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THE relentless spread and its di-
sastrous consequences of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic since early 2020
and the emergence of new vari-
ants from time to time, the latest
being Omicron, have wrought im-
mense misery to the world. The
result is that we now have a glob-
al economic recession aside from
the loss of lives and livelihoods.
Shortages are also rising in key
primary sectors, raw materials
and food grains, and intermedi-
ate products, such as semicon-
ductors and electronic chips. Al-
though there have been are signs
of robust recovery in the United
States and some feeble recovery
in other advanced economies,
stagflation (stagnant growth
with inflation) has become a
matter of concern for people and
businesses.

Aside from the fallout of the
global recession with its adverse
consequences, the small develop-
ing states and the island econo-
mies are now suffering from the
loss of external resources caused
by loss of jobs, closure of produc-
tion units in advanced econom-
ics and oil drilling in the Middle
Eastern countries. The first one
is the fall in remittances from
migrants to countries of origin.
The second one is the decline in
international travel, not only for
business travel but also for travel
by tourists, mostly by the retir-
ees and senior citizens from rich
countries to island nation coun-
tries in the Caribbean region and
the Indian Ocean and the South
Pacific regions, which offer an
unique combination of sun, sand
and surf.

Remittances were covered two
weeks ago in this column. Now
this time, we focus on tourism in
Fiji.

COVID-19 impact on world tour-
ism

The COVID-19 pandemic
wrecked international tour-
ism, which is still going went
through a crisis of incomparable
proportions. The latest assess-
ment released in December 2021
by the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) and United Nations World
Tourism Organization (UNWTO)
shows that it was tourism that
“suffered the greatest crisis in
2020”. International arrivals had
plunged by 73 per cent. The CO-
VID-19 pandemic led almost all
nations to impose a wide range of
restrictions on world travel, in-
cluding border closures to tour-
ists, some of which are still con-
tinuing.

The fall in the number of inter-
national tourist arrivals is esti-
mated to be around one million,
which reduced world tourism re-
ceipts by $US2 trillion ($F4.3t). It
has also resulted in an estimated
loss of nearly $1.1t in worldwide
exports and over $2t in direct
tourism contribution to Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). That
amounts to more than 2 per cent
of the world’s GDP.

About 100 million direct jobs
were lost, with women and youth
deprived of many opportunities
available in the tourism indus-
try. The support industries and
services in the tourism sector,
mostly micro, small, and medi-
um-sized enterprises (MSMEs),
were also affected. The most un-
fortunate aspect is the near de-
struction of the informal sector,
which played an increasing role
in recent years.

Though all the worlds region
were affected, Asia and the Pacif-
ic (AP) region recorded the most
significant decrease in tourist
arrivals, with 300 million fewer
tourists in 2020 than in 2019, a fall
of 83 per cent. It was the biggest
blow to small island developing
states, in the South Pacific and
the Indian Ocean regions.

COVID-19 impact on Fiji
The COVID-19 pandemic did not

spare the most important sector
of the Fijian economy. The fast-
est growing and the largest for-
eign exchange sector earning an-
nually $F2 billion sector plunged.
Fiji received almost 900,000 visi-
tors in 2019.

Although World Health Orga-
nization officially declared the
deadly pandemic’s arrival in
April 2019, Fiji was lucky to es-
cape the serious consequences
in the year, as North American
tourists and Australian and New
Zealand tourists continued to
pursue their planned trips to Fiji,
thanks to lukewarm approaches
of these countries to contain the
spread.

However, from 2020 strict en-
forcement of travel restrictions,
border closures, and fear of
deaths caused a sharp decline in
tourist arrivals. The number of
tourists declined to 146,905 in 2020
and a total of 6637 until August
2021, an annual decline of 95.4
per cent. Tourism earnings also
dropped rapidly to a total of $4.5
million in 2021, a drop of 98.5 per
cent compared with a contrac-
tion of 65.6 per cent in 2020 (Fiji
Bureau of Statistics 2021).

The available data on tourism
business further revealed half of
the tourism business was closed
because of decline in demand for
services; cash flows fell to cover
operating expenses for around 90
per cent of the businesses includ-
ing payments to suppliers (74 per
cent). Debt debt servicing (20 per
cent) became an issue. Medium,
small and micro-enterprises suf-

fered severely with workers faced
reduced hours (27 per cent), leave
without pay (25 per cent) and re-
dundancy (8 per cent).

The Government introduced
notable relief measures. They in-
cluded access to FNPF savings,
free food distribution, subsidies
for utility payments and free pri-
vate medical services. Businesses
received working capital loans,
holidays on loan repayment, debt
forgiveness, relief payments,
reduction in fees, support from
FRCS, concessions, grants, defer-
rals and the like (Fiji Bureau of
Statistics, 2021). Supplementing
these, there were other relief ef-
forts too, which included from
non-government organizations,
religious groups, international
donors, partner countries, fami-
lies and friends from overseas.

In November 2021, reopening
plans of Fiji to tourism revived
hopes of recovery, as businesses
re-started their operations and
workers returned to their jobs.
The official announcement of a
low incidence of pandemic posi-
tive cases among the tourists
from Australia and New Zealand
in mid-January 2022 was also en-
couraging.

However, the US issued travel
advisory in late January to its
citizens against travel to Fiji,
dampened the spirit of optimism,
citing the rising number of new
positive cases. It is now clear that
the pandemic will be with us for a
while. The prospects of any recov-
ery of tourism in the next three
months look rather dim.

ADB’s suggestion for Big Data
With the acceleration of digi-

talisation since the onset of CO-
VID-19, the need for relevant and
reliable data and intelligence to
manage tourism during normal
and abnormal periods is well rec-
ognised. The ADB-UNWTO study
clarifies that official statistics
worldwide are inadequate, and
they have to be complemented by
data, which the study calls Big
Data.

The study defines Big Data as
one that “comprises large, di-
verse, structured, and unstruc-
tured datasets of information
generated and transmitted at ev-
er-increasing rates by organisa-
tions, people, and machines”. If
properly processed and analysed,
Big Data can provide valuable in-
sights on tourism trends, growth,
and tourists’ consumption of ser-
vices and preferences. It can also
act as a tool for policy formula-
tion towards tourism recovery
and development.

Big data is now beginning to
be used widely to measure, moni-
tor, and manage tourism develop-
ments. However, the potential of
Big Data and digitalisation re-
mains to be fully exploited, while
its challenges and pitfalls require
attention for effective policy im-
plementation.

The authors of ADB-UNWTO
study which review trends in the
use of Big Data highlight how Big
Data is leveraged for COVID-19
recovery and provide a statistical
framework to measure tourism’s
economic, social, and environ-
mental impact on destinations.

The ADB-UNWTO study also
gives examples of various loca-
tions in Asia, which serve as

evidence of how the private sec-
tor and the government tourist
agencies are partnering to tap
Big Data fully. The study expects
that they would help both Gov-
ernment and private sectors to
support recovery, guide decision-
making, and inform future plan-
ning.

The Big Data would enable both
governments and the private sec-
tor to understand changes in
consumer behaviour better over
time and enhance recovery with
targeted products, segments, and
source markets.

The ADB-UNWTO study says
Big Data is also key to support-
ing seamless travel by imple-
menting safety protocols, bios-
ecurity technologies, and digital
health certificates to enable the
safe reopening of borders. The
ADB-UNWTO publication also
recognises some legitimate con-
cerns relating to privacy, skills
gaps, data reliability, digital di-
vide, accessibility barriers, and
lack of financial resources.

Fiji and other Pacific island
countries (PICs) are far behind
those countries such as Thailand
and other major ASEAN nations
in terms of human skills, capac-
ity and financial resources.

The pandemic has further put
Fiji and PICs under stress, and
therefore, they cannot imple-
ment and institutionalise a sys-
tem for building the Big data on
the lines suggested by the ADB-
UNWTO study. Fiji and Pacific Is-
land countries would need a me-
dium term technical assistance
(TA), grants from ADB for expert
knowledge and guidance.

The experts provided under the
TA would take stock of current
data availability and their ad-
equacy and advise what has to be
done further relating to collec-
tion of more relevant data, their
storage and sharing, as well as
guiding them in promoting their
efficient usage.
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Year Remittances Nominal GDP % GDP Tourism Earnings % GDP
2015 491.70 9822.10 5.01 1683.40 17.14
2016 541.80 10327.30 5.25 1823.40 17.66
2017 533.20 11065.00 4.82 1924.30 17.39
2018 564.00 11650.60 4.84 2010.30 17.25

2019 (p) 587.00 11874.10 4.94 2065.40 17.39
2020 (f) 652.70 9833.10 6.64 314.90 3.20
2021(f) 752.70* 9512.80 7.91 4.50* 0.05

Source: Reserve Bank of Fiji & Bureau of Statistics
p= provisional and f = forecast

Fiji: Remittance and Tourism Receipts (F$ million and % of GDP. *The remittances value for 2021 is for
11 months, and there is an expectation that it will increase above $800 million by the end of the year.

The contribution towards GDP is also expected to be more than 8%. Source: RBF/FBOS


