2020 China Tourism Landscape
Updates
1. CHINA TOURISM MARKET OVERVIEW 2020
a) DOMESTIC TOURISM
China’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism reported (18-Feb-2021) that domestic
tourist numbers have declined with 52.1% year-on-year to 2.879 billion in 2020:
1Q2020: 295 million, -83.4%;
2Q2020: 637 million, -51%;
3Q2020: 1 billion, -34.3%;
4Q2020: 946 million, -32.9%;
China's Domestic Tourism revenues dropped by 61% in 2020 with
CNY2.23 trillion (USD344.8 billion).
China expects to have 42% more domestic trips in 2021.
China Tourism revenues is expected to grow with 48% in 2021.

b) CHINA OUTBOUND TOURISM
Full recovery of China outbound leisure travel unlikely before mid-2023: While
Chinese travelers are eager, their outbound leisure travel will not be back to pre-Covid
levels until the second quarter of 2023 at best, according to a new study from
consulting firm Oliver Wyman. Hong Kong remains the most desired destination on
travelers’ wish lists, with 41% of survey respondents seeing the city as one of their top
destinations once the border reopens. But the city’s regional status as a shopping
paradise is being challenged by Hainan, with 40% of respondents choosing the island
as their top destination even when international travel is available.
The China outbound tourism generated 20.23 million trips in 2020, which decreased
with 86.9% compared to 2019.
In 2020, China inbound Tourism received 27.2million international visitors, this
number has decreased with 81.3% compared to 2019. The Inbound tourism revenue
was USD1.7million, which decreased with 87.1%.
As China’s international traveling has been suspended in order to control the spread
of the virus, domestic travel has gained considerable momentum.
Online bookings in China have seen a major drop which is strongly influenced by the
drop in international travel. Overall, domestic travel and scenic spots have seen a
strong increase in market share with a growing number of destinations and products.
This can be seen as domestic competition filling in the void left by international
competitors due to the current restrictions. Nevertheless, the pandemic has majorly
impacted the overall growth rate.
The unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic has made the year 2020 quite a challenging
one for many, and tourism in particular, has become one of the hardest-hit sectors.

c) INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL SENTIMENT
In a recent survey, the UNWTO found many industry experts do not expect the
industry to return to pre-pandemic levels for two years and say COVID-19 testing,
tracing and vaccination certificates will become key components of any rebound. Just
15 percent of respondents to the UNWTO survey expect a rebound in the next year
and 43 percent expect it by 2023. Still, 45 percent of respondents to the same survey
say 2021 will be better than 2020.
Global research by Expedia has found that Chinese travelers are more optimistic about
travel in 2021 than travelers from other Asia Pacific countries, with more than threefourths expressing positive sentiment, the highest across all 11 markets surveyed.
Many of the rationales that drove travel in Asia Pacific during COVID-19 – such as
needing a change of scenery, using vacation days, or visiting friends and family – will
carry over to this year.

Various factors drive travel confidence across Asia Pacific, though travelers across the
region agree that a widely available vaccine would make them more comfortable to
travel: 67% in China, 62% in Australia and 46% in Japan. Traveling with the possibility
of full cancellation and refunds on transportation (53%) and not having to worry about
health care expenses or coverage while traveling (51%) can also help to instill
confidence among Asia Pacific travelers.

Health regulations and requirements, in particular the mandatory use of face masks
and proper COVID-19 hygiene protocols are the leading factors influencing destination,
transportation, and accommodation decisions in Asia Pacific. Mask use and
enforcement is the leading factor influencing transportation decisions in Japan (51%)
and China (42%), while budget considerations (54%) and refund or cancellation
policies (50%) lead for Australian travelers.

Content on destination sites and online travel agencies (OTAs) remain leading
influences for Asia Pacific travelers planning future trips, along with pictures and
information in travel advertising. When comparing pre-pandemic and future
influence among Asia Pacific travelers, content on destination sites increased by 19%,
while content on OTAs increased by 18%.
KEY STRATEGIC TAKEAWAY: it is very clear that destination COVID control
measures and flexible booking policies are key factors for Chinese travelers when
choosing destinations for international travel. It suggests that destinations should
reassure travelers with content that highlights flexible booking and cancellation
policies, or even offering free or discounted travel or health insurance for travelers.
Destinations should spotlight this information to help inspire and engage potential
visitors. Dedicated channels as such social media, OTA platforms should be used
to deliver these messages.

d) CHINA TO STRENGHTEN EPIDEMIC PREVENTION AS WINTER TOURISM HEATS UP:
China's Ministry of Culture and Tourism has urged efforts to strengthen COVID-19
prevention and control measures as winter tourism heats up.
COVID-19 infections imported from outside the Chinese mainland lead to an increased
risk of local virus transmission, the ministry noted in a recent circular, calling on locallevel culture and tourism authorities to guide tourist attractions to improve
emergency response plans.
Tourist attractions should also guide visitors to wear masks and maintain social
distancing while hotels should carry out regular disinfection measures, according to
the circular. Tour groups should avoid extended outdoor activities in severe weather,
and local-level culture and tourism authorities should strengthen safety inspections.

2. TRAVEL INDUSTRY UPDATE
a) CHINA TRAVEL AGENCY PROFITABILITY: in the strongest barometer of the
return to normality of China's domestic travel market, China's #1 travel agency
Trip.com (CTrip) reported that revenues for Q3 2020 exceeded $800 million, up
73% from the previous quarter, while still down with 48% from Q3 2019 due to the
lack of international business. Operating income in Q3 was 24% of revenues in
line with Q3 2019 as high-value, small group, and luxury domestic travel becomes
increasingly the norm.
Both domestic air ticket sales and domestic
accommodation bookings in Q3 exceeded 2019 levels, with 4-5-star hotel booking
revenues exceeding Q3 2019 levels by double digits. CTrip’s revenue growth in
Q3 versus Q2 was particularly remarkable as China's domestic travel market is
recovering, with accommodations revenue in Q3 up 98% versus Q2, ticketing
revenue +66%, package tour revenue +151%, and corporate travel revenue +74%
versus second quarter sales.
b) TRAVEL LIVESTREAMING MARKETING: livestreaming promotions in China started
to emerge in 2019, but saw a major boom in 2020 in all consumer industries
including tourism. In 2021, Chinese consumers, including outbound travelers, will
continue to explore platforms such as TikTok and Bilibili. For KOC (Key Opinion
Customer) marketing, live streaming is becoming an increasingly effective way of
reaching target travel segments.
KEY STRATEGIC TAKEAWAY: Destinations which already have established Weibo
and WeChat accounts consider short video sharing or livestreaming through KOLs
(Key Opinion Leaders) and KOCs (Key opinion Customers) in future China
communication plans. Maintaining a freshly updated official account on TikTok is
a significant investment, but working through KOLs and KOCs during highly defined

campaign periods is a much more cost-effective program to influence potential
travelers. In 2021, this approach will be increasingly adopted by domestic and
international destinations, hotels and attractions targeting the China market.

c) OTA LIVESTREAMING SALES: according to Trip.com (Ctrip), by the end of 2020,
118 live-streaming campaigns had been conducted, with 200 million consumers
booking travel products as a result, and driving a total of 6.2 billion consumer
contacts/network exposure. In 2020, Ctrip promoted more than 3,000 hotels
and scenic spots, selling 3 million room-nights, of which 5-star hotels account for
95.3% due to consumer safety concerns, and with a remarkable average room rate
of hotels sold exceeding $250 per night.
KEY STRATEGIC TAKEAWAY: A livestreaming pre-sale strategy for destinations to
line-up key hotel and attraction partners and offer flexible pre-sale/early bird sales
on OTA platforms. Livestreaming sales campaigns in China are a new hybrid form of
direct-to-consumer communication + sales + co-op marketing with travel agent callto-action. While building awareness on social platforms, livestreaming sales
campaigns allow targeted audience to generate sales for partners – which is
particularly effective when large scale trade co-ops are not easy to roll-out at the
start of recovery. Building an influencer component into livestreaming pre-sales is
also an ideal way to leverage influencer popularity and drive visitation to a
destination’s pre-sale campaign while creating social buzz.

d) CHINESE INTENT TO TRAVEL: Hilton released a survey of Chinese tourists aged
18 to 44 in 20 major cities of China which showed that although the epidemic has
had an impact on daily life, Chinese enthusiasm for travel remains extraordinarily
high. According to the survey, 91% of domestic Chinese travelers indicated that
they plan to travel aboard again once travel restrictions are eased, of which 46%
indicated that they plan to travel internationally even more frequently than before
Covid-19 once conditions permit.
e) CHINA TRAVELLERS BACK IN EARLY 2021: China will reclaim its top position as the
primary source market for international tourism during 2021 while November
travel figures confirm the restart of international travel from China according to a
report released by COTRI China Outbound Tourism Research Institute. COTRI
claims a number of other countries in Asia are now posed to welcome Chinese
visitors in early 2021, including Thailand, Laos, Japan and Singapore. China has yet
to officially clear restrictions that prevent tour companies from resuming
outbound tour sales. There are many million Chinese waiting eagerly to travel
abroad again. With Covid-19 almost defeated in East Asia and vaccines hopefully
becoming available in a few weeks, we should see a wave of Chinese outbound

travelers starting Chinese New Year (12 February 2021) travelling to Asia and after
Easter (4 April) to Europe.

f) TRAVEL DEMAND: according to Qyer.com, domestic destination searches in
December 2020 grew 400% versus March 2020. 65% of Qyer’s domestic clients
made 4 trips or in 2020, and 46% of its clients spent more than $4,700 on domestic
travel. Luxury hotels in China also enjoyed a 10% increase in demand in 2020.
KEY STRATEGIC TAKEAWAY: travel demand in China remains high. Chinese
travelers began making domestic trips as soon as the pandemic was under control
with domestic travelers seeking in-depth tours involving high-end travel experiences,
better accommodations and personalized services. This trend had already started
before the pandemic, and shifted even more rapidly during 2020.
It is
recommending to its client destinations to prepare product portfolios which appeal
particularly to FIT and mini/family/bubble groups, with quality travel experiences
when international travel out of China resumes later this year.
g) CHINA HOTEL OCCUPANCY: at the end of November, the average nationwide
hotel occupancy rate in China had risen to 61.7% as China's domestic travel
market continues to surge. This compares to an average hotel occupancy of
51% in the Middle East, 35.7% in the United States, 32.3% in South America and
just 22.1% in Europe.
Chinese traveler’s needs are evolving toward more luxury and refined
experience. Luxury hotel booking accounted for about 67% of the Spring Festival
hotel bookings. Chinese opted for: “Staycation” in high end /Luxury hotels, despite
sizeable price increase (e.g. +17% increase in five star hotels)

h) VISA RULES RELAXED FOR CHINESE VACCINE RECIPIENTS IN 26 COUNTRIES:
Chinese Embassies in at least 26 countries announced notice on visa facilitation
for applicants who have been vaccinated with China-made COVID-19 vaccines:
1.

Pakistan

2.

Indonesia

3.

Israel

4.

Germany

5.

Italy

6.

Turkey

7.

Spain

8.

Switzerland

9.

Belgium

10.

Norway

More Chinese visa-issuing authorities have offered facilitation to visa applicants who
have been inoculated with Chinese COVID-19 vaccines, which is believed to be a vital
step for China to promote vaccination certificates and resume exchanges while the
country still has strict quarantine policies on international arrivals.
Zeng Guang, the former chief epidemiologist of the Chinese Center for Disease Control
and Prevention, says: “Specific standards like the level of antibodies can still be used
as an index to assess the health condition of people while the world is exploring the
way to resume exchanges.”
The certificate should include a positive result of an IgM antibodies test that
demonstrates the person has built immunity against COVID-19, Yang said, noting that
it is a convention that researchers have to accept thorough infectious disease
screening and be inoculated with various vaccines before traveling to epidemic-hit
areas abroad to conduct a study.

3. 2021 CHINA’S TRAVEL AND TOURISM INDUSTRY SHOWING STRONG
RECOVERY, CHINA TOURISM RISING FROM THE ASHES OF COVID-19
While many countries are still struggling to kick start the battered tourism industry,
China has sent out some positive signals on rebuilding the tourism market in the past
year:







Demand for leisure city travel, vacations in the suburbs, family trips and study
tours showed a strong upward trend.
According to data from the China Tourism Academy, the country’s travel and
tourism sector has demonstrated a strong recovery so far this year and is
expected to continue its current momentum as China further eases and lifts travel
restrictions due to a stable coronavirus situation.
China’s tourism sector reported encouraging numbers during the Spring Festival
holiday in mid-February, with domestic tourism revenue recording year-on-year
growth starting from the third day of the week-long holiday, while the number of
tourists traveling to and from major tourist destinations like Guangdong, Shanghai
and Beijing exceeded or almost reached the levels seen during the 2019 Spring
Festival.
The country’s civil aviation industry handled approximately 23.95 million
passenger trips in February, a jump of 187.1% year on year, the latest data from
the Civil Aviation Administration of China showed.







Air travel picked up steam soon after the holiday, during which many Chinese
people opted to stay put in response to the government’s call to avoid
unnecessary gatherings.
Passenger traffic on domestic routes has returned to the level seen during the
same period in 2019, according to data from online travel service providers.
According to latest reports, an estimated total of 4.1 billion domestic tourist trips
will be made in China this year, up 42% from 2020.
Domestic tourism revenue is expected to surge 48% to reach RMB 3.3 trillion
(about USD 507.47 billion).

2020: From bottoming out to steady recovery


Due to the impacts of COVID-19, domestic travel volume in China slumped 52.1%
year-on-year in 2020, with only 2.88 billion domestic tourist trips recorded, with
61.1% less revenue, at RMB 2.2 trillion (USD 340.5 billion), according to the
Ministry of Culture and Tourism.



Inbound trips fell 81.3% year on year to approximately 27.2 million trips, with
international tourism revenue plummeted 87.1% to USD 17 billion. Chinese
citizens made 20.23 million outbound trips last year, a decline of 86.9% year on
year.



The comprehensive index of the tourism economy for Q1 to Q4 were 68.95, 75.69,
78.47 and 85.32 respectively, indicating a steady rebound every quarter despite
year-on-year decreases, according to the report.



The performance of the tourism economy in 2020 showed a deep “U-shaped”
curve. Travel activities were in full suspension in the first half of the year, but
individual travel and consumption power recovered in the second half, along with
investor confidence, driven by the reopening of cross-province group tours.

2021: From full recovery to growth


The prospect for 2021 looks promising. The travel industry will see a full recovery
of consumption and investments in the new era of mass tourism and quality trips,
and new customer demands and new business models will promote the upgrading
of industry and services.



The China Tourism Academy expects domestic travel to rebound by 42% to of 4.1
billion domestic tourist trips during the year, while domestic tourism revenue will
increase by 48% to RMB 3.3 trillion (about USD 511 billion).



Given the validation and global distribution of Covid vaccines, international travel
is expected to restart in the second half of 2021 and recover to about 30% of the
pre-pandemic level. Inbound trips will increase by more than 50% year on year,
international tourism revenue will go up by over 65% and outbound travel by
Chinese tourists will increase 70% compared to 2020.



Looking ahead, lower-tier cities will be emerging source markets with more
people traveling. Leisure travel driven by individual and independent tourists will
out-perform sight-seeing group travel organized by tour operators. Innovative
technologies will speed up the development of smart tourism, thus improving
tourists’ satisfaction level and sense of fulfillment.



Outbound travel is expected to restart on a large scale in the second half of 2021.
But domestic travel will continue to be preferred by Chinese tourists. Small
curated tours will drive consumption growth.



Encouraged by the distribution of vaccines and significant discounts offered by
travel companies, more than 85% of consumers will make travel plans this year,
adding momentum to the recovery of the travel industry.

China's outbound travel sector to recover in 5 years: China's outbound tourism
industry will return to normal pre-pandemic levels in five years, according travel
analytics company ForwardKeys. It projected that the world's second biggest
economy will support its outbound travel sector returning to just 25% of the 2019
level this year.

ForwardKeys said that by 2026 Chinese outbound tourism will recover to 98%
of the 2019 level and that by 2030, the market size will be more than 1.5 times
it was prior to Covid-19.

a) A "W-SHAPED" RECOVERY
While outbound and inbound tourism have remained stagnant in the past few
months, China's domestic tourism has been able to show a "W-shaped" recovery
thanks to the waning epidemic in the country, the China Tourism Academy (CTA) said
in a report.
Meanwhile, the Chinese government also played an important role in helping
tourism enterprises across the country weather the blow. Last year, over seven
billion yuan ($1.07 billion) of the quality guarantee deposit was refunded to some
29,000 travel agencies to ease their financial burden, according to the Ministry of
Culture and Tourism.
A number of companies in the tourism industry resumed work starting from midMarch, and short-distance tours were the first to be back on the menu, though with
a series of strict anti-epidemic measures in place.

b) SHORT TRIPS GAIN POPULARITY
Outbound tourism remains stagnant as the disease is spreading all over the
world. Meanwhile, short-range tours are the first to be back on track as situation
improves in China.
Most people chose to make a one-day road trip to nearby scenic spots to enjoy the
natural beauty. Tourist attractions open to the public are strict on entry, requiring
body temperature checks and limiting the number of tourists.
c) "CLOUD" TOURISM BECOMES FAD AMID TOURISM COVID-19 OUTBREAK
At the same time, the hotel business also ushered in the first small peak after the
epidemic. "Contactless service" became trendy. On the other side, the downturn in
the airline business remains, as it takes more time for the medium and long-range
travel market to recover.
d) VIRTUAL AND LIVESTREAMING TOURS THRIVE
Largely reduced outdoor activities and a longer time spent at home have triggered a
rapid development in virtual tours.

The Potala Palace, a landmark in southwest China's Tibet Autonomous Region, held
its first ever live streaming tour in early March. It attracted 920,000 viewers in an
hour, equivalent to 60 percent of its annual tourist reception.
e) AGGRESSIVE PROMOTIONS AND PREFERENTIAL TICKET POLICIES
In response to the hard-hit travel industry, a large number of scenic spots across
China have launched either discounted or free admission to attract more visitors.
Provinces including Shandong, Shanxi, Guizhou, Yunnan and others have successively
introduced such policies in the local scenic spots. As a result, free or reduced-fee
entry led to an increasing number of tourists, which in turn stimulated people's
spending on catering, accommodation, transport and shopping. Over 500 Chinese
scenic spots reduce ticket prices for more visitors
f) CHINA STUDYING INTERNATIONAL TRAVEL POLICIES FOR VACCINATED GROUPS
China has been paying close attention to policies and measures taken by various
countries after vaccination, and is studying the policy of international travel for
inoculated groups, according to Li Bin, a deputy head of China's National Health
Commission. The country said its four COVID-19 vaccines can meet the combined
demand of domestic inoculation, foreign aid and exports.
g) MORE FLIGHTS SERVE BEIJING AMID EASER QUARANTINE POLICIES
The number of flights entering and leaving Beijing is surging due to a loosening of
quarantine policies for travelers, a sign of the gradual recovery of China's transportation
and tourism sectors after the pandemic. A total of 1,668 flights entered or left Beijing
Capital International Airport and Beijing Daxing International Airport on Tuesday, up 20.1%
over March 9 and the highest so far in 2021, according to Chinese flight information
provider VariFlight.

4. UPDATE OF NEW POPULAR OVERSEAS DESTINATIONS
a) TOP TRAVEL DESTINATIONS
While Chinese cannot travel abroad today, their interest for visiting international hot
spots remains strong: 70% (of QYER Chinese OTA) users are confirming the desire to
explore the world.

In 2019, destinations within a four-hour flight were still the most popular choices for
Chinese tourists. Countries including Japan, South Korea, Thailand, and Singapore
were still their favorites. And, the U.S., Australia, the U.K., and Canada are also
among the top 10 countries.
Turkey rose to the top 20 destinations for Chinese tourists for the first time in 2019.
Top 5 countries where Chinese tourists love to use mobile payments are Singapore,
South Korea, Japan, Australia, and Thailand.
And, the top 10 destinations in 2020 according to Nielsen’s survey are Japan, South
Korea, the U.S., Australia, Singapore, New Zealand, France, Thailand, Maldives, and
Italy.
The report also shows that lower-tier cities provide more driving force in the Chinese
outbound tourism market, niche destinations gradually gained popularity among all
age groups, and young tourists spent more on a single trip.

Regarding the Chinese outbound tourism market size in 2019, it surpassed 59 Billion
RMB or over 6.7 Billion GBP which was a 4.6% increase on the previous year. Online
bookings are mainly made through the leading OTA for outbound travel is Tuniu with
a 36% market share followed by Ctrip with 30.18% of the total market.
Based on Analysys estimations, the number of trips taken in 2019 by Chinese
outbound free independent travelers equated to around 162 million, which was a 5%
increase on the previous year.
Moreover, East Asia was the most popular destination for short trips in 2019 with a
strong interest in new destinations in the region. These include mainly niche
destinations with rich culture and entertainment. These may become a substitute for
most international travel cravings during these current times. Selection criteria for
these destinations include price, transport convenience, culture, and current social
media trends.
Current destinations’ popularity and travelers’ requirements

Asia is currently the biggest market for Chinese international tourism with 82% of all
outbound trips. However, Europe is also a very promising market growing to a 10%
market share of all Chinese outbound tourists. This is in line with current trends
regarding that Chinese outbound travelers have growing requirements for higher
end experiences. As the trend continues, Europe will become an even stronger

competitor for capturing the interest of Chinese Outbound tourists. Alongside this,
the new interest for short trips in Asia offering authentic and local experiences also
has strong potential with Chinese Outbound tourists.
j) New types of group travel are fragmenting the tour group format

In recent years, new tour group formats have emerged such as tour groups starting
upon arrival at destination, private tour groups and semi dependent tour groups. All
of which have addressed the shortcomings of traditional tours such as overcrowded
groups, rigid itineraries, untailored to travelers’ preferences and non-theme
specific. This has also changed the general perception of what tour groups should be:

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
1. Domestic tourism is gaining market share on international tourism due to
the current travel restrictions
2. East Asia is a growing market for short international trips
3. Europe’s market share of Chinese outbound tourism has grown to 10% of
the total market and shows promising signs for a continued growth
4. The fragmentation of group travel has created a new perception of the
travel format.

5. CHINA’S OUTBOUND TRAVEL OUTLOOK FOR 2021:
A) TRAVEL CONFIDENCE RETURNS TO PRE-COVID LEVEL: according to China’s
Ministry of Culture and Tourism, the willingness to travel in the fourth quarter 2020
among urban residents has returned to the same level as last year's prior to

Coronavirus, and the impact of COVID-19 has pushed travel companies to leverage
new travel trends, such as smaller groups, customization, and family road trips.
The forecast made by the Chinese multinational internet travel company CTRIP
predicts that as many as 60 million tourists will visit this year.
TRAVEL OUTSIDE CHINA: This means that as soon as travel restrictions are
removed, Chinese tourists will return to Europe.

Chinese tourists will place emphasis on independence, luxury and a healthy lifestyle.
Independent passengers, i.e. travelers who plan their own trips and prefer to travel
alone or in small groups, will become a very important segment of tourism in Europe.
After the coronavirus, it is expected that as many as 85% of Chinese tourists will go on

independent trips, i.e. they will not travel in large groups and buy pre-defined travel
arrangements.

Another change in the behavior of Chinese tourists goes hand in hand with luxury
hotels. Namely, in October last year, during the Golden Week, a national holiday that
lasts a week, the reservation of luxury hotels increased by as much as 600% compared
to 2019. It is assumed that Chinese tourists in Europe look for high quality hotels and
services in 2021.
Of course, after the COVID-19 virus, Chinese tourists also changed and adjusted their
habits. New travel trends are creating a healthy lifestyle, spending more time in nature,
wellness and choosing independent tours. Ecotourism and all kinds of sports
activities outdoors, so predicted, would be in vogue for travelers from China.
"China will be the 'locomotive' for the international tourism industry" - said Glenn
Fogel, Chairman of the Board of Booking Holding, so if he is to be believed, Chinese
tourists will certainly increase their importance in the European tourism market.
B) 100 MILLION CHINESE PROJECTED TO TRAVEL OVERSEAS IN 2021: HOW REALISTIC
IS THAT?
It would be fantastic if 2021 would see 100 million mainland Chinese traveling
overseas. The first huge swell is touted to begin during the Lunar New Year holiday
in February. But like a horoscope, it’s just a prediction. Still, destinations are wise
not to be caught off-guard should the big moment happens.
—Raini Hamdi
After a sensational National Day Golden Week holiday last October, hopes are
mounting that 2021 will see Chinese leisure travelers going overseas as soon as
February, making up for the interrupted Lunar New Year holiday they endured this
year.
China Outbound Tourism Research Institute, better known as COTRI, even goes as far
as forecasting 100 million international trips by mainland Chinese in 2021, sealing
China “as the number one international tourism source market again” and well
elbowing out the number two, USA, which “will see much lower outbound numbers
especially in the first half of 2021,” said COTRI CEO Wolfgang Georg Arlt.
China is the “tallest within a group of dwarfs” in recovery, and the proverbial light at
the end of the tunnel “looks very much like a Chinese lantern,” he said.
The forecast is based on compelling evidence of huge pent-up demand, but the more
wobbly grounds that the virus is almost defeated in East Asia and vaccines will
“hopefully” become available in a few weeks.

At press time, Japan, South Korea, and Hong Kong are all experiencing a resurgence in
cases, forcing a postponement of the much-heralded Hong Kong-Singapore travel
bubble. Positive vaccine developments in China and elsewhere have provided much
cheer, but are widely expected to take some time to be successful.
With Covid-19 virtually wiping out 1.5 billion international tourist arrivals last year, the
prospect of 100 million Chinese travelers arriving somewhere overseas in 2021 looks
huge and tantalizing.
But as in past years, many will be arriving in the neighborhood. In 2019, of 169 million
Chinese outbound travelers, 100 million were to Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan, 69
million to the rest of the world, according to figures from the National Bureau of
Statistics of China.
It’s no different from the U.S. In 2019, of 100 million U.S. citizens traveling overseas,
55 million were to Mexico and Canada, 45 million globally.
COTRI, however, is projecting more Chinese to go farther field in 2021, 60 million,
versus 40 million to Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan, citing “continuing weakness of
Hong Kong as a destination.”
At present, Macau is the big winner, with more than 500,000 arrivals from mainland
China, said Arlt. Macau is the only destination where Chinese leisure travelers don’t
have to quarantine for 14 days on return.
Hong Kong will have to be Covid-19 free before China opens the border. Taiwan is
Covid-19 free but there is no incentive for the mainland government to support the
Taiwanese tourism industry,” he said.
Outside these destinations, he said there were maximum 20,000 Chinese — doctors,
politicians and the like — traveling within the Schengen for official purposes.
“The most likely scenario is opening to neighboring countries for Chinese New Year
“It will take time to get visa regimes and air connections back on track, that’s why we
forecast only 100 million trips in 2021 [compared with 169 million in 2019]. In 2022,
however, we are very likely to see a new record number of outbound trips. Many
surveys show the eagerness of the Chinese to travel abroad again as soon as it is
perceived as safe.”
C) TRAVEL MEMORY DEFICIT
Indeed, a recent survey conducted by Hilton across 20 major cities in China found that
Chinese have a “travel memory deficit,” thus a pent-up demand for travel is “bubbling
over.”
Travel memories are some of the happiest of their lives, said 85 percent of Chinese
respondents. A staggering 91 percent said they felt deprived of the opportunity to

create new travel memories they would have otherwise generated through
experiences in interacting with different communities, cultures and ideas.
Nine in 10 plan to travel again once restrictions ease and they can travel with peace
of mind. Five in 10 said they will travel even more than before.
“Travel is an unstoppable force and we know consumers are eager to reconnect with
people and places they love,” said Wendy Huang, senior vice president and
commercial director, Hilton Greater China and Mongolia.
But the biggest show of pent-up demand was the seven-day National Day Golden
Week holiday in October, which saw 660 million domestic tourists spending 549 billion
yuan ($85 billion), 80 percent higher than last year, as demand shifted from overseas
travel.
“Our expectations were lower,” said Trip.com Group Chief Marketing Officer Sun Bo.
Golden Week was kind of a “rehearsal” for the upcoming Lunar New Year holiday, a
validation of the effects of pandemic prevention and controls, according to Dragon
Trail, a company that helps travel players reach Chinese consumers via digital
solutions.
It expects a “massive” travel recovery, even when compared to the recent Golden
Week.
But would Chinese go beyond Greater China?
“If there’s no quarantine on return or any entry bans, and no official advice against
outbound travel, I imagine we will start to see some travel returning to Asia,
particularly to Southeast Asia and East Asian countries where the virus has been
controlled. But due to safety concerns and reduced flight capacity, numbers will still
be much lower than in recent years,” said Sienna Parulis-Cook, Dragon Trails associate
director of communications.
“Will Chinese travelers go beyond Asia? This again depends on flight availability and
perceptions of safety, but the allure of Europe without the normal crowds will surely
entice at least a small number of intrepid Chinese,” she said.

D) FAST AND FURIOUS
Currently, all borders between China and Europe remain closed for regular leisure and
business travel.
But, according to China outbound travel marketing consultant Oliver Sedlinger, once
it starts, it will be fast.
“I’ve asked some of the large tour operators how soon they can re-boot their
operations once the signal is there, and the boldest estimate is three to four months,
so I am very hopeful that the recovery will begin sometime next year,” he said.

In the Chinese outbound travel industry, operators are getting ready for summer sales
to Europe, said Simon Bosshart, director China, Asia-Pacific and Global Accounts of
Switzerland Tourism, which has never stopped marketing to Chinese despite the crisis.
“We are positive to see the first border openings [between China and Asia] in as early
as spring. And once this happens, things might move quickly,” said Bosshart.
Switzerland wants to be it ready for it.
“Currently, even with a second wave in Europe, we are preparing activities for the
‘sweet spot’ when borders start to reopen and travelers switch into booking mode.
It’s impossible to identify when this will happen, but we must remain agile to be able
to ‘kick off’ when it does,” he said.
The tourism body last week raised awareness of Swiss winter programs with the travel
trade and media in Beijing and Shanghai. Earlier in summer, it started “intensifying”
communications on the attractions of holidaying in Switzerland post-pandemic.
“Currently, although many figures are being spread [on China outbound recovery],
there is no factual evidence to predict the development. What we expect is that the
Chinese market can recover pretty quickly, once borders are open,” he said.
Trip.com Group’s Bo shares the view. “What we do know is that Chinese love to travel,
I think they’d love the chance to go anywhere they could safely visit,” said Bo. “The
long-term trend is towards more trips, and more diversity. Domestic travel is
experiencing a return to normal [but] we can’t deny that Covid-19 has changed the
world, and this story is still ongoing. I really hope the world can come together to beat
this thing so by October 2021 the story can then be about the amazing recovery of
international travel.”

E) THE ‘NEW’ CHINESE TRAVELER
But the greatest chance for international destinations is not in the big number of
Chinese travelers but in a reset of their understanding of and relationship with the
market.
There are observations that the pandemic has changed the Chinese traveler. A trend
seen during the recent Golden Week, for example, was a shift from packaged to free
Independent travel: Trip.com Group also saw “emerging” vacation ideas such as
luxury hotels as destinations, luxury car self-driving, drone aerial photography,
gourmet private groups, outdoor hiking, paragliding, hot air ballooning and diving.
Perhaps this coincided with a rise in younger travelers seeking more experiences. Post1990s and post-2000s generations accounted for more than 60 percent of travelers,
said Bo.
“The current sentiment within the Chinese travel industry seems to be that FIT [free
independent travel] and tailor-made travel will restart first, while classic group leisure

travel will take longest to recover,” said Sedlinger. “There also seems to be a
consensus that the whole Covid-19 experience has changed consumption behaviors.
Many market players expect that the demand will move towards values such as safetyfirst, less crowded places, more nature, more health and family-togetherness.”
Competition for 60 million Chinese travelers traveling outside Greater China in 2021
— if COTRI is right — will no doubt be fierce. “The winners will be those who are
prepared for the new Chinese visitors, whose preferences have changed through the
crisis — more family, more nature, new places, more experiences, less bling-bling,”
said Arlt.
One clear winner is an organization such as COTRI, which has developed a program to
help destinations restart their relationship with the Chinese market in a “better and
more sustainable way.”

F) EUROPEAN WINTER DESTINATIONS LOOK TO CHINESE OUTBOUND TOURISTS
POST-PANDEMIC
Tourist destinations in Europe are confident that the strong growth of China's winter
sports industry will benefit their economies.
They believe that the nation's rising interest in such sports, fueled by staging the
Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics and Paralympics, is especially significant for the
recovery of international winter tourism.
Ice and snow sports in China are expected to attract 230 million visits by participants
in the 2020-21 winter season, with revenue projected to top 390 billion yuan ($60.27
billion), according to the China Tourism Academy.
The country's rapid development of winter sports has also led to a growing number of
Chinese visiting overseas destinations during the winter, with many European resorts
benefiting from this in recent years.
According to Switzerland Tourism, Chinese tourists spent 200,974 overnight stays at
mountain destinations in the winter of 2018-19, a rise of nearly 539 percent compared
with the same period a decade earlier.
A similar trend has been witnessed in the neighboring Alpine nation of Austria. In the
winter of 2009-10, the country saw just 55,000 Chinese arrivals, but the number rose
to 345,000 two years ago. Finland is another top European winter destination favored
by Chinese over the years, particularly the northern city of Rovaniemi, capital of
Lapland and hometown of Santa Claus.

Due to the pandemic, tourist destinations, including ski resorts, have seen a dramatic
slump in business since the start of last year, with a lack of Chinese visitors due to
travel restrictions. However, tourism experts are confident that these travelers will
play a major role in helping the industry recover in many areas worldwide.
Wolfgang Arlt, director of the China Outbound Tourism Research Institute, who sees
Chinese tourists spurring an international travel revival, said, "The light at the end of
the tunnel is a Chinese lantern."

