 26 million 
passengers were served worldwide. 
It is still a niche market, but we’ll con-
tinue our strive at making it more and 
more a part of the mainstream tourism 
business.

�	 You worked in the past for the Cruise Baltic 
and the Cruise Copenhagen Network. What is 
the Baltic region’s appeal?

 I must be honest with you on this one. 
I’ve got a big Baltic heart. Before join-
ing CLIA, I worked for seven years for 
Cruise Baltic where my job was to pro-
mote the region as a cruise destina-
tion. I take personal pride in the fact 
that this goal was reached; even more 
so because the growth rate has been 
faster here than the average for the 
whole of Europe. But this success did 
not come out of nowhere. During these 
years, we closely cooperated with the 
majority if not all the port authorities, 
organisations, and other stakeholders 
who considered the cruise business a 
vital part of their portfolios.

 There are just so many beautiful plac-
es in the region to explore, both in the 
immediate vicinity of the seaports and 
then farther down the hinterland. If the 
term “Balticer” is actually a thing, then 
that’s what I am.

�	 What is the Association’s Executive Partner 
Program?

 When I was working for Cruise Baltic, 
I was also a member of the European 
Cruise Council, CLIA in North America, 
and the Passenger Shipping Associa-
tion in the UK. In 2014, as mentioned 
earlier, CLIA rallied these organisations 
under one European banner. I was 
approached with the opportunity to 
look at the Association’s membership 
agenda. They asked me what are my 
thoughts on what should the Executive 
Partner Program (EPP) look like. The 
strategy we put forward was to give 
the companies from the cruise industry 
an opportunity to elevate their profile. 
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In practice, this means that the EPP 
functions as a tool for bringing very di-
verse stakeholders and decision mak-
ers closer together – and I mean on a 
global level.

 From a perspective of a port which 
wants to engage in the cruise business, 
this is like solving an equation with sev-
eral unknown quantities. The EPP was 

crafted exactly to bridge these gaps 
and to explain that this equation simply 
needs to be solved if one really wants 
to add a new facet to the port business. 
Believe me, no place in the world has be-
come a great cruise seaport by chance. 
In other words, it’s all about cooperation 
– among the ports, cruise lines, people 
who set up the itineraries, travel agents, 

cruise promoting organisations (incl. 
public agencies), tour guides, compa-
nies which run the tourist attractions, 
as well as other transport modes, be it 
rail, road, or air. You can think about it 
as a sort of a supply chain in the sense 
that you need to align multiple parties 
with each other, or else you simply won’t 
have an attractive offer.

 Alike in the case of potential cruise 
shipping customers, education is 
key. A given destination can have all 
the prerequisites to become a great 
cruise tourist destination, but fail to 
grasp the opportunity simply because 
it won’t know about it in the first place. 
Ultimately, it’s telling the stakeholders 
and decision makers a compelling sto-
ry that gets them convinced and moti-
vated enough to catch the cruise train. 
Take the Danish Port of Skagen as 
an example. A town of slightly above 
8,000 population has become a very 
sought-after cruise destination after 
the initial calls. Now imagine a cruise 
ship with 4,000-5,000 guests from all 
over the world visiting it – that’s an 
event for the local community, some-
thing they take pride in!

 Next, the EPP acts as a platform for 
discussing different challenges, e.g., of 
a regulatory nature, as well as for shar-
ing the latest technology, research & 
development, market intelligence, and 
so on and so forth. As such, the EPP 
hosts meetings between the cruise in-
dustry and law and insurance compa-
nies, as well as service and equipment 
providers. This way, we can learn a lot 
more from each other to be, among 
other things, better prepared for future 
events. For instance, the entire shipping 
industry, including cruise, will have to 
switch to some kind of low sulphur fuel 
in 2020 in order to comply with the 0.5% 
cap. Luckily, we can turn to our partners 
from the Baltic and North Seas, as well 
as North America, to learn from their 
rich experiences while having to cope 
with the 0.1% sulphur limit.

 The EPP helps new entrants to estab-
lish and grow their businesses, too. 
While our members are competing 
with each other, there’s an overlap-
ping consensus that they can all make 
their living from the sea, granted they 
jointly work for the benefit of expand-
ing the market. The cruise is a very 
relationship-driven industry, with a lot 
of face-to-face meetings during con-
ferences and trade fairs. CLIA itself 
organises an annual summit, which 
takes place on board an actual cruise 
ship, where people get the chance to 
feel first-hand what this business is all 

Photo: www.pixabay.com

Photo: www.pixabay.com

Photo: www.pexels.com



6 | Harbours Review | 2018

about. Listening to the people who cut 
their teeth on the cruise industry is a 
unique experience as well. There is just 
so much passion in them, not to men-
tion their vast expertise. Therefore, the 
EPP is also about bringing to light the 
personalities behind this business.

 All in all, for three years now, the EPP 
has been nurturing this feeling of be-
ing connected as well as acting as an 
enabler. In 2017 alone, we had over 
90 new parties signing up for the Pro-
gram, which now totals more than 340 
companies. The EPP has a very flexible 
package offering, so everybody can 
choose to what degree they want (or 
can afford) to engage.

�	 What are then the main challenges the cruise 
industry is faced with?

 The cruise industry is already a very 
regulated business, and we have 
good reasons to adhere to the legisla-
tion. For instance, the Baltic Sea is a 
very environmentally sensitive region. 
If we do not work on preserving its 

resources, a cruise in the Baltic will 
turn into an unpleasant experience 
in the future. That’s why sustainable 
cruise shipping should be the name 
of the game. The industry is cooperat-
ing with fuel and technology suppliers 

on addressing the eco-challenges. 
The industry is always looking for the 
most ecological solution, making im-
portant investments in innovations. 
Occasionally, the regulations are im-
posed without solutions for meeting 
the new requirements, or the solution 
is to be provided by a third-party, like 
in the case of port reception facilities 
(PRF) – the port authorities having to 
take on the responsibility of setting 
up and providing access to them. Our 
obligation in situations like these is to 
talk to the relevant parties, to explain 
why having this-and-that is important 

to keep the cruise business alive in a 
given place.

 Infrastructure is another hot topic. On 
average, the ships are getting bigger, 
which means at least two things. First, 
you must have the proper port infra-
structure to serve such a vessel – the 
quay has to be long enough, the PRF 
efficient enough, etc. Second, more 
cruise travellers, some of whom will 
stay on the spot, will add to hotel oc-
cupancy rates. These people will want 
to go the restaurants, bars, cafés, and 
shops all along using public trans-
port and taxis. Not to mention they’ll 
put additional pressure on arranging 
their visit logistically, such as organis-
ing memorable excursions without the 
fear of being stuck in a traffic jam. Se-
curing top-notch guest experience is 
of utmost importance. Safety is vital 
as well. Remember, some ports don’t 
have dedicated cruise terminals, so 
embarking on and disembarking from 
a ship can take place close to freight 
handling operations (and in the major-
ity of cases, the port itself isn’t what the 
passengers want to see). �
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