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The impact of political decisions on the tourist accommodation
occupancy — Central Europe in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic

Bartosz KORINTH

Abstract: Tourism is one of the most dynamically developing branches of many national
economies, remaining to this day one of the most important industries in the world. How-
ever, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, or to be more precise, radical measures
introduced by most governments to prevent its spread, have led to its collapse. The aim
of the article is to look at the changes in the occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities
(which resulted from political decisions) and to indicate which of these decisions seem
most justifiable and relevant. When it comes to the research area, Central Europe was
chosen as it is a region which, in the last few years, has recorded annual increases
in international tourist traffic. Based on the results of the study conducted, we may state
that all Central European countries have recorded a decrease in the occupancy of tourist
accommodation facilities in the period from March to June 2020 (a decrease of app. 85%
in comparison to the same period last year). Among the least affected by the crisis are
Austria, Switzerland, and Slovenia. The situation in the so-called Alpine countries is due
to the fact that their governments decided to unfreeze the economy quite early.
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Introduction

Tourism is one of the most dynamically developing economic sectors, generating more than
9% of the world’s GDP. The current economic crisis connected with the COVID-19 pandemic,
which became evident in the first half of 2020, largely affected tourism as well as other sectors.
According to UNWTO data, in the period between January and August, the number of interna-
tional tourist arrivals noted a fall of 70%, which means that the losses were equal to approximately
730 billion USD (UNWTO 2020). When it comes to the impact of the world’s economic reces-
sion, the tourism sector has suffered greatly, especially if we consider the amount of tourism in-
vestments, the profitability of tourism enterprises as well as tourist traffic intensity. Comparably,
the world’s economic crisis of 2008 had a similar effect on tourism (Kurek and Waclawik 2013).

The aim of the article is to present the impact of governmental decisions on the occupancy
of tourist accommodation in July 2020, when the crisis of the tourism sector was evident.
The actions undertaken by governments, that is, specific COVID-19 regulations and borders’ clo-
sure have been scrutinised as they are seen by the author as the main factors affecting the occu-
pancy of tourist accommodation. For the purposes of this analysis, data from the European Statis-
tical Office has been used (Eurostat 2020).

Research area

While scrutinising the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, one should begin with what is
meant by the term Central Europe. As per the generally accepted definition, it is defined as
the area between Eastern and Western Europe, even though its specific boundaries are under-
stood differently, depending on the historical period (Ash 1999). The terminological ambiguity
related to the research area is mentioned, among others, by Wendt (1998) and Okey (1992).
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Both agree that due to a variety of definitions, precise specification in the context of each
research work is required. Some subject literature treats Central Europe as an equivalent of the
Visegrad Group (Kotfan 2012) i.e. a region spanning the Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and Slo-
vakia. Because of socio-economic similarities, Slovenia is also seen as a part of the group. On
the other hand, in 1994, the International Geographical Union in Prague determined that, while
scientific publications in the field of geography refer to Central Europe, it is understood as a region
consisting of nine countries — those belonging to the Visegrad Group (Czechia, Poland, Hungary,
Slovakia) and those located in the Alps — Austria, Germany, Switzerland, Slovenia and Lichten-
stein (Kucera 1994). This broad definition of Central Europe has been applied in this paper. An
impact of political actions related to the COVID-19 pandemic on the occupancy of tourist accom-
modation facilities, is studied for all countries mentioned i.e. for Central Europe.

Research background

The tourism industry is one of the most important and dynamically developing economic
sectors — it generates app. 10% of the world's gross product. Its importance is also perceivable
on the European continent itself, which, according to the UNWTO, is the area with the highest
number of international tourist arrivals, oscillating around 700-750 million annually (Ostertag
and Wober 2010). In the subject literature, it is estimated that about 20% of these arrivals
concerns the area analysed by the author. Interesting research on the intensity of tourist traffic
in the central part of Europe was carried out by Batista et al. (2018), who concluded that this
intensity, reflected, among others, by the tourist density indicator, mainly covers urbanised
areas. However, the value itself varies over time and is subject to the specific qualities of the
so-called Alpine countries, where a strong concentration of tourist traffic occurs mainly in
winter (Pechlaner and Tschurtschenthaler 2003). The analysis of tourist traffic in the Visegrad
Group countries was carried out by Kozofi and Cuper (2016), who pointed at a constantly
rising trend when it comes to foreign tourists’ participation in the occupancy of accommoda-
tion facilities. The increase in the importance of tourism in the region studied was caused by
the dynamic development of infrastructure, which was, in turn, possible thanks to the policy
of the European Union (e.g. as part of the Cohesion Fund).

Looking upon statistical data and analysing the studies regarding international tourist traf-
fic in Central European countries, one could have expected a continuous rise both in the num-
ber of passengers from abroad and in the occupancy of accommodation facilities by foreign
tourists. However, the situation has changed dramatically since March 2020, when WHO pro-
claimed COVID-19 a new pandemic (Cascella et al. 2020). Back then, many countries closed
their borders and introduced numerous restrictions directly related to e.g. maintaining social
distance and wearing a mask (Baker et al. 2020, Homolak et al. 2020). Moreover, the intro-
duction of quarantine by more and more countries has been vital in the context of tourism.
Equally, essential has been the popularization of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus test, recognised
as a part of the tactical fight against its further spread (Cohen and Kupferschmidt 2020). The
functioning of the entire accommodation base, restaurants, pubs, and other elements of the
infrastructure accompanying foreign tourists was largely limited (Dube et al. 2020). While
analysing the undertakings of Central European governments, the dates when the borders were
closed for international tourists seem meaningful (Eckardt et al. 2020).

The first country to close its borders entirely (with the exception of international freight
transport) was Czechia. In the same period, a sanitary cordon was introduced at the borders of
Poland, significantly limiting border traffic (Regulation by the Minister of Interior and Ad-
ministration on 13 March 2020). On 16 March, other countries from the researched area i.e.
Germany, Hungary, and Switzerland — closed their borders. A day later (17 March 2020),
the rest of the EU countries also decided to close the borders and this decision was incorporated
in the European Commission's communication on temporary travel restrictions in the European
Union. Later in March, more countries officially announced lockdowns (tab. 1). The exception
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was Switzerland, whose government on 20 March 2020, announced that the country's economic
activity will not be halted, but only the way it functions will change (Willi et al. 2020).

The term “lockdown” refers to the situation in which a country decides to considerably
limit civil liberties as well as economic freedom in order to combat the impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic, which poses a direct threat to citizens’ health. This phenomenon is closely con-
nected with, among other actions, the closure of borders and the introduction of numerous
restrictions concerning the functioning of accommodation and gastronomic base.

Tab. 1. Dates of the introduction of lockdown in the countries of Central Europe

Country Date of the introduction of lockdown
Poland 13/03/2020
Czechia 16/03/2020
Austria 16/03/2020
Slovenia 20/03/2020
Slovakia 20/03/2020
Germany 23/03/2020
Hungary 28/03/2020

Source: Own elaboration

After the economic slowdown in March and the closure of borders, the countries of Central
Europe attempted to escape from the global crisis as quickly as possible (Loayza et al. 2020).
The first European country to ease the restrictions surrounding the COVID-19 situation was
Austria (tab. 2), which already opened thousands of small stores on April 14, 2020. Soon af-
terwards, Germany and Switzerland announced plans to reopen their economies. A great step
for tourism in the above-mentioned countries was the statement of the Austrian Chancellor,
Sebastian Kurz, who announced that due to the great importance of tourism for the Austrian
economy, the government decides to open its borders for German tourists, usually planning
their trips to Italy (Schmidt et al. 2020). On 4 June, Austria, Germany, Switzerland, Lichten-
stein, Slovenia, Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia, in order to at least partially save the tourism
industry, signed an international agreement concerning the opening of borders between them
(Desson, 2020). Currently, as a result of another wave of the pandemic, the countries of Central
Europe have introduced new regulations regarding foreign travel.

In some of the countries, the possibility to travel between them has been maintained, while
in others, any tourist movement has been halted. Additionally, some countries (including Slove-
nia) have introduced a mandatory COVID-19 test that must be valid at least 48 hours before the
planned trip. The lack of another travel ban traffic may have been motivated by the unfavourable
situation of hotel owners who, as a consequence of a significant decrease in the accommodation
base in the period from March to June 2020, have had problems with maintaining financial li-
quidity (Jones and Comfort 2020).

As of now (November 9, 2020), the analysed region is struggling with a growing number
of confirmed SARS-CoV-2 cases. New records in the number of COVID-19 cases have been
reached in, among others, Poland, and the Czechia (currently seen as the European country
most affected by the pandemic). Statistical data collected from various sources demonstrate a
uniform trend for all Central European countries, where the number of cases is now returning
to the level recorded in March or exceeding it.

It needs to be underlined that the tourism sector is constantly undergoing changes caused
by factors connected to the international situation as well as by various local and country
implications. One of the main dangers when it comes to tourism development is the issue of
the world’s security state. A number of publications mention such threats as, for instance,
international terrorism in the United States (Pizam and Feischer 2002) or the unstable situation
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in the Arabic countries related to the so-called Arab Spring. The series of events now associ-
ated with the Arab Spring led to a significant fall in passenger air traffic in Tunisia and Egypt
in 2011 (Wendt 2019).

Tab. 2. Regulations concerning tourism in Central European countries during
the COVID-19 pandemic (as of: 9 November 2020)

Country  Regulations during the COVID-19 pandemic

Austria Passengers are not allowed to enter. This does not apply to nationals and residents of Austria and
citizens of some other countries (mostly EU). Passengers could be subject to Coronavirus (COVID-
19) PCR test and self-quarantine for 10 days.

Czechia Passengers are not allowed to enter. This does not apply to nationals and residents of Czechia and
some countries citizens (mostly EU). Passengers could be subject to quarantine for 10 days. A com-
pleted “Passenger Locator Form “ must be submitted before arrival.

Poland Passengers are not allowed to enter. This does not apply to nationals and residents of Poland and
some countries citizens (mostly EU). Passengers could be subject to quarantine for 10 days.

Hungary  Passengers are not allowed to enter. This does not apply to nationals of Hungary, and their family
members, passengers transiting Hungary to another country, passengers traveling on business. Na-
tionals of Czechia, Poland, and Slovakia must have a confirmed and a medical certificate with a
negative Coronavirus (COVID-19) PCR test result issued at most 5 days before arrival. Passengers
are subject to medical screening and quarantine for 10 days.

Slovakia ~ Passengers must complete the ‘Public Health Passenger form before departure. Passengers are
subject to quarantine for 10 days. Tourists coming from selected countries must register on a special
website.

Slovenia  Passengers without a medical certificate with a negative Coronavirus (COVID-19) test result issued
at most 48 hours before arrival could be subject to quarantine for 10 days.

Switzerland Passengers are not allowed to enter. This does not apply to nationals and residents of Switzerland
and some countries citizens (mostly EU). Passengers are not allowed to transit if arriving from a non-
Schengen Member State to another Schengen Member State. Passengers could be subject to quar-
antine for 10 days.

Germany  Passengers are not allowed to enter. This does not apply to nationals and residents of Germany and
some countries citizens (mostly EU). Passengers could be subject to quarantine for 10 days.

Source: IATA (2020)

The factors influencing how the structure and dynamics of the tourist market are shaped
also include changes in the model and lifestyle of tourists and their perception of a given tourist
destination. It is assumed that the image is indeed the basic element that builds competitiveness
on the tourist market and thus increases the number of tourists in a respective destination
(Baloglu and McCleary 1999). Tourism is also affected by other global factors, such as climate
change or natural disasters i.e. hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods (Rosselld et al. 2020).
Therefore, it can be stated that the COVID-19 pandemic is not the only contemporary threat
to the condition of tourism but merely its manifestation.

Materials and methods

In order to examine the impact of political decisions surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic
on the occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities in Central Europe, it was decided to use
data from Eurostat — the European Statistical Office (Eurostat 2020).

The study employs the methods commonly used in statistics — forecasting based on the
ARIMA model and hierarchical analysis using the Agglomerative NESting (AGNES) algo-
rithm (fig. 1). The tool to use the above-mentioned methods was R programming. Such pro-
gramming choice was mainly determined by its enormous capabilities in the field of data
analysis (including time series important for this work) and its ever-growing popularity. Due
to its popularity, a huge number of scientific publications with a variety of practical tips and
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recommendations is available (e.g. Pebesma et al. 2012,). The analysed countries were di-
vided due to changes in the occupancy of the accommodation base in July 2020 and July
2019. High occupancy refers to values above the sum of the mean and the standard deviation.
Low occupancy refers values below the sum of the mean and the standard deviation. Medium
occupancy refers values between the mean and the standard deviation.

Changes in the occupancy of tourist Spatial approach to changes in the occupancy of
accommodation facilities in July in the countries of tourist accommodation facilities in Central
Central Europe for years 2017-2020 European countries from July 2019 to July 2020
Step 1: Step 1: Step 1:
Aggreggation of data Aggreggation of data Aggreggation of data
Step 2:
Creation of a comparative Step 2: Step 2:
table incorporating data Identification of Performing hierarchical analysis (group combining
for July years autoregression model method) for data from July 2019
2017-2020
Step 3: A
Division of data into ’ §tep 3'. :
. ) Performing hierarchical analysis
training and testing set
Step 4: Step 4:
Prognosis on the basis Analysis of changes in the occupancy of tourist
of ARIMA model accommodation

Fig. 1. Steps of research methods; Source: Own elaboration

Results and discussion

There are many publications concerning the importance of tourism in Central European
countries. However, none of them predicted the enormous economic crisis caused by the
spread of the COVID-19. In each of the Central European countries, the loss of up to 85%
has been recorded in comparison to the previous year.

The Visegrad Group countries, in comparison to the “Alpine countries", faced a much lower
occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities in July (fig. 2), although, a slight rising trend is
discernible. The highest number (per 1,000 residents) of tourists that yearly used accommoda-
tion facilities in Austria, Slovenia, and Switzerland is probably due to their geographical loca-
tion and the great importance of these countries for mountain tourism. This is confirmed by
the research of Dolnicar and Leisch (2003), who conclude that the winter tourist industry is key
for entire country economies. Data from July 2020 depict great shifts in the occupancy of tourist
accommodation facilities throughout Central Europe. Compared to the corresponding period
for the previous years, all countries have recorded losses of app. 85%, which is the result
of political actions related to the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent global crisis.

A slight long-term rising tendency has been noticed for the countries analysed (fig. 3). The
forecast for the period from January to June 2020 shows that most of them should be facing a
rapid growth trend at that time, resulting, among others, from the onset of the "holiday season".
Subiject literature affirms that in countries such as Poland, Czechia, or Slovakia, the peak of tour-
ist traffic falls between May and September (\Vagner 2007). On the other hand, a slight fall in the
first half of 2020 was predicted for Austria and Switzerland, which both record the peak season
in winter i.e. from November to March. During these months, the occupancy of tourist accom-
modation facilities is the highest in these countries (Carraher and Parnell 2008).

-31-



However, no prognosis predicted a relatively large decrease in the analysed variable that
was caused by the negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Those changes have been
largely affected, among others, by the closure of borders and the introduction of restrictive
measures related to foreign travel, which in turn contributed to the sudden and unpredictable
changes visible also in the charts.
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The occupancy rate per 1,000 residents

Fig. 2. The occupancy rate of tourist accommodation facilities in July in the countries
of Central Europe in years 2017-2020, per 1,000 residents; Source: Own elaboration
based on data from the Statistical Office of the European Union (Eurostat 2020).
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Fig. 3. Changes in the occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities in July in the countries
of Central Europe for years 20172020, per 1,000 residents — prognosis and the actual
state; Source: Own study based on data from the Statistical Office of the European Union
(Eurostat 2020).
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The spatial analysis of changes in the occupancy of the accommodation base (fig. 4) allows
to distinguish countries that were characterized by high values of the variable. Such results
do not differ from the trends presented in the previous part of the article. Taking into ac-
count the collected statistical data, it is possible to distinguish Central Europe’'s “tourist win-
ners" in the COVID-19 pandemic. These so-called winners are mainly Austria, Switzerland,
and Slovenia — countries with high or medium occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities
in comparison to the rest of the countries concerned, for both periods. They probably suc-
ceeded thanks to the international agreement signed on 4 June, and of the quick reopening of
borders to foreign tourists (also in Austria and Switzerland). A clearly lower differentiation of
the analysed variable was observed in the Visegrad Group countries, which, both before and
after the outbreak of the pandemic, suffered from lower occupancy of tourist accommodation
facilities per 1,000 people.

Legend
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Fig. 4. Spatial approach to changes in the occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities in
Central European countries from July 2019 to July 2020, per 1,000 inhabitants; Source:
Own study based on data from the Statistical Office of the European Union (Eurostat 2020).

Although the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism is widely discussed in the world
literature, the topic elaborated upon in this article is not that popular. When it comes to other
studies dealing with the this topic, particularly the publication of Kreiner and Ram (2020)
deserves special attention as the authors highlight the fact that the state of tourism depends on
political decisions, i.e. the implementation of various solutions shaping the nature and the ex-
tent of tourist accommodation facilities occupancy. The authors, similarly, to this paper, con-
clude that the reason for the decline in the analysed variable is the start date of national pre-
ventive measures (e.g. closing borders). Similar implications of political actions on the devel-
opment of tourism in the pandemic era can also be found in the publication of Seyfi et al.
(2020), which clearly indicates that the time of introducing travel restrictions (lockdown) is
closely related to tourist traffic.
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A lot of space in subject literature is devoted to the issue of the variable analysed in this paper,
that is, the occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities. The article presented by Hossain
(2020) states that the occupancy rate in China fell by 95% in the first week of March in compar-
ison to the first week of January 2020. Evidently, the decline is even worse than in the countries
of Central Europe, which recorded a decrease at the peak of the tourist season by 85% (see
fig. 3). This significant discrepancy in the declining percentage is probably due to the introduc-
tion of more restrictive measures by the Chinese government, including the complete isolation
of residents. The occupancy of accommodation facilities in selected Polish cities analysed by
Korinth and Ranasinghe (2020) is also characterized by a similar decrease of 70% when com-
pared to the corresponding period in the previous year, although this data concerns the very be-
ginning of the pandemic in Europe (March 2020). Therefore, it can be said that the above-men-
tioned statistics correspond to the results of the study presented in this article. What is more, they
all confirm the general downward trend in the occupancy rate of tourist accommodation facilities
in Central Europe.

Conclusions

The analysis of all data introduced above points to the fact that the occupancy rate of tourist
accommodation facilities in Central European countries was relatively low and was characterized
by a significant fall of app. 85% when compared to the same period last year. This was the result
of radical political decisions made in order to contain the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic.
These decisions, to a greater or lesser extent, affected the entire area analysed by the author,
though, they did not change the position of those countries which yearly experienced the highest
occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities per 1,000 residents i.e. Austria and Switzerland.
It is difficult to predict how the values of the analysed variable will evolve in the future, as the
pandemic continues, or, to say more, a significant increase in confirmed cases has been recorded
in recent weeks.

We may assume that both the occupancy of tourist accommodation facilities and its further
developments (related also to the generated GDP) will mainly depend on individual decisions of
governments. At the same time, it seems that no radical decisions will be taken, as the economies
are still unstable. Most likely, we will not be facing a complete closure of state borders to
travellers, which would lead to an unwanted harming of the entire tourism industry that has
just been trying to get back on its feet.
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