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Key points 

 Coronavirus is more widespread in China in 2020 to date than the SARS virus in 

2003. As of 6 February, there have been around 30,000 confirmed coronavirus cases 

and almost 600 deaths. The virus has also spread to at least 20 other countries − 

albeit on a comparatively limited basis.  

 Despite the uncertainly of the impact, it is our current view that the virus will have a 

high but short-lived impact on Chinese travel and tourism −as during the 2003 SARS 

episode. Analysis of previous health crises suggests a rapid recovery is likely if the 

outbreak is contained relatively quickly. 

 Economies where travel and tourism accounts for a significant share of GDP and 

which are more reliant on Chinese tourists are likely to be impacted by this crisis the 

most, these include: Hong Kong, China; Macao, China; Thailand; Cambodia; and the 

Philippines.   

 We have modelled three scenarios of tourism impact based primarily on the SARS 

crisis in China and compared this with a pre-crisis travel forecast for China to 

determine the potential losses by year and the time to full recovery. 

 Across all three scenarios, we expect a decline in Chinese travel activity to be 

experienced in 2020 with recovery beginning later in the year or in 2021. 

 Global impacts are expected to be greater than during the SARS crisis in 2003, with 

significant impacts in more destinations due to a much greater reliance on Chinese 

travel. 

 The scenarios indicate that there could be 7 to 25 million fewer Chinese departures in 

2020 as a direct result of the virus.  

 

-7%

-17%

-25%

-13%

-20%

-37%

-5%

-11%

-18%

Most likely SARS Downside

-40%

-35%

-30%

-25%

-20%

-15%

-10%

-5%

0%

Outbound Inbound Domestic
Source: Tourism Economics

Impact of the coronavirus on China's travel, 2020
% loss of visits relative to counterfactual scenario (no crisis)

Despite the 

uncertainly of the 

impact, it is our 

current view that the 

virus will have a high 

but short-lived 

impact on Chinese 

tourism and travel − 

as during the 2003 

SARS episode.    

 

 

Economists 

Matthew Dass 

Senior Economist 

 

Helen McDermott 

Director of  

Global Forecasting  

Tourism Economics 

 

 

 

 

 

For the full report, please click here. 
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