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Abstract  

In an effort to contain the advancement of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, many 

states have introduced unprecedented peacetime measures ranging from border closures and 

travel bans to the suspension of visa exemptions, as well as internal mobility restrictions, 

including full lockdowns and quarantine for incoming passengers. Nevertheless, coercive 

measures such as sanctions continue to be applied during the COVID-19 outbreak and have 

largely undermined sanctioned countries' capacity to respond to the pandemic. The latter has 

prompted renewed discussion of the humanitarian costs of this frequently deployed foreign 

policy tool against the civilian populations in the target countries. The inconsistent application 

of border controls and travel restrictions by states also raise questions as to the politics of 

pandemics and how they fulfill the International Health Regulations. Framed from a 

geopolitical perspective, this study aims to discuss the power of sanctions regime in relation to 

state responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. This paper also discusses the degree of selectivity 

of border restrictions by major global tourism destinations. While the COVID-19 pandemic is 

first and foremost a health crisis, its implications are economically and geo-politically far-

reaching with corresponding implications for the framing of travel and tourism within 

humanitarian and political contexts.  

Keywords: travel restriction; quarantine; sanctions; geopolitics; COVID-19 pandemic; 

coronavirus  

 

1. Introduction  

Since its detection in China in December 2019, the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) has spread 

swiftly around world. As of August 23, 2020, more than twenty-three million people have been 

infected and over 800,000 deaths have been reported (World Health Organization [WHO], 

2020a). Numerous countries have adopted measures unprecedented since the end of the Second 
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World War to contain the advancement of the virus and to reduce the number of cases and 

deaths (Wells et al., 2020). Among the various non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) that 

have been put in place to curb the spread of COVID-19, many countries and regions have 

implemented strict border controls and severe restrictions on international travel (UNWTO, 

2020; Gössling, Scott, & Hall, 2020; Hall, Scott, & Gössling, 2020). For instance, at a national 

level, the United States imposed sweeping travel restrictions on European countries which are 

members of the Schengen border-free travel area (Specia, 2020), while the European Union 

also undertook full border closure for non-EU/Schengen nationals (BBC, 2020). The latter 

highlighting how geopolitical relations have largely underlined restrictions or the relaxation of 

travel restrictions (Mostafanezhad, Cheer, & Sin, 2020).  

Restrictions on tourism-related mobilities, whether for biosecurity or political reasons (Hall, 

2011), are not new. One notable example is the longstanding US sanctions and embargo against 

Cuba which practically bans all US exports to Cuba, prevents Americans from doing business 

with Cuba, and even bar third parties conducting business with this country from operating in 

the United States (Seyfi & Hall, 2019b), to the great harm of Cuba’s tourism industry (Apollo 

& Rettinger, 2019). It also substantially restricted US citizens and residents wishing to visit 

Cuba as well as sanctions against cruise lines and the flight ban (Gordon, 2016). More recently, 

the executive order signed by President Trump known as the ‘Trump travel ban’ placed 

stringent restrictions on travel to the US for citizens of Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, 

and Yemen and placed restrictions on visa renewals for an additional 38 countries (Arafa, 

2018). In addition to these blanket restrictions on mobilities that are associated with power and 

government (Bærenholdt, 2013), there are also travel bans, in the form of blacklisting and the 

restrictions on admission, imposed as a part of so-called ‘smart’ sanctions on individuals and 

entities in target countries (Seyfi & Hall, 2020a; 2019a).  

In the case of COVID-19, the EU countries began to ease their travel bans from 1st July 2020 

that had been introduced in response to the crisis to give a much-needed boost to virus-ravaged 

economies (e.g. Italy, Spain, France) and in particular the tourism sector (European Parliament, 

2020). Although some European countries where the first wave of the pandemic was under 

control began lifting COVID-19 restrictions (e.g. France, Austria) in early June, some other 

countries which were still greatly affected and in which the death toll from the coronavirus was 

rising at an unacceptable rate (e.g. Brazil), extended the suspension of inbound travel for all 

foreigners to mitigate the spread of COVID-19 (Deloitte, 2020). Some other countries outlined 

strict new travel restrictions and introduced a 14-day mandatory quarantine on arriving travelers 

(e.g. UK) in an effort to prevent a second wave of the virus. However, such measures may also 

be met by reciprocal responses (Henley & Jones, 2020). Nevertheless, the enforcement of a 

quarantine on international travelers clearly has implications for the relative attractiveness of 

countries to tourists after lockdowns have been eased (Jones & Burgen, 2020; Smith, 2020).  

Apart from travel restrictions on mobility introduced for health and biosecurity (Hall, 2011), 

there exist constraints and sanctions on mobility which have been imposed for non-health 

reasons (Seyfi & Hall, 2020a, 2019a; Hall, C., 2017). Sanctions are coercive measures used for 

diplomatic and political ends by certain governments and political actors at multilateral (e.g. 

UN Security Council sanctions), regional (e.g. EU sanctions regime) or unilateral (e.g. US 
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sanctions) levels which may take different forms, from financial and economic sanctions to 

comprehensive trade embargoes (Cortright & Lopez, 2018). Such measures aim to restrict the 

financial and trade capacities of targeted countries but, as a result, they may disrupt or hinder 

the purchase of medicines, medical equipment, food and other essential goods. Significantly, 

these measures continue to operate during the COVID-19 outbreak and the extra-territorial 

effect of sanctions act as a strong deterrent from trading with sanctioned countries.  

However, the COVID-19 crisis raises substantial questions about the legitimacy of international 

economic sanctions, which as well as affecting tourism-related mobility are an impediment to 

humanitarian crisis management and response measures (Knupp, 2020; Murphy et al., 2020; 

Takian, Raoofi, & Kazempour-Ardebili, 2020; Seyfi, Hall, & Thanh, 2020). For example, in 

the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the unilateral US sanctions regime on countries such 

as Cuba, Iran and Venezuela has been criticized for their hindrance of the capacity to respond 

to COVID-19 with calls for the Trump administration to temporarily lift sanctions against these 

countries for peaceful and humanitarian objectives and to help such countries’ health systems 

combat the pandemic (Takian et al., 2020). The UN Special Rapporteur also called for a human 

rights approach to address the crisis of COVID-19 by lifting all unilateral sanctions that obstruct 

the humanitarian responses of sanctioned states, in order to enable their health care systems to 

fight the COVID-19 pandemic and save lives (UN, 2020). This situation highlights the broader 

discussion of the embeddedness of tourism within economic statecraft (Seyfi & Hall, 2020b), 

given that sanctions often inflict devastating economic and humanitarian costs and often fail to 

meet their stated policy objectives (Buck, Gallant, & Nossal, 1998; Drury & Peksen, 2014; 

Gutmann, Neuenkirch, & Neumeier, 2019; Hanania, 2020), as well as the relationship of 

sanctions to notions of justice applied to mobility and tourism (Sheller, 2018; Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2020).  

While the focus of many tourism scholars has undoubtedly been on the implications of COVID-

19 related travel restrictions on tourism (Gössling et al., 2020), this study aims to extend the 

framing of such restrictions to also recognize them as political tools. Particularly as the decision 

to reduce or reframe sanctions on travel for humanitarian reasons during COVID-19 is as much 

a political decision as it was to impose such measures in the first place. Therefore, the paper 

discusses sanctions regimes and the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of their operationalization. 

Furthermore, it also notes the degree of selectivity of border restrictions by main global tourism 

destinations. The commentary provides a geopolitical perspective on sanctions regime and 

mobility restrictions before discussing sanctions and COVID-19 and the implications of such 

restrictions within the tourism context. 

 

Geopolitics, tourism and international sanctions  

As one of the world's largest industry, tourism affects and is affected by spatial, social, political 

and economic order (Rowan, 2016) and “functions within an evolving political and economic 

environment internationally” (Webster & Ivanov, 2015, p. 58). The increasingly growing 

number of tourists crossing national borders annually as well as globalization processes and the 

growing internationalization of tourism businesses and their supply chain have shaped tourism 

as a potentially significant geopolitical instrument (Hall, 1994, 2017; Hall, D., 2017; 
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Mostafanezhad, 2018; Gillen & Mostafanezhad, 2019; Mostafanezhad et al., 2020). For Rowan 

(2016, p. 386) “tourism is no mere leisure activity …. and is political instrument, provocation 

to protest, and stage of high-stakes struggle over ethnic identity, national borders, and state 

territory”. Mostafanezhad et al. (2020, p. 2) also notes tourism as “a fundamental site through 

which geopolitical narratives are assembled”. Nonetheless, given the pervasive application of 

sanctions as a blunt geopolitical instrument of statecraft in the post-Cold War era with their 

direct and indirect effects on tourism (Pratt & Alizadeh, 2018; Seyfi & Hall, 2019a, 2019b, 

2020; Seyfi, Hall, & Thanh, 2020), there is only limited research on sanctions in the current 

literature on tourism and geopolitics. This highlights the significance of developing a better 

understating of this frequently deployed tool of economic statecraft and geopolitics and the way 

in which tourism becomes a focus, or casualty of foreign policy decision-making (Hall, D., 

2017). This is especially significant as geopolitical theorizing in its wider context has gradually 

come to acknowledge that geopolitical contestation is broader than the realm of the nation-state 

and includes active sub-state, sectoral and private actors, as well as their mobility within and 

between geopolitical systems and structures (Hall, C., 2017a). Such analysis of sanctions and 

tourism interrelationships can extend the framing from contemporary classical geopolitics 

theories which deal with role of the nation state and multispatial governance to more recent 

post-structural approach in critical geopolitics which investigates the politics of geographical 

knowledge in international relations and discursive framing of space and place (Power & 

Campbell, 2010; Dalby, 2013; Hall, C., 2017; Mostafanezhad et al., 2020). Therefore, research 

on sanctions provides a potential new direction in critical geopolitical and foreign policy studies 

as they focus on the effects of the denial or constraint of travel flows and human mobilities, 

various forms of trade barriers, tariffs, and restrictions on financial transactions and in more 

comprehensive and severe form to full embargo. This will be discussed in the following section.  

 

The power of sanctions regime and tourism   

Sanctions and embargoes are political trade restrictions that may be imposed by a sovereign 

state, a coalition of states or an international organization (e.g. UN, EU) in order to achieve a 

diplomatic, foreign policy or security goal without overt direct confrontation. Sanctions have 

increasingly become a ubiquitous blunt tool of coercive diplomacy (Brzoska, 2015) and are 

generally configured to encourage behavioral change in the regimes, individuals, or groups of 

the target country (Cortright & Lopez, 2018). Most sanctions regimes have targeted state actors 

and have been enforced at multilateral (e.g. UN Security Council sanctions), regional (e.g. EU 

sanctions regime) or unilateral (e.g. US sanctions) levels for a wide range of reasons. These 

include compelling an occupying state to withdraw (e.g. Iraq), preventing a state from 

developing or acquiring weapons of mass destruction (e.g. North Korea, Iran, Iraq), countering 

international terrorism (e.g. Libya, Sudan, Taliban, Al Qaida, Hariri sanctions regimes), 

stemming human rights abuses (e.g. Southern Rhodesia, South Africa, Haiti), and preventing 

conflict and consolidating peace agreements (e.g. Liberia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast) 

(Farrall, 2007). Table 1 indicates some of the major sanction regimes and sanctioning actors 

and the types of sanctions imposed.  
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         Table 1: Major UN/EU/US sanctions regimes and the types of sanctions imposed  

 

Sanctioned countries Sanctioning actors 
Sanction types 

Belarus 

UN EU US 

 * * Financial 

 * * Travel ban 

Cuba 

  * Arms embargo 

  * Aviation/shipping restriction 

  * Commodity restriction 

  * Diplomatic restriction 

  * Financial 

  * Travel ban 

Democratic Republic 

of the Congo 

 

* * * Arms embargo 

* * * Financial 

 * * Travel ban 

Iran 

* * * Arms embargo 

* * * Aviation/shipping restriction 

* * * Commodity restriction 

* * * Diplomatic restriction 

* * * Financial 

* * * Travel ban 

Libya 

* * * Arms embargo 

* * * Aviation/shipping restriction 

* * * Financial 

* * * Travel ban 

Myanmar 
  * Commodity restriction 

  * Financial 

North Korea 

* * * Arms embargo 

* * * Aviation/shipping restriction 

* * * Commodity restriction 

* * * Financial 

* * * Travel ban 

Russia 
 * * Financial 

 * * Travel ban 

Somalia 

* * * Arms embargo 

* * * Commodity restriction 

* * * Financial 

* * * Travel ban 

Sudan 

* * * Arms embargo 

* * * Financial 

* * * Travel ban 

Syria 

 * * Arms embargo 

 * * Aviation/shipping restriction 

 * * Commodity restriction 

 * * Diplomatic restriction 

 * * Financial 

 * * Travel ban 

Zimbabwe 

 * * Arms embargo 

 * * Financial 

 * * Travel ban 

 
          Source: Peterson Institute of International Economics, OFAC, EU, UN, US Department of Treasury 
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As discussed above, sanctions affect tourism in profound ways. The economy-wide effects of 

sanctions can be classified as macroeconomic, direct, indirect, and induced (Pratt & Alizadeh, 

2018). At the macro level, both the supply and demand side of the economy are severely 

affected leading to decreased economic growth and subsequent rebound in inflationary 

pressures. Direct impacts include foreign investment ban and restricted access to foreign capital 

market and limiting or banning export or import of goods or services. With a decrease in 

investment and employment cuts, business and consumer trust may also be undermined. Such 

isolation or exclusion from the global market, can severely affect the destination image of the 

sanctioned countries particularly within the major tourism generating market (Seyfi & Hall, 

2019a, 2020).  

Sanctions and COVID-19 pandemic 

As discussed earlier, sanctions are increasingly utilized to address a range of threats to 

international and domestic peace and security interests and for many others political, military, 

and social ends (Drezner, 2011; Brzoska, 2015). Nevertheless, sanctions typically fail to 

achieve their goals, particularly when the aim is regime change or significant changes in state 

behavior (Pape, 1997; Hufbauer et al., 2008; Hanania, 2020). Perhaps not surprisingly, the 

‘carrot-and-stick’ approach of sanctions to international trade and politics (Hall, 2005) has 

therefore often been criticized by human rights organizations for not achieving their aims and 

instead harming the well-being of the general population (Buck et al., 1998; Drury & Peksen, 

2014). Hatipoglu and Peksen (2018) argue that sanctions, by trigging financial and economic 

hardship, cause disproportionately greater damage to already marginalized groups such as 

women and children. In their cross-national research encompassing 146 countries from the 

period 1971-2005, Drury and Peksen (2014) shows that sanctions have a substantial gendered 

effect and reduce the level of women’s rights in targeted countries. Gutmann et al. (2019) 

reported similar findings and argued that adverse effects, such as poverty and income inequality 

ensued from sanctions, typically further marginalize women.  

Under international law, “ a country or coalition of states enforcing economic sanctions should 

consider the impact on the human rights of the affected population, especially regarding their 

access to goods essential to life, including medicines and food” (Human Rights Watch, 2020). 

Ironically, even the UN which is a leading actor in the imposition of sanctions via the actions 

of the Security Council, criticizes this economic form of statecraft and reminds that sanctions 

often cause significant societal disruptions. For example, the UN Special Rapporteur on the 

Right to Food who stressed that sanctioned countries “are already under stress and cannot 

handle the additional burden of sanctions. As the world exhibits new bonds of solidarity in 

response to the pandemic, it is now a matter of humanitarian and practical urgency to lift 

unilateral economic sanctions immediately” (UN Human Rights, 2020).   

In the case of the US unilateral sanctions regime, the toughest sanctions programs are applied 

to what are often referred to as “rogue states,” governments that are known for their violations 

of human rights and hostility to American foreign policy (Hanania, 2020). Importantly, the 

restrictions ensued from sanctions can even extend to relations with external parties and may 

also be specified by the sanctioning actor or entity in its legal instruments. The liability of third 

parties to respect such sanctions regime designated by sanctioning actor may vary and depends 
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on the on the legal authority's 'reach' and the ability to implement any sanctions decisions. For 

instance, in the case of US sanctions regime against targeted countries or entities, given the 

ubiquity of the American dollar as a means of facilitating international trade and the substantial 

US market and its overall diplomatic and economic reach, the legal capacity to implement its 

sanctions regime is very strong (Seyfi & Hall, 2019a). Consequently, the United States has 

considerable power within its courts to pursue legal and punitive measures against delinquent 

parties to accomplish the political aims it is seeking to obtain from sanctions (Hanania, 2020), 

this has included forcing international hotel chains, for example, from operating in US 

sanctioned states (Seyfi & Hall, 2020a).  

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, sanctions have had a devastating effect on the lives 

of citizens in a number of countries, including Iran, North Korea, and Venezuela (Knupp, 2020), 

and largely affected the purchase of medicines, medical equipment, food and other essential 

goods. For instance, Iran’s capacity to respond to the pandemic is believed to be substantially 

impeded by unilateral economic sanctions imposed by US against Iran (Murphy et al., 2020). 

This has also been commented by international human rights organizations such as Human 

Rights Watch which argue that US renewed sanctions against Iran “negatively affecting the 

Iranian government’s ability to adequately respond to the mounting health consequences of the 

coronavirus pandemic” (Human Rights Watch, 2020).  

Demands for the lifting or reduction in sanctions as a result of COVID-19 came from various 

international institutions, NGOs, and politicians. For example, in March 2020 UN Secretary-

General António Guterres wrote to G-20 countries requesting them to waive sanctions that 

could undermine a country’s pandemic responses and the UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights called for an easing of sanctions against countries such as Iran to allow their medical 

systems to respond to the disease and limit its spread (UN News, 2020a). According to the 

Commissioner, Michelle Bachelet, “At this crucial time, both for global public health reasons, 

and to support the rights and lives of millions of people in these countries, sectoral sanctions 

should be eased or suspended. In a context of global pandemic, impeding medical efforts in one 

country heightens the risk for all of us” (UN News, 2020a). Similarly, the UN Special 

Rapporteur on the Right to Food called for the lifting of restrictions because of concerns over 

hunger, especially in Syria, Venezuela, Iran, Cuba and Zimbabwe (UN News, 2020b) while, in 

April 2020, UN special rapporteurs, independent experts and working groups expressed specific 

alarm at the impacts of US sanctions on Cuba in relation to COVID-19 (UN News, 2020c). The 

UN General Assembly (2019) has repeatedly expressed its concerns about the economic, health 

and humanitarian effects of the US blockade demanding its urgent repeal in a series of 28 

consecutive resolutions, which the US has ignored while continuing to use its security council 

member status as a means to block changes to sanctions regimes. 

In its response to COVID-19 the European Union has produced guidance as to how coronavirus-

related humanitarian aid can be sent to countries and locations that are subject to EU sanctions 

(European Commission, 2020b). Interestingly, in light of US sanctions, the press release 

accompanying the guidance acknowledges that the EU is “developing proposals to enhance the 

EU's resilience to extraterritorial sanctions by third countries” (European Commission, 2020a). 

The EU guidance allows the travel of EU nationals to Syria for humanitarian purposes and also 
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provides a basis for financial payments, including by European banks, for humanitarian reasons 

(European Commission, 2020b). Also of note, the EU guidance stresses that humanitarian 

operators should not vet the final beneficiaries of humanitarian aid: “According to International 

Humanitarian Law, Article 214(2) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union and 

the humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, independence and neutrality, 

humanitarian aid must be provided without discrimination” (European Commission, 2020b, p. 

12). Though at a different scale, the EU position stands in stark contrast to the patchwork quilt 

of US sanctions exemptions indicated in Table 1. Indeed, the US position has been such that a 

new series of COVID-19 specific sanctions have been developed. Republican members of the 

House of Representatives introduced a bill known as the Li Wenliang Global Public Health 

Accountability Act of 2020 “To authorize the imposition of sanctions with respect to the 

deliberate concealment or distortion of information about public health emergencies of 

international concern, and for other purposes” (House of Representatives, 2020), while in the 

Senate a bill “To require the imposition of sanctions with respect to censorship and related 

activities against citizens of the People’s Republic of China”, known as the Ending Medical 

Censorship and Cover Ups in China Act of 2020 (Senate, 2020), was similarly introduced. 

President Trump has also issued a Memorandum on Visa Sanctions to the Secretaries of State 

and Homeland Security to impose visa sanctions “if any government of a foreign country denies 

or unreasonably delays the acceptance of aliens who are citizens, subjects, nationals, or 

residents of that country after being asked to accept those aliens, and if such denial or delay is 

impeding operations of the Department of Homeland Security necessary to respond to the 

ongoing pandemic caused by SARS-CoV-2” (Trump, 2020). As Cohen et al. (2020) conclude, 

“these efforts signal that the political response to the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to resemble 

the political response to other global challenges, including—at least potentially—through the 

deployment of new sanctions programs.” 

 

Travel restrictions and the COVID-19 pandemic  

Although restrictions on non-essential international travel and the imposition of border controls 

have come to be regarded as standard mechanisms by which to restrict disease their capacity to 

be effective, especially for countries with land borders, is often regarded as being rather limited, 

especially when used in isolation as a biosecurity measure (Heymann et al., 2015; Ryu et al., 

2020). Imposition of border and mobility controls serve the purpose of delaying epidemic peaks 

and do not greatly reduce the magnitude of spread (WHO, 2019). Moreover, several studies 

conducted prior to COVID-19 highlighted that “the stigmatization and discrimination of 

individuals from influenza affected areas, and economic consequences by implementing border 

closures should also be considered” (WHO, 2019, p. 95). Nevertheless, travel restrictions have 

become a major approach to restricting COVID-19 (Vokó & Pitter, 2020). 

Although aimed at other states, economic and political sanctions are often best understood as 

being designed for domestic audiences in that they allow a government to show that they have 

“done something” with respect to a policy issue. This means that while they can have real socio-

economic effects on the population of the targeted country their political effects are more 

symbolic (Whang, 2011; Bueno de Mesquita & Smith, 2012). Although they are not usually 
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portrayed as such in domestic media, the introduction of entry refusals to nationals or transport 

of particular countries or even limiting the return of a country’s own nationals during health 

crises are also forms of sanction. This is particularly significant in the case of pandemics, such 

as COVID-19, as the aim of the WHO’s International Health Regulations (IHR) is to “prevent, 

protect against, control and provide a public health response to the international spread of 

disease in ways that are commensurate with and restricted to public health risks, and which 

avoid unnecessary interference with international traffic and trade” (Article 2) (World Health 

Assembly, 2005). This is of importance as the IHR have the goal with respect to a Public Health 

Emergency of International Concern to detect and contain at source (Katz & Fischer, 2010). 

Importantly, guidelines for the implementation of the IHR state that “Plans should be created 

to ensure minimal disruption to passengers and cargo while maintaining a balanced approach 

to managing public health emergencies” (WHO, 2012, p.13). This is not to suggest that 

quarantine and border control measures are necessarily inappropriate but that they are meant to 

be developed on the basis of health advice and full respect for human rights and fundamental 

freedoms (WHO, 2012), rather than political concerns. 

Significantly, implementation of travel restrictions as a result of the COVID-19 led to 

accusations of countries being inconsistent in the implementation of measures and penalizing 

citizens and carriers from one country compared to another. In late February 2020, the Director 

General of the Association of Asia Pacific Airlines noted: “The proliferation of uncoordinated 

travel advisories and border restrictions imposed by governments, whilst well-intentioned, are 

inconsistent with WHO recommendations and International Health Regulations” (Air Cargo 

News, 2020), a point also made by the WHO Director-General earlier in the month (WHO, 

2020b). An example of inconsistent application was President Trump’s surprise March 11 

announcement that the US would bar most travel from Europe to the United States for 30 days 

starting March 13, while exempting the UK from this “political message” (Atlantic Council, 

2020). According to Sophia Besch of the Atlantic Council’s Future Europe Initiative 

The ban in its current shape appears to be intensely political. Two things have struck 

people here in Berlin in particular: the fact that it seems to not have been coordinated or 

prepared with European leaders, and the fact that it appears to target Schengen and 

President Trump’s dislike of a ‘borderless Europe’ in particular. 

Calling COVID-19 a ‘foreign’ virus appears unhelpful, considering the number of cases 

in the United States. Overall this measure appears both inconsistent in its application and 

focused on containment, when mitigation measures in the United States itself seem to 

also be necessary (Atlantic Council, 2020). 

Differences in response to the imposition of international travel restrictions is shown in Table 

2 which indicates the restrictions adopted by major global tourism destinations since the 

COVID-19 outbreak. Changes in approach seemingly reflect the political and economic 

dimensions of border control and quarantine rather than just health aspects. For example, when 

announcing the opening up of its borders to international tourists again, Spain noted that the 

response to UK visitors would be partly determined by reciprocity given that the UK had 

announced a 14-day mandatory quarantine for travellers, including those from Spain (Henley 

& Jones, 2020). In August such reciprocity also emerged between the UK and France. In the 
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case of COVID-19 pandemic and the ensued xenophobic narratives, Mostafanezhad et al. 

(2020) highlight the geopolitical anxieties of tourism and the way in which such anxieties are 

mediated by historical geographies of race as well as contemporary geoeconomics relations. In 

a different study, Grundy-Warr and Lin (2020) note how the responses of Cambodia and 

Myanmar to COVID-19 pandemic have been affected by “the political geographies of silence 

and erasure”. The authors argue that such responses have been linked with both countries’ 

(Cambodia and Myanmar) practical geopolitical and economic ties with China’s regional 

economic and geostrategic goals.  

Significantly, the political aspects of travel restrictions are not just the prerogative of national 

governments. In many countries, especially those with federal systems, states, provinces and 

other levels of government may have substantial border powers. In Australia on 20 May 2020, 

Australia's Deputy Chief Medical Officer Paul Kelly said he saw no medical reason to keep 

state borders closed any longer (ABC, 2020). The New South Wales state premier, Gladys 

Berejiklian, argued that interstate travel would be an important part of economic recovery from 

the pandemic and suggested that other states would miss out if they kept their borders closed. 

At the time the states of Queensland, South Australia, and Tasmania, as well as the Northern 

Territory, had their borders closed, and were yet to announce when they would be reopened. 

Berejiklian publicly stated that "I'm sure those premiers are getting more popular in their states 

for keeping their borders closed" and accused the premier of the state of Western Australia, 

Mark MacGowan, of closing his state amid coronavirus restrictions to preserve his popularity 

(ABC, 2020). Several state premiers responded negatively to the suggestion, with the 

Queensland Premier stating that their state borders could potentially remain closed for several 

more months. While at one level such debates can be regarded as ‘inter-state politics as normal’ 

the important point is that they highlight that mobility restrictions are not simply a matter of 

evidence-based health advice.  

 

Table 2: Travel restrictions adopted by major global tourism destinations 

 (Restriction implemented from March until June 2020)  

 Border Closures Other measures 

Country Land Sea Air Flight 

suspension 

Entry or exit 

bans 

Mandatory 14-

day quarantine 

on arrival 

visa 

restriction 

France Land border 

checks 

cruise 

ships/passe

nger ships 

of over 

100 people 

 

Partial  Partial 

suspension 

 

Except UK/EU 

/Schengen 

area/EEA 

Member States 

Except UK/EU 

/Schengen area 

(excluding 

Spain) 

 

✔ 

Spain Partial Partial Partial Except cargo 

planes, 

ambulances, 

emergencies, 

and 

passengers 

who have 

special 

authorisation 

 

Except UK/EU 

/Schengen 

area/EEA 

Member States 

 ✔ -  
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United 

States of 

America 

Restrict non-

essential 

travel 

-  -  limited  Entry is 

suspended for 

non-US 

nationals   

 

 ✔  - 

China All land 

border 

crossings 

between 

China and 

Russia 

  

-   No  limited  No ✔   -  

Italy partial partial partial  limited limited 

 
✔  -  

Turkey Except cargo 

transport 

(excluding 

Iran and Iraq) 

 

✔ ✔ Except Cargo, 

government, 

and 

emergency 

medical 

flights 

✔  ✔ -  

Mexico Restrict non-

essential 

travel 

- - Flag carrier 

Aeromexico 

suspended 17 

international 

routes and 

reduced 

flights in 

another 23, 

including a 

40% reduction 

in its 

scheduled 

flights to 

Europe 

 

- - - 

German

y 

Land border 

checks 

- No limited limited ✔ 

 

- 

Thailan

d 
✔ ✔ ✔ Except 

military 

aircraft, 

emergency 

landing, 

technical 

landing 

without 

disembarkatio

n, 

humanitarian 

medical or 

relief flights, 

repatriation 

flights 

(commercial 

or 

government) 

and cargo 

flights 

 

Foreigners, 

except those 

with a work 

permit, 

diplomats or 

their family 

members 

✔ - 
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United 

Kingdo

m 

 

No No No limited No - - 

 

Sources: UNWTO (2020); WHO (2020); Salcedo et al. (2020); Aljazeera (2020); International SOS (2020) 

 

Conclusion and implications  

The COVID-19 pandemic has seen substantial interest in the impacts of border controls, NPIs, 

and travel restrictions on tourism and its recovery (Hall et al., 2020). Such measures are often 

framed in terms of being health interventions. However, this paper also suggests that decisions 

to employ mobility restrictions also have a significant political dimension that, depending on 

the context, is related to domestic politics, foreign policy, and/or geopolitical strategies. The 

humanitarian and human rights dimension of the COVID-19 pandemic underscores the 

inconsistent application of sanctions and their impacts on general populations and travel, 

something that is slowly becoming more recognized in work on mobility and tourism justice. 

Mobility, and especially international mobility, is inherently political. Under international law 

there is no right to enter another country as a foreign national and even the right to (re)enter the 

country of citizenship may be circumscribed. Rights to international mobility are therefore 

highly constrained (Hyndman, 2012), an issue which has only been further highlighted by 

various countries responses to the pandemic. However, this paper seeks to highlight that the 

uneven geographies of the pandemic and especially its effects on vulnerable populations, are 

also being reflected in the uneven political geographies of sanctions that restrict mobility that 

are either continued during the pandemic or may even be specifically applied because of the 

pandemic. Given that the border control measures are meant to be developed on the basis of 

health advice and full respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms (WHO, 2012), the 

continuation and/or implementation of sanctions clearly raises some important questions about 

the geopolitical uses of COVID-19 in terms of the ‘politics of mobility and access’ (Massey, 

1993), in which movement, including the lack of, “is rarely just movement; [but] carries with 

it the burden of meaning and it is this meaning that jumps scales” (Cresswell, 2006, pp. 6–7).  

For example, the exercise of sanctions on travel has now been extended by many countries to 

foreign nationals on the basis of responding to the COVID-19 pandemic, the rationale for which 

often appears based in political decision-making. This paper does not dispute the value of NPIs, 

far from it, but it does stress the importance of placing them in the wider political contents of 

tourism and mobility, including issues related to rights to health, equal treatment and non-

discrimination, restrictions on mobilities and gender.  

The political geography and governance of COVID-19 has direct relevance for tourism and 

mobility. COVID-19 has raised public health, political, human rights, geopolitical and mobility 

issues that are worthy of unpacking. While a health justification to close borders and restrict 

mobility is often used by politicians to justify such decisions, the realities are more complex 

with political rationales that appeal to a domestic base often being significant. This is not to 

suggest that mobility restrictions are without benefits, as they serve to delay the peak of a 
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disease outbreak and can help reduce the magnitude of spread, but they do not permanently stop 

such diseases (WHO, 2019). Therefore, highlighting the geopolitical nature of sanctions with 

respect to COVID-19 helps problematize claims as to the supposedly apolitical space of 

pandemic decision-making by many governments in relation to border control and international 

arrivals. Indeed, the study of sanctions also suggests that the decision-making process of 

governments with respect to tourism cannot be understood in isolation from what is occurring 

in other policy areas, even though they may seem relatively differentiated, given the potential 

for policy trade-offs to achieve political goals. 

In a wider context and the uncertainty surrounded COVID-19 pandemic and global 

(im)mobility, Mostafanezhad et al. (2020, p. 4) conclude future studies should examine “how 

tourism encounters both challenge and reinforce geopolitical narratives, and by what means 

tourism geoeconomics reckons with its recently exposed wounds of structural inequality”. As 

the present paper has noted, preexisting sanctions on mobility have not been reduced by the 

health impacts of COVID-19. Indeed, in some cases inequalities have only been exacerbated. 

Such concerns may even be further expanded if existing sanction regimes also serve to curtail 

the capacity of some countries to access vaccines should they become available in the future. 

Sanctions have become a geopolitical tool to restrict mobility that has only recently become a 

focus of interest for tourism researchers (Seyfi & Hall, 2020a). However, what is being missed 

in much of the current wave of research that is focusing on the effects of COVID-19 on tourism 

is that sanctions are actually integral to how governments respond to the pandemic and, to 

varying degrees, use such measures as part of foreign policy rather than health and humanitarian 

responses. 
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