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Report on the implementation of the Programme of Work in Europe (2020-2021) 

 

Overview of the evolution and the impact of the pandemic 

1. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2021 continues to have a devastating impact on the European 
travel and tourism sectors. The latest data shows that international tourist arrivals (overnight visitors) dropped 
by 83% in the period January-March 2021 compared to the previous year, as travel restrictions remained high and 
consumer confidence low. Europe recorded a decline of 83% in international arrivals in the first quarter of 2021. 

2. This decline represents a loss of some 180 million international arrivals compared to the same period of 2020, or 
265 million compared to 2019. Travel volumes are still 88% down when compared to the first quarter of pre-
pandemic year 2019. 

3. 2020 ended with tourism suffering the greatest crisis on record: international tourist arrivals plunged by 73% over 
the previous year due to widespread travel restrictions and a massive drop in demand. In Europe arrivals declined 
by 70%, representing over 500 million fewer international tourists. 

4. Despite large declines in international tourist arrivals (around 80%) over the summer season of 2020, this 
represented a relative improvement over the 90% or greater decreases of the previous months. The improvement 
was particularly noticeable in the European region, as some destinations started to reopen to international tourism, 
mostly in the European Union. 

5. In 2020 international tourism receipts declined by 64% in real terms (local currencies, constant prices), equivalent 
to a drop of US$ 0.9 trillion. The total loss in export revenues from international tourism (taking into account 
passenger transport receipts) amounts to nearly US$ 1.1 trillion, or 63% less than in 2019 - more than 9 times the 
loss recorded during the 2009 global economic crisis. This loss represents over 4% of the world’s total exports in 

2019. As a result, the share of international tourism in total world exports dropped from 7% in 2019 to 3% 
in 2020. 

6. Data on international tourism expenditure reflected very weak demand for outbound travel, although some large 
markets, including Germany and France, had shown shy signs of recovery. While demand for international travel 
remained subdued, domestic tourism continued to grow in several large markets, including the Russian 
Federation, where domestic air travel demand had mostly returned to pre-COVID levels. 

7. Due to the worsening of the pandemic with a surge of cases and the emergence of new variants in early 2021, 
many countries reintroduced stricter travel restrictions, including mandatory testing, quarantines and in some 
cases a complete closure of borders, on top of local lockdowns, all weighing on the resumption of international 

travel. Although the gradual rollout of the COVID-19 vaccines was expected to contribute to easing travel 
restrictions and normalizing travel during 2021, the speed and distribution of the vaccination roll-out had 
been slower than expected and quite uneven across countries and regions. 

8. In March 2021, the President of the European Commission announced the launch of the European Digital 
Certificate to facilitate safe free movement inside the EU during the COVID-19 pandemic, available, free of charge, 
in digital or paper format. The European Digital Certificate is expected to be launched in June 2021. 
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Work of the UNWTO Regional Department of Europe (RDEU) during the pandemic 

9. The Regional Department for Europe, with the objective of providing the Members with the best and most 
immediate services during this time of crisis, continued to concentrate on the following pillars, identified at the 
beginning of the pandemic. 

 

Political outreach 

10. Supporting the UNWTO Secretary-General’s efforts to provide the crucial political support to the European 
Members in the form of mainstreaming tourism at the highest political level, by highlighting the importance of 
tourism for the socio-economic development of the countries to Presidents and Prime Ministers, with the objective 
of ensuring that, during this unprecedented COVID-19 outbreak, tourism receives the necessary attention and 
much needed governmental support and measures to mitigate the impact of the crisis. In this context, the Regional 
Department enhanced its efforts in calling for financial and political support for recovery measures aimed at 
tourism, and to include support for the sector in the wider recovery plans and actions of affected economies. 

11. An official visit to Italy to #RestartTourism took place from 1 to 5 July 2020, during which the Secretary-General 
visited Rome, Milano and Venice and met with the Prime Minister, Minister of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation, 
Minister of Culture, Cultural Heritage and Tourism, Secretary of State for Tourism, high-level representatives of 
the Holy See, the Mayors of Rome and Milan, the President of the Region of Lombardy, the Councillor for Planning, 
EU funds, Tourism and Foreign Trade of the Veneto Region, the CEO of Aeroporti di Roma, etc. 

12. An official visit of the Secretary-General to France took place on 14 October 2020, during which he met with the 
Secretary of State for Tourism, President of Atout France, Technical Advisor for Businesses, Promotion and Export 
in the Presidency of the French Republic, as well as Mr. Angel Gurría, Secretary-General at OECD. 

13. A visit to the Canary Islands, Spain, took place on 30 November 2020 in the framework of the conference “Setting 
the Recovery of International Tourism into Action”, organized by the Spanish government. 

14. An official visit of the Secretary-General to Portugal took place on from 8 to 10 December 2020, during which he 
met with the Prime Minister, Minister of Foreign Affairs, Secretary of State for Tourism, Secretary of State for 
Digital Transition and President of Turismo de Portugal. The 7th meeting of the Global Tourism Crisis Committee 
was hosted by Portugal in the framework of the visit. 

 

Enhanced cooperation with the international community  

15. Further enhancing the strong partnership with the European Union, as well as with international financial 
institutions, such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development (EBRD), South-South Cooperation Assistance Fund (SSCAF) and other institutions, such as the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) etc., to address 
specific recovery needs of individual countries. 

16. A high-level mission to Brussels took place in October 2020, where the Secretary-General and his delegation met 
with Mr. Margaritis Schinas, Vice President of the European Commission, Mr. Thierry Breton, European 
Commissioner for Internal Market, Mr. Virginijus Sinkevičius, European Commissioner for Environment, Oceans 
and Fisheries, with the office of Mr. David Sassoli, President of the European Parliament and key representatives 
of the European Council, ensuring that the issue of easing travel restrictions would be on the agenda of the 
European Council, highlighting the importance and timeliness of UNWTO’s interventions. 

17. Mr. Margaritis Schinas, Vice President of the European Commission, and Mr. Thierry Breton, European 
Commissioner for Internal Market, continued to participate as speakers in the meetings of the UNWTO Global 
Tourism Crisis Committee, sharing the European Commission’s perspective and initiatives for the recovery of 
tourism and its implications for the wider economic recovery. 

18. In March 2021, Mr. Margaritis Schinas, Vice President of the European Commission, visited the UNWTO HQ and 
in a high-level meeting with the Secretary-General focused on the joined-up response to the ongoing crisis, and 
on advancing plans for tourism’s vital restart. 
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19. In the context of the German Presidency of the Council of the European Union, Secretary-General participated in 
the following high-level meetings: European Tourism Convention (12 October 2020) and 19th European Tourism 
Forum (23 October 2020) 

20. In the context of the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the European Union, Secretary-General participated 
in the following high-level meetings: International Forum on Education, Employment and Training in Tourism (21 
January 2021), Extraordinary Informal Videoconference of Ministers responsible for Tourism (1 March 2021) and 
High-Level Forum for Sustainable Tourism (14 May 2021). 

21. RDEU established a trusted relationship and secured collaboration with COSME – EU/EC funded tourism project 
that aims to make it easier for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to access finance in all phases of their 
lifecycle – creation, expansion, or business transfer.   

22. RDEU continues to represent UNWTO in the BSEC Working Group on Tourism and provides political and technical 
support through the preparation of BSEC COVID-19 tourism protocols. 

23. RDEU established a trusted relationship and secured collaboration with the Creative Accelerators for Sustainable 
Tourism (CAST), a 3-year collaborative project (July 2018 – June 2021) that is developing a network of incubators 
& accelerators, start-ups, SMEs and financiers to form a European community committed to promoting knowledge-
sharing, the use of technology and collaboration across borders for sustainable tourism, while helping the 
companies address common challenges.  

24. RDEU initiated the discussion with the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) – the specialized agency of the 
United Nations that leads international efforts to defeat hunger, achieve food security for all and make sure that 
people have regular access to enough high-quality food to lead active, healthy lives – that lead to the signing of a 
landmark Memorandum of Understanding and a detailed workplan between the two sister agencies in September 
2020. The MoU and workplan will steer the joint activities to foster innovation and entrepreneurship, drive 
sustainable development and strengthen livelihoods in rural areas. 

25. RDEU continues to enhance the institutional virtual presence and cooperation with the UN Brussels Team on 
strategic topics related to the implementation of the Agenda 2030 and the SDGs, especially within the context of 
the MFF of the European Union, its political agenda and the European Green Deal. 

 

Strengthened relations for better services 

26. With the aim of improving the flow of information and improving the service to its Members, the Regional 
Department of Europe carried out a series of initiatives: 

27. Bilateral meetings with Focal Points: RDEU initiated a round of bilateral virtual meetings with the Focal Points of 
the Members in the region. This provided a valuable insight in the situation, main challenges and priorities during 
the recovery. 

28. Focused bilateral meetings with relevant stakeholders in Member States: Supporting innovation, education, 
investments, sustainable development of tourism, market intelligence and competitiveness in the interested 
Member States. 

29. Webinars for Focal Points: Presentation of the RDEU Workplan 2020-2021 – part I (01/09/2020) and part II 
(30/09/2020) with guest speakers from UNWTO operational departments; Presentation of the upcoming events 
(CEU, GYTS) and presentation of EuropeConnect (22/04/2021). 

30. Virtual meeting of the Secretary-General with the European Ambassadors, accredited to Spain, to present the 
outcomes of the 112th session of the UNWTO Executive Council and the work of UNWTO in response to the 
COVID-19 crisis; participation of representatives from 36 of European Member States and three non-members, 
with a total of 34 Heads of Diplomatic Missions (13 November 2020). 

31. Diptychs – Member States’ infographics: Visual presentation of the most relevant tourism data and initiatives in 
each Member State, including matching priorities, and detailed talking points. The diptych currently also includes 
a flyer with the information on the COVID-19 related policy measures. 
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32. EuropeConnect: RDEU continues to offer Members in the region an exclusive online platform, that enables them 
to instantly share content, events and documents with each other, while allowing the Department to create better 
and stronger links with the Members and update them with the latest UNWTO activities and resources. 

33. Telegram: Launch of the EuropeConnect Telegram Channel in Russian with the objective to enhance 
communication with our Russian speaking Member States. 

34. Technical Cooperation projects: ADB, EBRD, IKI, ODA, SSCAF and UNDP funded project benefiting Albania, 
Armenia, Croatia, Georgia, Greece, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Montenegro, Republic of Moldova, Tajikistan, 
Turkey, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. 

35. Meetings of the Secretary-General with the Ambassadors of Armenia, Croatia, Cyprus, Hungary, Italy, Malta and 
Slovenia. 

36. Physical meetings of the Secretary-General with the high-level national delegations of Albania (Economy), Croatia 
(MFA, Tourism), Greece (Tourism), Malta (Tourism), North Macedonia (MFA), Republic of Moldova (MFA), Serbia 
(MFA, Tourism), Turkey (MFA), Ukraine (MFA) and Uzbekistan (Tourism), as well as virtual meetings with Belarus 
(Tourism), Bulgaria (Tourism), Croatia (Tourism and Sport), Germany (Tourism), Italy (Tourism) and Lithuania 
(Economy and Innovation). 

37. Measuring the Sustainability of Tourism: Three Member States and two non-Member States included in pilot 
studies, three Member States and one non-Member State contributed country experiences. 

 

Human workforce and skills development 

38. In order for tourism to drive the economic recovery, its professionals must maintain and further boost their skills. 
To support Member States in providing training and learning opportunities, for tourism students and professionals 
alike, the Director of the Regional Department for Europe participated in 116 fairs, webinars, interviews and other 
public appearances. 

39. Further, the Director of the Regional Department for Europe developed a MOOC on International tourism Policy, 
to be launched in collaboration with the IE University through the UNWTO Online Academy in 2021. 

 

Collaboration with the private sector 

40. RDEU initiated the discussion with Expedia Group, that lead to the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding in 
October 2020. The MoU provides the framework for the collaboration on a range of topics, with the common goal 
of driving recovery and making the sector more resilient and sustainable. This will be done by sharing data on 
tourism trends and developments, both at the global and the local scale, which will inform decision-making, 
producing data-based policies aimed a tourism’s sustainable recovery and future development. 

41. RDEU secured 4 leads for (possible) new Affiliate Members: Associazione Italiana Confindustria Alberghi 
(approved in the 112th session of the Executive Council), Costa Crociere and Invitalia (admission in progress), 
and Association of Private Tourism Agencies of Uzbekistan (expression of interest). 

 

Institutional matters 

42. Executive Council: 

– RDEU drafted the Tbilisi Declaration, adopted at the 112th session of UNWTO Executive Council in 
Tbilisi, Georgia, on 15 September 2020. 

– All European Members of the UNWTO Executive Council were represented at the 113th session of the 
UNWTO Executive Council (18-19 January 2021) in Madrid, Spain, with high level participants from all 
countries: State Secretary of France, Minister of Tourism of Greece, State Secretary of Portugal, Minister 
and State Secretary of Spain, Chairman of the State Tourism Agency of Azerbaijan, Deputy Prime 
Minister of Uzbekistan and Ambassadors of the Russian Federation, Romania, Lithuania, Turkey 
(Armenia and Albania) 
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43. Global Tourism Crisis Committee – Technical Group: The natural evolution of the European Chapter of the Global 
Tourism Crisis Committee, established at the beginning of the pandemic, chaired by the Minister of Tourism of 
Greece, and with participation of Israel from the region and chairs of the other UNWTO regional commissions, 
continuously fed content to the meetings of the Global Tourism Crisis Committee. 

44. Committee for the Development of an International Code for the Protection of Tourists: 27 Member States from 
the region are actively involved in the work of the Committee, 5 non-Member States from the region are observers. 
Greece was elected vice-chair for the committee and is currently serving as the acting chair. 

45. UNWTO Technical Committee on Tourism Online Education: Greece and Portugal are members of the committee. 
Portugal was elected as co-chair of the committee. 

46. Membership fee honouring: 98% in 2020, 86% to date in 2021. 

 

Affiliate Members 

47. During 2020 and the first months of 2021, the efforts of the Affiliate Members Department (AMD) have been 
focused on achieving the strategic objective established by the Secretary-General of consolidating the Affiliate 
Membership as an essential asset of the Organization. The department’s work has been focused on the following 
priority lines of action: 

– Incorporating substantial contributions from our Affiliate Members to strengthen the capacity of the 
Organization to achieve its mission. 

– Organizing dedicated activities aimed to offer to our Affiliate Members opportunities to showcase their 
relevant projects and products. 

– Expanding and reinforcing the Affiliate Membership. 

– Building better value for Members. 

– Modernizing management of the Affiliate Membership network. 

– Implementing joint projects and organizing events with our Affiliate Members in 2021. 

48. Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis AMD has continuously interacted with the AM network through the 
interactive platform AMConnected to collect mitigation and recovery initiatives and protocols. Many of them were 
reflected in various UNWTO products during this period, e.g., UNWTO Global Guidelines to Restart Tourism.  

49. Strengthening partnership between the Affiliate Membership and Members States by delivering AM tailor-made 
products to the Member States, as part of the UNWTO package offered to the Member States (training on tourism 
recovery and finding solution and building trust, helping destinations to build communication strategies in the “new 
normality” etc.). 

50. Organization of thematic sessions on Recovering Tourism, Rebuilding Trust, Reinforcing Partnership at the 
42nd UNWTO Plenary Session of Affiliate Members (6 November 2020). 

51. Implementation of the Virtual Corner of the Affiliate Members, a dedicated space in the UNWTO website, 
showcasing initiatives implemented by AM.  

52. The evolution of the Affiliate Membership has been encouraging despite the context: since September 2020, 36 
(29 + 7) new Affiliate Members joined the AM network. Among them, 20 were from Europe, where the number of 
AMs is now 302, representing 56% of the total. This makes of Europe the region with highest representation of 
AMs. 

53. AMD has kept the AMs permanently informed and updated, through the dedicated Platform AMConnected, sharing 
with them the latest documents and online activities organized by the UNWTO. 

54. Increased the presence of relevant AM oat the main UNWTO activities, statutory meetings such as regional 
commissions.  

55. Holding of regularly bilateral and multilateral meetings with the AM, in different thematic and regional formats 
(including meetings of the Board, Working Groups etc.). 
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56. Signing of Memorandum of Understanding to strengthen collaboration and partnerships with the following AM: 

– June 2020: Global ReformBnB Forum 

– August 2020: Estudis d’Hoteleria i Turisme CETT, S.A. (CETT-UB) 

– September 2020: International Air Transport Association (IATA) 

– May 2021 (TBC): Grupo Xcaret, CEAPI (Consejo Empresarial Alianza por Iberoamérica), Grupo 
Ciudades Patrimonio de la Humanidad, Allianz Partners 

57. Launch of a survey in February 2021 to assess the level of satisfaction of the AM, followed by individual interviews 
that are currently being carried out to further understand the AM’s needs and areas for improvement. 

58. Consolidation and expansion of the facilities offered by the dedicate interactive platform AMConnected. 

59. Launch of the process of an Integral Reform of the Legal Framework of Affiliate Members, to be ratified at the 24th 
UNWTO General Assembly, including the creation of the Committee for Affiliate Members and ensuring a modern 
and adapted framework for the Affiliate Membership. The Working Group for the Reform of the UNWTO Affiliate 
Membership, chaired by Spain, counts on the participation and support of 14 Member States. 3 of them are from 
Europe: Azerbaijan, Croatia and Spain. 

60. Events 

– FITUR 2021, 19-23 May, Madrid (Spain): activities for our Affiliate Members such as the Corner of the 
Affiliate Members and an Expert Meeting on Accessible Tourism.   

– International Conference on Tourism and the Audio-visual Industry, September 2021, Madrid: 
organized by the AMD in collaboration with the AM EGEDA.  

– 43rd Affiliate Members Plenary Session, 25-29 October, Marrakech, Morocco 

– World Sports Tourism Congress, 25-26 November 2021, Lloret de Mar (Spain): organized in 
collaboration with the AM Catalan Tourism Board 

61. Publications. 

– Global Report on Cultural Affinity and Screen Tourism: the AMD is working with NETFLIX in a joint 
publication outlining the value of the audio-visual industry as a driver for tourism. 

– “Accessibility and Inclusive Tourism Development in Nature Areas – Compendium of Best 
Practices”, developed as part of the activities of the Working Group on Accessible Tourism, that 
will be launched at FITUR 2021 

– Dashboard on COVID 19: Travel Restrictions and Health related Travel Requirements: the AMD 
worked with the AM International Air Transport Association (IATA), on the development of a 
dashboard on travel restrictions and status of the destinations related to the COVID-19 launched 
at the end of April 

– 1st International Astrotourism Conference in Évora, Portugal, 8-11 September, organised by 
Affiliate Member Starlight Foundation 
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