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Tourism to the Canary Islands during the COVID-19 pandemic: making
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Abstract

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, the government of the Canary Islands has implemented a
strategy based on advertisement, economic diplomacy, and public health security to sustain tourist
mobility, a vital element of the Islands’ economy.
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The economy of the Canary Islands is heavily dependent on tourism. In total, some 350,000 families
depend on this sector, which used to earn about 7 million euros a day.? This situation motivated the
government of the Canary Islands to take different measures during the COVID-19 pandemic to not
only advertise the Canary Islands as a safe destination, but also, make safety in the Canary Islands a
reality. The regional government consequently presented three main objectives: firstly, to promote
this destination as safe for domestic as well as international travellers; secondly, to strengthen
diplomatic relationships with countries where the majority of tourists travel from; and, finally, to
create a tourism sector where safety is a true reality. These measures became new parameters to
articulate human mobility.

Promoting the Canary Islands as a safe destination

The fear of not receiving many international tourists motivated the regional government to convince
nationals to visit the Islands. The government of the Canary Islands launched a promotional
campaign directed to Spanish citizens highlighting the many beaches and natural parks that the
Islands had to offer, specifically emphasizing that social distancing could be easily maintained:
‘enjoy more than 1,500 kilometres of coastline, and twice as many natural spaces’.® Also, there was
a focus on the benefits of maintaining distance: ‘from a distance, everything looks different and new
horizons open up’.* The main objective was to portray the Canary Islands as a safe, spacious
destination.

The results went largely as expected: patterns of domestic mobility substituted for international
mobility to the Canary Islands.® As an interviewee stated, ‘there has been an increase in domestic
tourists who have partially replaced international tourists’.®

However, some of the reasons why Spanish nationals decided to choose this tourist destination
over others were not necessarily linked to government efforts. For instance, some Spanish nationals
likely feared being trapped abroad if borders were to close.? Also, restrictions in other countries made
international tourism less appealing to them. These two factors reflect a limit on free mobility for
these people, who enjoyed what we might call ‘partially restricted mobility’. Moreover, efforts came
not only from the government of the Canary Islands, but also from the Spanish government
promoting ‘patriotic mobility’. The Spanish president encouraged Spaniards to holiday within the
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country in the midst of this crisis, in order to stimulate the national economy.” Similarly, many
Canary Islanders also chose their own home region as a destination. According to another
interviewee, ‘regional tourism between islands has seen an increase’.® Further research could
evaluate whether patriotic feelings and feelings of cooperation were more common among tourists
from the Spanish mainland or from the other islands.

The Canary Islands authorities also strove to promote the Islands to international tourists. For
instance, they wanted to spread the perception that they were monitoring the internal movement of
people once tourists were on the islands. At the beginning of the summer, tourists were even offered
insurance to cover the expenses related to their stay should they have to quarantine.® These efforts,
however, were not as successful; the number of international tourists dropped dramatically
regardless, largely due to quarantine restrictions imposed upon their return to their home countries.

Diplomacy and branding to encourage mobility during the pandemic

In ordinary times, most tourists who travel to the Canary Islands are British or German.*° The number
of British tourists decreased due to the UK government’s policy mandating compulsory quarantine
when returning to their country, despite the diplomatic efforts of the government of the Islands to
obtain an exemption from this policy.™ During most of the summer, Germany classified the Canary
Islands as a safe holiday destination (unlike the rest of Spain).*> However, on 2 September, the
German government changed its classification to ‘unsafe’, resulting in a major reduction in the
number of German tourists.

This series of events reflects the importance of labels and categories in halting mobility. Several
countries have, since the summer, altered the labels on the Canary Islands, significantly affecting
mobility patterns. For instance, the Canary Islands were removed from the list of safe travel corridors
of the UK government, after being there for approximately two months. Many British people not
only visited the Canary Islands while it was on the travel corridors list, but had also reserved flights
for the Christmas break. These re-categorizations create diverse dynamics, the outcome of which is
very dependent on personal attitudes, choices, and circumstances. Receiving the same sudden news,
some people may decide to travel whilst others choose to stay.*®
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Making the Canary Islands a safer place

Promotion work went hand-in-hand with regional efforts to maintain a stable situation. The Council
of Tourism, Industry and Commerce of the Canary Islands provided guidance to tourist businesses
with programmes such as ‘Canarias Fortaleza’ (‘Canary Islands as Strength’), a detailed protocol
endorsed by the World Tourism Organisation, which analyses in detail the sanitary measures for 18
tourism-related sectors in the archipelago.** These seemed to be rather effective, as some tourists
acknowledged, but clearly not effective enough, as the number of COVID-19 cases has risen. This
fact seems to have more weight on mobility than diplomatic branding and the promotion of the
Canary Islands as a safe destination.
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