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Abstract: once a part of the Soviet Union, a backwater country, Georgia in a couple of years flips the script and rushes into tourism industry 

as one of the most popular emerging destinations on the Black Sea coast. With unprecedented number of tourists spotlighted by the leading 

international journals Georgia wins hearts of millions and becomes a revelation for the USA and Western EU countries. 

This paper assesses current situation in Batumi Port that serves small cruise ships and explores potentials of cruise tourism development 

based on statistics, industry experts and investors reviews. The article uses a mixed method, a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

data analysis. 

The findings show how Black Sea region will benefit from country’s cruise tourism development. 

Results of the study can be applied as basis for investment analysis of Georgian cruise industry.  
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1. Introduction 
The cruise industry went underwater after the novel coronavirus 

pandemic hit the world in March 2020. Some ships are still stuck in 

the middle of the oceans with passengers and crews onboard waiting 

for the ports to accept them. (April 2020) [3] Once a “phenomenon 

of our times”, a fairy tale on the water, an incredible business 

machine that multiplies ships sizes, numbers of passengers and 

profits exponentially, today is facing obscurity and unprecedented 

crisis. Functioning as a $46 trillion/ year worth and 26 million 

passengers/ year industry, cruises went to a total full stop.[4]  

Since the beginning of Covid-19 outbreak newspapers such as BBC 

News, The Washington Post and The Telegraph have burst out in 

writing negative articles regarding cruise ships companies. Main 

accusations and objects for affronts in these damaging posts are the 

enormous incomes of the industry, social irresponsibility, little 

contribution to local economies and no tax payments to the resident 

country‟s budget. 

“No one is willing to bail them out because of their tax avoidance, 

but also because of the negative impacts they have at their 

destinations… they contribute very little to the local economy,” 

stated Plymouth University professor Sheela Agarwal.[6] 

Let‟s overview the industry and its real contribution to world‟s 

economy before the pandemic. 

According to Cruise Lines International Association‟s (CLIA) 

report “2020 State of the Cruise Industry Outlook” the cruise market 

has been expanding steadily since 2009. Above 15,000 travel 

agencies with 53,000 travel agent members earn a living from 

cruising. CLIAs 2020 report suggests 82% of cruise passengers 

choose to cruise again. According to other statistics from CLIA 

report each year cruise industry pays out more than $50 trillion in 

salaries and wages to more than 1.17 million people, with total 

output of $150 trillion worldwide. Moreover, as CLIA points out a 

passenger spends in average about 100$ while visiting a port. Over 

32 million passengers had been expected in 2020 before COVID-19 

pandemic began. The tendency and yet undiscovered segments of 

the market stipulate the growth of the cruise tourism demand. The 

cruise industry grows for sure and keeps benefiting a lot of 

communities around the globe. While representing less than 1% of 

the global maritime community, the industry has already invested 

$22 milliard to new energy efficiency technologies and made 

cleaner fuels a top priority for cruise shipping industry, that makes it 

a leader in environmental sustainability. CLIA‟s recent 

Environmental Technologies and Practice Report shows 

considerable progress in application of innovative practices, while 

the rest of shipping communities still searches for new way to be 

more efficient.[18]    

Summing up all the statistics it becomes obvious that cruising 

industry is profitable for all the interested parties, governments and 

countries of visit. 
In the current situation cruise industry is stuck in front of one major  

question : 

 When will customers come back after the COVID-19 

outbreak is over? 

 As Plymouth University professor Sheela Agarwal commented in 

BBC News article “Will we ever take cruise holidays again?” of 

April 9: "Tourists have very short memories.”… “Three months 

maximum, and they are back to normal.” [5] Reviewing the 

financial situation of such a gıant as “Royal Caribbean” cruise 

company, comparing “then” and “now” Will Ashworth, a financial 

blogger at InvestorPlace stated that “I just don‟t see people giving 

up cruising”.[6] 

And later in the reply to Prof. Agarwal words, Will Ashworth 

assured the industry 100% to recover, as well as Royal Caribbean 

(NYSE:RCL) stock  will reach $100 mark again. However, 

InvestorPlace contributor added that “It‟s going to take many 

months for this to sort itself out”. (Apr 14, 2020) So it‟s most likely 

to be as soon as travel restrictions are lifted.[6]  

Meanwhile, notwithstanding pandemic conditions, damaging 

articles and the rest of tourism market taking unprecedented break 

from operation and acting pretty cautiously, some cruise companies 

have already announced the restart in May 2020.[8] 

 

2. Preconditions Problem  and means for 

resolving the 
 According to CLIA data (2018) Europe rates number two 

biggest cruise source market after the North America. Western 

Europe - 6,731,000 passengers; Eastern Europe - 213,000 

passengers. As well as  number two cruise destination worldwide, 

after the Caribbean- 17%. 

           As a part of Mediterranean cruise market Black Sea region 

(BSR) has all the support and potential to become new emerging 

destination for Europe. However, while the rest of the world suffers 

from the deep crisis due to well-known international events, BSR 

cruise shipping has been facing problems in the industry long before 

the pandemic.  

          The most famous, and perhaps the first foreign cruise ship in 

the Black Sea waters under the flag of the North American United 

States, visited the ports of Odessa and Yalta in August 1867, was 

called "Quaker City". There were 55 American tourists onboard, 

including a journalist Samuel Langhorn Clements, better known as 

the writer Mark Twain. That was the beginning of international 

cruise shipping on the Black Sea. However, Black Sea cruising 

didn‟t get mass since then. Until the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

mainly Soviet cruise ships sailed in the Black Sea. Since the mid-

1990s, various domestic shipping companies tried to revive cruise 

shipping in the region. Due to political and economic instability all 

the attempts were in vain. Black Sea cruising got a second wind in 

2010-2011, when Italian cruise company MCS plot a route between 

Odessa and Venice. According to MedCruise previous president, 

Stavros Hatzakos (2014), the cruise traffic in the BSR between 

2009-2013 was steadily growing. The number of calls at MedCruise 

member-ports located in Turkey, Georgia, Ukraine, Romania and 

Russia increased from 200 in 2009 to almost 450 in 2013. The 

tendency kept to be relative till „ship deployments were affected by 

the Ukraine unrest.‟ Passenger numbers (pax) also increased from 

around 110,000 in 2009 to almost 225,000 in 2013. [22] 
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         In 2013, more than 400 cruise ships flying a foreign flag 

entered Istanbul and only 73 of them- to the Black Sea. The main 

reason was the lack of infrastructure, inability to accept vessels 

longer than 200 m. [19] 

        The specifics of the Black Sea geography make BSR ports 

partners, not competitors: the more ships are attracted to the Black 

Sea region, the more benefits get each of the ports. Given this 

feature, in 2012 at one of the International Cruise Exhibitions the 

idea initiated a non-profit marketing project to promote the Black 

Sea cruise line as a united brand Cruise Black Sea. To promote this 

project was created an advisory group on infrastructure development 

of cruise tourist services in the Black Sea Region. [20] After a short 

promising 2 years of development BSR hits another political crisis, 

this time in Ukraine. Despite the significant amounts of money 

spent on development and promotion of cruise itineraries in the 

area, another BSR cruise industry recession has begun.

  
Figure 1-Cruise Traffic in Black Sea 2018  

 

 
 

Figure 2-Black Sea calls decrease 

 

So industry representatives, businessmen and active participants 

could not help but think about how long the crisis will last and what 

are the reasons and the ways out of it. And they referred to 

MedCruise Association. “MedCruise” is the world's largest 

association of cruise ports and companies of the Mediterranean and 

adjoining seas. Main goal of the Association is promotion of the 

cruise industry in the Mediterranean, Red and Black Seas, as well as 

the Middle Atlantic, assisting its members in attracting cruise 

operators and making of inviting image of the receiving ports.  

To overcome the crisis Odessa Sea Port Authority representatives at 

the 52nd General Assembly «MedCruise» held in Malta in May 

2018 proposed developing of a brand new strategy, so called “Black 

Sea Action Plan” that aimed at recovering and promoting BSR as an 

unified cruise destination, as well as attracting international cruise 

operators by enhancing cruise infrastructure of the Black Sea ports. 

[9] Later on October 17, in Odessa, Ukraine, MedCruise initiated a 

Working Group to fulfill the plan. The Action Plan has covered 

features of severe cruise crisis of the Black Sea basin that started in 

2015, contained activities to be carried out to activate BSR tourism 

potential and all the steps to be taken to trigger 2019-2020 cruise 

seasons. To achieve the goal MedCruise has proposed to make a 

round cruise trip between BSR associate member-ports. However, 

there are only 4 of them for today: Odessa, Varna, Burgas and 

Constantza. To make the plan work, there have to be at least 5 or 6 

member-ports in BSR.[10] 

It is noteworthy that MedCruise President Airam Diaz Pastor in his 

speech during the meeting did not mention Batumi Port/Georgia as 

one of the BSR cruise ports. Here is the speech: 

‘The launch of this Working Group will have a positive impact on 

the regional cruise sector and it will bring new opportunities to all 

MedCruise members from the Black Sea – Port of Odessa, Port of 

Varna, Port of Constantza, Port of Burgas, Port of Trabzon and 

Port of Istanbul - as well as the cruise-industry-related-companies 

that operate in the region.’  

However, he announced his plan to conduct negotiations with the 

port of Batumi in the nearest future.[11]  

As Diaz Pastor stated, all the mentioned ports have necessary 

infrastructure, and the cities themselves are interesting enough for 

tourists from the point of historical and cultural attractions.  

So, the question is: why there are still no cruise ships calling 

Georgia since 2016? 

        According to Craig Turp, the editor of Emerging Europe: 

“Georgian tourism first took off in 2012, jumping from 2.8 million 

visitors to 4.4 million in the space of 12 months.” With its peak in 

2017 “which really placed the country on the map” (7.5 million 

tourists) [1], Georgia hasn‟t stopped since that.  

For today Georgia is named “World's greatest hidden travel gem” 

and ranks #1 in the top 30 emerging travel destinations on the planet 

for 2020. [2] 

Still there are lots of properly undiscovered opportunities for 

tourism development in this country. One of them is cruise tourism 

potential of West Georgia. 

 

 

As cruise market with its growing demand hunts for new interesting 

destinations, Georgia has all the advantageous variables to become 

a new cruise breakthrough. Some of them are:  

 country‟s rich history; 

 attractive sights; 

 favorable geographical location;  

 good political relations with neighboring cruise 

countries; 

 reasonable prices; 

 and a vast variety of one-day tours. 

There are 5 active seaports in Georgia: Poti, Batumi, Anaklia, 

Kulevi and Supsa. According to experts, Batumi port is the most 

promising one for cruise shipping development among them.[12]  

Batumi- a subtropical port city rounded by mountains, rich in 

greenery, history and confessions, famous for delicious Adjarian 

cuisine  and hospitable people.  Also known as “ Las Vegas of the 

Black Sea” due to lots of legal gambling establishments. Batumi is 

the third largest city of Georgia and a capital of Autonomous 

Republic of Adjara. The city is considered to be a  transportation 

hub between Europe and Asia. [15] 

Batumi port is a multiterminal port (Oil terminal, Container and the 

railway ferry terminal, Dry Cargo Terminal,  Marine Passenger 

Terminal)  with annual revenue of $200-300 million. [16] 

 
Figure 3 -Batumi Sea Port. Passenger berth 

 
Passenger terminal is located in the very center of the city, at the 

beginning of the seaside boulevard.  Terminal capacity is up to 

180 000 passengers per year with two berths:  
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I. Length 225,7 m, Depth 9 m, Ship‟s DWT  3080 

II. Length 188,5 m, Depth 6.4 m, Ship‟s DWT  2716 

Back in 2006 Georgia joined The Association of Mediterranean 

Cruise Ports (MedCruise). Specifically, Batumi Sea Port became a 

member of the “cruise club”.  Odessa, Sevastopol, Constantza, 

Trabzon, Sochi and Sinop used to be member ports back then too. 

For today BSR member ports are: Burgas, Constantza, Odessa, 

Trabzon and Varna. [12]  

According to the available statistics: 

 10 cruise ships visited Georgia (3‟632 tourists) in 2012;  

 16 cruise ships (5‟162 tourists) -in 2013; 

 33 cruise ships (14'793 tourists)- in 2014; 

 11 cruise ships visited Georgia (4'551 tourists) in 

2015.[13] 

 

 
   Figure 4-Batumi city at night 

 

Since the moment Georgia lost MedCruise membership, zero cruise 

ships have called Batumi port.  

 

Department of Tourism and Resorts of Adjara Autonomous 

Republic commented on the situation and stated that cruise tourism 

development requires a number of issues to be settled by the 

government, including port modernization (access to larger ships), 

cooperation with Black Sea ports, optimization of harbor dues and 

improvement of port management. [17] 

According to the World Association for Waterborne Transport 

Infrastructure (PIANC) there are special requirements for cruise 

terminals. In compliance with “Guidelines For Cruise Terminals” 

presented to Medcruise General Assembly in 2016 the average 

LOA (length over all) has to be at least 300 m. [14] For today only 

2 BSR ports have the requested infrastructure: Constantza 

(Romania) and Odessa (Ukraine).  As it was mentioned previously, 

to organize a full-fledged round trip for an average size cruise liner 

we need at least 5 ports with LOA 300 m. Until then BSR is 

doomed to welcome only small cruise ships and suffer from 

periodic crises, that take place during last 20 years. 

In 2011 Royal Caribbean and Government of Adjara signed a 

memorandum of cooperation on the development of the new 

Batumi Cruise Terminal that would be able to accommodate all 

kind of cruise ships by 2015. However, the project was frozen due 

to internal political changes in Georgia. [21]  

        MedCruise Black Sea Working Group was formed during 

General Assembly in Malta in May 2018 with 4 official port-

members: Odessa, Burgas, Constanta and Varna. 

The group had several meetings in Odessa and Constanțza in 2019. 

As a result, there were discussed a marketing strategy for the next 3 

years and upcoming Seatrade Cruise Global 2019 exhibition in 

Miami, namely the Action Plan to be submitted there on how to 

return cruise tourism back to BSR. 

For now, 12 cruise lines are going to visit Odessa port this year: 

Olsen Cruise Lines, Azamara Club Cruises, Phoenix Reisen and 

others. Azamara and Crystal Cruises planning eight calls to Odessa 

in 2021 so far. 

Constantza has welcomed Amara in October 2019 and is expecting 

9 more calls from 6 cruise lines in 2020. Burgas is preparing to host 

a MedCruise GA in 2021.[23] Notwithstanding the fact that Batumi 

seaport is not MedCruise member anymore, Georgia is going to 

benefit from Black Sea Working Group‟s diligence anyway. 

After 4 years of absolute lull in cruise calls at Georgia, there are 2 

Azamara ships calling at Batumi port in July and September this 

year (2020) and 5 more by Azamara, Crystal and Silver Cruises in 

2021.[24] For analysis, of current cruise situation in the Black Sea 

Region was applied desk research using combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methods, as well as statistical and general analysis. 

Qualitative method was applied to process and evaluate experts‟ 

interviews in industry journals, quantitative -to collect, analyze and 

compare parameters of cruise ships and terminals. Statistical and 

general analysis was made for getting a full picture of the situation. 

The purpose of the study was to examine Batumi seaport as a cruise 

terminal of BSR, identify current state, consider the problems, 

challenges and potentials of its development, to study available 

cruise infrastructure and make recommendations for country‟s 

sustainable cruise tourism development.  

 

3. Conclusion 
The cruise tourism represents one of the fastest growing sectors of 

the tourism business. Industry has a need to develop new ports, 

discover new itineraries and to accommodate larger sizes of ships. It 

is important to understand how the development of cruise ports may 

impact local economy and country‟s communities 

overall. Tourism made up 7.6% of total GDP of Georgia in 2018. 

According to The World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) 

2018 report, direct contribution of travel and tourism to GDP in 

Georgia is anticipated to increase up to 10.5% by 2028. [25] It‟s 

obvious, that tourism sector is more than important for Georgia. 

Engaging in cruise tourism will benefit local infrastructure, 

country‟s economy and social life, as well as will attract foreign 

investments and reveal new opportunities for international 

cooperation.  

Main conditions for attraction of cruise lines to Georgia are: 

 Favorable and goal-oriented cruise politics of government;  

 Modernization of Batumi seaport. In order to be available for 

mass cruising and be able to welcome average size cruise 

ships, port has to meet technical requirements; 

 As history has shown, political stability is vital for cruising 

shipment and development in country and in the whole 

region; 

 Another key to success is internationally active policy. 

Membership in MedCruise became crucial and defining for its 

members.  

 And last but not the least, reasonable port charges.  

Batumi cruise terminal is an unprecedented opportunity to make 

Georgia a cruise country and place it on the map one more time. 

Cruise ships calls may multiply tourism incomes several times, 

increase urbanization rate in the city, attract new capitals, expand 

international inclusion and diverse transportation hub.  

As a maritime country Georgia has to consider global trends which 

emerge in BSR. The necessity to develop port infrastructure is 

defined by profitability of cruise market. Thus, Georgian 

government and business sector have to promote Batumi seaport as 

a promising European destination of cruise tourism. Development 

of cruise shipping will set off all the neighboring sectors, such as 

transportation, city tour business, catering, shops, touring 

companies, etc.) and ultimately will create new jobs and contribute 

to regional economy. 
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