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Abstract  

 

Tourism is an important economic sector in many countries of the world and a major source of 

employment, government revenue and foreign exchange earnings. Tourism is usually defined as a 

form of short-term voluntary mobility which means that it includes not just leisure/holiday travel, 

but also business travel, visiting friends and relations. Therefore, the reach of tourism includes the 

movement of a country's diaspora as well as business connectivity. It is this cross-border mobility 

that makes tourism vulnerable to the introduction of economic sanctions. Sanctions can affect 

tourism directly, i.e. through the imposition of limitations on individual mobility as well as 

carriers, as well as substantially affecting investment in the sector. Indirectly, sanctions can affect 

industry access to equipment and technology, leading in the long-term to a run down in 

infrastructure and plant as well as a negative destination image. The chapter addresses these issues 

in relation to a number of cases including Cuba, Iran, Turkey and Russia and notes that while 

tourism flows are often severely affected by the imposition of sanctions, tourism is also sometimes 

seen as a response. 

 

Keywords: sanctions, destination management, governance, geopolitics, destination resilience, 

adaptive capacity 

 

19.1. Introduction  

 

Although often framed in terms of holiday travel, tourism refers to the voluntary temporary 

mobility for periods of usually less than one year. Tourism therefore does include short-term 

domestic or international vacations but, often even more importantly than the holiday market, it 

also includes visiting friends and relations (VFR), business travel, and travel for health and 
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educational reasons. The amount of travel generated by tourism activities is enormous. For 

example, sometime between 2015 and 2017 the total number of tourist arrivals (international and 

domestic tourist trips combined) (over 7.5 billion trips) became greater than the world’s population 

for the first time (Hall 2015). 

 

Tourism ranks as one of the largest economic sectors together with fuels, chemicals, and food, 

generating an estimated 10.3% of world gross domestic product (GDP) in 2019 (World Travel and 

Tourism Council (WTTC) 2020). Its economic significance cannot be overstated. Following the 

Global Financial Crisis, tourism became one of five top export earners in over 150 countries and 

therefore a major source of foreign exchange, while in around two-fifths of these countries it is the 

number one export sector (UNEP 2011). Travel and tourism services account for more than 50 per 

cent of Least Developed Countries (LDC) services exports (UN Office of the High Representative 

for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small Island 

Developing States (UN-OHRLLS) 2018). It is therefore perhaps not surprising that given its 

economic importance, tourism has become an important element for many countries in the 

achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (UNWTO and UNDP 2017; Hall 2019). 

Under the central projections of the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 

(2012, 2014) the number of international tourist arrivals is forecast to increase an average of 3.3% 

per year between 2010–2030 (representing an average increase of 43 million arrivals a year), 

reaching an estimated 1.8 billion international arrivals by 2030 (Table 19.1). Although these 

figures are clearly impacted by COVID-19, with the World Travel & Tourism Council [WTTC] 

estimating that the pandemic led to a 72% drop in international tourists in the first half of 2020 

(BBC, 2020), it needs to be noted that until 2020 international tourism growth was occurring at 

the very high end of UNWTO forecasts. Therefore, despite the COVID-19 pandemic and no full 

return of the industry until 2023-2024, international tourism will still likely achieve its original 

UNWTO forecast of the number of international arrivals at the global scale by 2030, although the 

relative growth arrivals forecast for emerging economies in 2030, which was expected to be double 

the pace of arrivals in advanced economies, is unlikely. 

 

<INSERT TABLE 19.1 ABOUT HERE> 

 

Yet despite the economic significance of tourism, analysis of the way in which tourism is 

incorporated in foreign policy and international relations is limited (Mosedale 2010; Hall D., 

2017). This is surprising given the way that limits of the movement of people across international 

borders is a common feature of sanctions regimes. Indeed, in many ways the remarkable growth 

in the application of economic sanctions (Cortright and Lopez 2018), matches that of international 

tourism. This apparent relationship should not be surprising as it reflects the growing intensity and 

scale of economic globalization and associated transport connectivity and therefore the increased 

capacity of economic sanctions to have effect as an instrument in international geopolitics and 

relations (Eriksson 2011; Brzoska 2015; Biersteker, Eckert and Tourinho 2016; Lopez and 

Cortright 2018). In a tourism context, Hall (2005) viewed sanctions as part of a type of ‘carrot-

and-stick’ trade diplomacy in which sanctions on access to a country by tourists from a sanctioning 

country was a stick for which measures might range from increased visa costs or limitation through 

to prohibition on access. In contrast ‘carrot’ type measures would include the establishment of 

bilateral or multilateral agreements that provided for visa free access to one country for nationals 

of another, or a measure that allows market access to outbound tourists. China makes extensive 
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use of outbound tourism as a tool of economic statecraft, whereby access to this market is either 

constrained or expanded depending on broader political-economic goals (Lim, Ferguson and 

Bishop 2020). For instance, following the Australian government’s support for an independent 

inquiry into the origins of COVID-19, China immediately reacted and warned of a potential 

complete ban on package tours to Australia and international student travel unless Australia 

became more understanding of China’s perspectives (Chandler and Yang, 2020). 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 (Seyfi, Hall, & 

Shabani, 2020) or do not join the development of recognized new international travel protocols 

and vaccine certificates for COVID-19.  

 

Historically, countries subjected to sanctions are usually neither a main international tourism 

destination nor influential in terms of global tourism generating market (e.g., Iran, North Korea, 

Syria) (Seyfi and Hall 2020b), although this does not negate the economic importance of tourism 

for sanctioned countries and especially as a source of foreign exchange (Seyfi and Hall 2020a). 

However, the application of sanctions against Russia and Turkey, two of the main national actors 

in the global tourist system, provides new perspectives on sanctions issues in relation to tourism. 

This chapter therefore provides cases of Iran and Cuba as countries that have long been subject to 

sanctions; Russia as one of the main international tourism-generating markets that was exposed to 

international sanctions after 2014 annexation of Crimea; and Turkey as a major international 

tourism destination that suffered Russian sanctions following the incursion of a Russian military 

aircraft into Turkish airspace in 2015.  

 

This chapter is divided into three main sections. The first provides a brief review of the limited 

literature on tourism and sanctions. Second, it explores Iranian, Cuban, Turkish and Russian cases 

of sanctions. Finally, it highlights commonalities in the main adaptation tactics between sanctioned 

stated, despite significant differences in terms of tourism development, market, and above all, the 

nature of the sanctions. The chapter then concludes by noting potential future research directions. 

 

19.2 Sanctions and Tourism 

 

Despite substantial post-Cold War growth in the use of sanctions as a foreign policy instrument 

(See chapter 5 of this volume), there is limited research on sanctions in a tourism context despite 

their substantial impact on destinations and tourist flows (Seyfi and Hall 2019, 2020a, b, c). 

Although there is significant research on sanctions in political science, international relations, 

economics, and public policy, relatively few studies explicitly examine the effect of sanctions on 

tourism (Hall 2017). Nevertheless, tourism is profoundly affected by sanctions impacting tourism 

and hospitality businesses and destination image, severely restricting international travel, and 

disrupting financial investment and supply chains. More comprehensive sanctions may lead to 

substantial economic and personal hardship in destinations as well as indirect effects including 

decline in the value of currency and inflationary pressures (Seyfi and Hall 2019, 2020a, b, c). A 

major effect of sanctions is that the destination image of sanctioned countries and their promotion 

and attractiveness as a tourism destination is severely affected in some target markets in the 

sanctioning countries. This highlights the reverse causality of sanctions regimes which show, for 

instance, how violations of human rights may generate both avoidance by tourists and lead to 

sanctions. In addition, given the importance of tourism as an economic sector that includes 
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transport, accommodation, restaurants, retail and supply services, within which women are 

historically extremely prominent because of the service dimension as well as notions of hospitality 

provision. Therefore, sanctions that affect tourism have been shown to disproportionately affect 

women and therefore can considerably reinforce gender divisions and empowerment in targeted 

countries (Seyfi, Hall and Vo-Thanh 2020a). 

 

Seyfi and Hall (2019) identified four main types of sanctions (financial, sectoral, diplomatic and 

individual) that have different implications for tourism at various scales. Sanctions can be 

unilateral and multilateral and can be targeted at individuals, organizations and/or the governing 

regimes. They also range in scope from economic and financial sanctions to restrictions on travel 

and cross-border mobility. Other sanctions may focus specifically on diplomatic engagement, i.e., 

restricting the diplomatic services one country can offer in another or the numbers of diplomatic 

staff, or on a particular industry sector, such as travel or transport. Significantly, such restrictions 

may operate on third parties, i.e., restrictions on organizations in third countries that trade with the 

sanctioned country or on third country trade. 

 

These challenges are particularly critical for emerging destinations. In such destinations, the 

volatility of tourism is strongly felt, in particular among the sectors reliant on foreign partners. The 

imposition of sanctions can create a negative image of a destination in some markets (Khodadadi 

2016) and increased perceived risk and thus contribute to lower tourist arrivals. Sanctions also 

negatively influence the socio-economic status of the population in sanctioned countries by 

increasing poverty and widening the income gap and affecting the level of disposable income that 

might be use, for example, for domestic tourism, thereby further affecting the tourism economy. 

For example, as a result of the sanctions imposed on Iran, Iranian’s living standards have been 

adversely affected with Iranian workers losing 90% of their purchasing power over the sanctions 

period (Seyfi and Hall 2018a). Many of the affected in the sanctioned countries are middle class 

people who are otherwise consumers of tourist services. For example, following EU and US 

sanctions against Russia’s annexation of the Crimea, tourist flows from Russia to Europe have 

reduced (Ovcharov, Ismagilova, Ziganshin and Rysayeva 2015). The sanctions contributed to the 

collapse of the Russian ruble, impacted the image of Russia in tourism and investment terms, and 

contributed to the Russian financial crisis which led to the decline of leading Russian players in 

the tourist market (ibid.). Similarly, in their study on tourism development in Serbia, Popesku and 

Hall (2004) noted that due to the economic sanctions then in place, Serbia became isolated from 

the international tourism market which became a major issue along with regional and political 

change for the long-term development of tourism in Serbia. Furthermore, even without sanctions 

on nationals, outbound mobility is also potentially restricted given the resulting currency 

devaluation in the sanctioned countries which can lead to the overall reduction in tourist trips and 

tourist expenditure. 

 

Nearly all of the research which has been undertaken in tourism on sanctions has focused on the 

sanctions target, and especially the country or, in tourism terms, the destination, rather than the 

political rationale of the sanctioning party to focus on tourism. As such, it is difficult to know in 

policy terms whether tourism is a deliberately targeted in sanctions policy or whether it is an 

affected byproduct of other policy goals. Tourism, per se, is not usually stated as the focus of 

sanctions, although the travel of individuals is, and the discussions that surround the development 

of sanctions, for example reduced travel to Cuba from the United States, will often recognize that 
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tourism will be the sector that will be hit (see the case of Cuba and the United States discussed 

below). Nevertheless, from a destination perspective considerable interest has been given to 

tourism’s role in the ‘resistive economy’ (Seyfi & Hall 2019), a term used to describe the economic 

adaptive and coping strategies applied by sanctioned states. The term was first used in 2005 to 

describe attempts to maintain the regional economy following the blockade of Gaza by Israel 

(Isaac, Hall and Higgins-Desbiolles 2015) and has since been adopted in Iran to describe the 

various economic responses to sanctions (Smyth 2015).  

 

Seyfi and Hall (2020a) examined the coping responses of Iran to a wide range of sanctions imposed 

on the country. They found that in its macro policy strategy, Iran has been attempted to develop a 

resistive economy in order to circumvent the US sanctions and remain resilient to sanctions in the 

long-term. Ideas of greater economic self-reliance are a significant part of security discourse 

(Tsygankov 2002), as well as some strands of sustainable development thinking applied in a 

regional, urban and community context (Rees 1997; Midmore and Thomas 2008; Gupta 2014). In 

the case of Iran, the notion of a resistive economy was used to refer primarily to nullifying the 

negative effects of sanctions by making the economy more self-sufficient, reducing dependence 

on oil and gas revenue, fiscal austerity, increased production, and strengthen the economic role of 

science and technological innovation (Esfandiari 2012). In a tourism context, Seyfi and Hall 

(2019) identified several major resistive strategies in Iran’s response to sanctions. First, the 

attraction of international tourists from ‘friendly countries’ which, in the case of Iran include 

Russia, China and neighbouring countries which may ignore American sanctions. Second, 

increased promotion to the international Persian diaspora. Third, the greater focus on domestic 

tourism as a relatively viable solution to the long-term effects of sanctions. Fourth, the promotion 

of the country as a ‘cheap destination’ due to its currency devaluation as well as low-cost specialist 

products, such as medical tourism. This latter strategy has become an important means of attracting 

visitors, especially in budget markets such as backpackers, who are also likely to be willing users 

of cheaper accommodation offerings and visit regions outside of the main cities. Nevertheless, the 

adaptations mechanism of other destinations with different types of sanctions (multilateral, 

regional and unilateral) whose level of tourism development or markets are different as well as the 

micro and meso policy strategies are yet to be fully explored. These are detailed later in the chapter. 

 

19. 3. Case Studies 

 

19.3.1. United States embargo against Cuba 

 

The United States economic and financial embargo against Cuba is one of the longest trade 

embargoes of the contemporary era (Wilson and Látková 2016). The United States first imposed 

an arms embargo on Cuba on 14 March 1958 under the Fulgencio Batista regime. On October 19, 

1960 (almost two years after the fall of the Batista regime), the United States imposed an embargo 

on exports to Cuba, with the exception of food and medicine, after Cuba nationalized American-

owned oil refineries in response to Cuba's role in the Cuban missile crisis. On 7 February 1962, 

the embargo was extended to almost all exports. 

 

In 1958, the United States accounted for 67% of Cuban exports and 70% of its imports. Cuba, on 

the other hand, accounted for 3% of US exports and 4% of imports, placing the island in seventh 

place for exports and imports (Balin 1960). From the early years of the embargo, official trade 
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between the two countries was completely eliminated. The Cuban government estimates the total 

effect of the embargo at, at least $70 billion, and potentially more, taking into account lost export 

revenues, additional import costs (the island could have bought cheaper US products) and 

substantially reducing economic growth (Wilson and Látková 2016). Nevertheless, the embargo 

had a limited effect on Cuba in the early decades as the island was supported by the Soviet Union 

and the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA1) countries, which provided it with fuel, 

consumer goods and subsidies in exchange for sugar and nickel. While relations between Cuba 

and the United States deteriorated rapidly after the Cuban revolution and the resulting 

expropriation and nationalization of businesses, the island cut itself off from its traditional market 

as a result of US travel embargo on American citizens travelling to Cuba (Gordon 2016). 

 

Cuba, which has been under Washington's embargo since 1962, has been confronted with a travel 

ban that limits the mobility of American citizens. It is one of the oldest prohibitions on travel and 

mobility to a destination (Macaulay 2007). Cuban tourism declined to record low levels in the two 

years following Castro's accession to power. Under the Cuban Asset Control Regulations, persons 

subject to US jurisdiction must obtain a license to carry out any transaction related to travel to or 

from Cuba. Transactions related solely to tourist trips are not subject to licensing. American 

citizens whose main interest is tourism may be able to travel under the auspices of a program 

whose activities are basically religious, educational, cultural or otherwise exempt to qualify for a 

license. However, such programs have shifted according to the preferences of the President who 

is in power and domestic politics, especially in Florida which has a substantial Cuban diaspora 

(Seyfi and Hall 2020a). 

 

Due to the embargo, a traveler visiting Cuba may face very serious financial complications because 

of the long extranational reach of US law in terms of banks and financial institutions that trade in 

US dollars. Bank cards (debit cards issued by a bank) from all countries are useless. For 

Americans, not all credit and debit cards from an American financial institution work in Cuba. For 

all others, any credit card issued by a foreign bank with a U.S. parent company or processing 

company is also blocked. Sanctions also prevent US companies from engaging in commercial 

transactions with Cuban state-owned companies managed by the armed forces, intelligence and 

security institutions.  

 

Educational activities or ‘people-to-people exchanges’ were one of 12 authorized categories of 

travel for Americans wishing to travel to Cuba. It allowed Americans to travel to Cuba for 

educational activities and cultural exchanges. It was originally created by President Bill Clinton in 

1999 to override the embargo to enable US citizens to travel to Cuba to participate in some 

educational exchanges. This travel category was halted by President Bush in 2003 and reopened 

by President Obama in 2011. In December 2014, in the light of the restoration of diplomatic 

relations with Cuba under Obama’s administration, travel restrictions were also relaxed for tour 

operators and cruise lines. Following the revision of the travel advisory on Cuba and the lifting of 

the United States travel ban on Americans wishing to visit the country, there was a huge increase 

in the number of American tourist arrivals in the country. The number of American travelers 

 
1 (The Council for Mutual Economic Assistance was an economic organization from 1949 to 1991 

under the leadership of the Soviet Union that comprised the countries of the Eastern Bloc along 

with a number of communist states elsewhere in the world) 
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recorded the fastest growth in 2017, rising from 1,173,428 (+19% compared to 2016). In addition, 

major U.S. airlines began to restore direct flights to Cuba from Miami or other U.S. points that 

had been suspended since the end of the Cold War in the 1960s. However, in 2017, President 

Trump announced a return to the strict policies in place before President Obama's term in office, 

forcing Americans to leave the country. The Trump administration also imposed new sanctions on 

the Cuban tourism industry, what is now a key sector for the island's economy. Washington also 

banned Americans from travelling to Cuba on group trips. These were guided tours organized by 

accredited service providers, with visitors required to avoid financial transactions with companies 

under military control in the island, including some hotels and restaurants. Sanctions were also 

reimposed on cruise, fishing or recreational and passenger vessels and commercial aircraft. This 

decision resulted in the immediate cancellation of some 800,000 reservations, according to the 

Cruise Lines International Association, the largest professional group in the cruise industry in the 

world (Leposa 2019).  

 

The new sanctions package targeted around 180 entities (e.g., including the recently opened five-

star Kempinski Hotel in Havana, travel agencies, Crucero del Sol and Gaviota Tours) and also 

European investors in Cuba's tourism and hotel industry. These sanctions placed many constraints 

on the tourism sector and online tour operators. For example, online travel giant Expedia agreed 

to pay more than $325,000 to the US government to settle allegations that it had helped 2,221 

people - including Cuban nationals - through travel services, violating US sanctions (Associated 

Press 2019). Such actions had a substantial economic impact given that tourism had become one 

of the activities that brought the most foreign currency into the country. After the sale of medical 

services, itself often related to travel, tourism is the island's second largest economic activity, with 

an estimated income of $2.5 billion per year (Apollo and Rettinger 2019). 

 

As a result of the sanctions, online travel agencies were fined and removed several Cuban hotels 

from their offers, fearing that they would be the subject of complaints under the US Helms-Burton 

Act. Chapter III of this Act which came into force in May 2019, allows Cuban exiles to sue 

companies that made profits from nationalized companies after the Cuban revolution of 1959 in 

American courts. Since 1996, and to avoid friction with many allies, successive American 

administrations had not activated this article. President Trump gave the green light for its 

application in May 2019. The European Union and Canada, whose companies are the main 

investors in Cuba, particularly in the tourism and extractive industries, denounced the Trump 

government's implementation of Title III of the Act (Reuters Staff 2019). Trump administration's 

blacklisting of Gaviota implies that no US corporations or individuals are allowed to do business 

with the hotel group or invest in any expansion of Cuba's tourist infrastructure (Moya-Ocampos 

2018). This has many implications for the island’s tourism industry as this investment ban may 

force Cuba to turn to the domestic or foreign private sector (mainly French and Spanish investors) 

to maintain, modernize and develop its tourism infrastructure. Yet, the foreign investors face high 

compliance and regulatory risks as they are exposed to the extra-territorial effects of the US 

embargo on Cuba and are not allowed to conduct transactions through the US financial system or 

in US dollars and excluded from US market (Stoll et al. 2020). President Joe Biden has stated that 

he wants the USA to return to the Obama policy of engagement. However, the damage wrought 

by the Trump presidency on Cuba’s tourism economy may take some time to restore without 

appropriate confidence-building measure between the two governments (CNN Newsource, 2021). 

 



 8 

19.3.2. International sanctions against Iran: comprehensive sanctions  

 

Iran has been subject to one of the longest and strongest sanctions regimes in history (Seyfi and 

Hall 2018a, b, Pratt and Alizadeh 2017; Takeyh and Maloney 2011; Carswell 1981; Esfandiary 

and Fitzpatrick 2011) for over forty years. Few countries have suffered as many sanctions as Iran 

(Coville 2015). Since the upheavals of the late 1970s that ousted Iran’s pro-American monarchy 

and eventually replaced it with a theocracy hostile to the West in the aftermath of Islamic republic 

of 1979, the United States has sought to temper Iran’s geopolitical ambitions through a range of 

foreign policy instruments, including economic sanctions (Takeyh and Maloney 2011). Since the 

early 1980s and following the 1979-1981 hostage crisis these instruments have grown in their 

stringency. From 1995 to 2006, successive US governments increased restrictions, including bans 

on oil trade with Iran, which they consider to be a state supporting terrorism. As of the time of 

writing, the USA has over 8,000 sanctions in place worldwide, with Iran by far the largest state 

target of US sanctions (Gilsinan 2019). More recently, Wadhams and Mohsin (2020) reported that 

the Trump administration took more than 3,900 distinct sanctions actions against Iran, with a surge 

in 2018, when the administration pulled out of the 2015 nuclear deal. No previous administration 

had exceeded 700 sanctions actions a year. 

 

Following the U.S. withdrawal of Iranian nuclear deal (officially known as Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action (JCPOA), President Trump’ administration aimed to cut Iranian oil exports (which 

makes up over 80% of government budget) to zero as a part of a strategy to change Iran’s behavior 

and to curb Iran’s projection of regional power (Hall and Seyfi 2018a). In a final effort to bring 

Tehran to the negotiations table, Washington extended sanctions to any trading partner that 

establishes a dollar transaction for Iranian metals. This is because the iron, steel, aluminium and 

copper sectors account for 10% of the country's export value and is its main source of non-oil 

income.  

 

The lifting of international sanctions following the 2015 nuclear agreement had transformed Iran's 

political and economic climate and created substantial opportunities for the struggling tourism 

sector (Khodadadi 2016). Iran had experienced substantial growth in the number of incoming 

tourists, visitor spending, employment and investment in tourism-related infrastructure as a result 

of the initial lifting of sanctions. With the return of US economic sanctions, tourism, and in 

particular air transport, was considerably affected. Several airlines such as Air France, KLM, 

Lufthansa and Alitalia and British Airways suspended their flights to Iran with negative 

consequences for Iranian tourism while substantial international investment in the Iranian 

accommodation sector was also dramatically halted (Seyfi, Hall and Vo-Thanh 2020a). As well as 

dramatically reducing international visitor numbers, the US actions also served to reinforce a 

negative image of Iran in some Western markets which the Iranian tourism industry had been 

seeking to overcome. An action which arguably has as great an impact on international leisure 

travel to Iran as any effect of sanctions on international investment (Seyfi and Hall 2018b). 

 

19.3.3. Russia’s sanctions against Turkey: Unilateral sanctions 

 

The Russian-Turkish crisis of 2015 began on 3 October due to the incursion of a Russian military 

aircraft into Turkish airspace and its subsequent shooting down (Şahin, Konak, and Karaca 2017). 

This was the first time a NATO member state had shot down a Russian aircraft since the Korean 
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War. In retaliation for this event, Russia quickly imposed a series of economic sanctions and 

punitive measures on Turkey that significantly affected Turkish companies (including construction 

and food export companies), as well as the tourism industry (Cetin et al. 2016). Restrictions were 

also imposed on Turkish companies operating in Russia and Turkish citizens working for 

companies registered in Russia. In addition, Russia suspended work on the TurkStream pipeline 

project (an alternative to the Russian South Stream pipeline that allows gas to be transported to 

Europe without crossing Ukraine). This had a huge impact on Turkey because it relied on Russia 

for 55% of its annual natural gas needs. Overall estimates showed that the wide range of sanctions 

cost Turkey at least $10 billion (Cetin et al. 2016; Şahin et al. 2017). 

 

Many sectors, including tourism, were directly, immediately and heavily affected by these 

decisions. Among the restrictive measures, Russia restored the visa regime between Turkey and 

Russia by ending the exemption that had existed between the two countries, thereby making travel 

between the two countries more difficult. The Russian authorities also banned all charter flights 

between the two countries and regular flights were subjected to additional checks. In addition, 

Natali Tours, one of Russia's largest tour operators suspended the sale of trips to Turkey, while 

Pegas Touristik, one of the largest Russian travel agencies, cancelled all its reservations for 

Turkey. Rostourism, the federal tourism agency, also warned Russians on holiday in Turkey about 

the risk of kidnapping by Daesh terrorists. All these restrictions immediately affected Turkey's 

tourism industry. At the time Russia was the second largest tourism market for Turkey after 

Germany. Russian tourists accounted for about 12.2% of the 37 million arrivals in Turkey in 2014, 

and spent about $3 billion, or 0.3 to 0.4% of GDP (Şahin et al. 2017).  

 

Turkey's seaside resorts were among the popular holiday destinations for Russians due to their 

geographical proximity, holiday facilities designed according to the preferences of Russian 

visitors, visa facilities and the long tourist season in terms of climate (Cetin et al. 2016). All these 

sanctions and restrictions against Turkey severely affected Russian arrivals in Turkey. The number 

of Russian visitors decreased by 76% in 2016 and Russian tourist revenues decreased by 80% in 

2016 compared to the previous year. As a result, many tourism and hotel businesses were hardly 

hit. According to estimates, Turkey lost $3.5 billion a year in revenue from Russian tourists. 

According to the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), Russian economic 

sanctions are estimated at a loss of 0.7 growth points, which would represent up to $9 billion in 

deficit for Turkey. Antalya, the Mediterranean seaside resort in southwest Turkey and one of 

Turkey's leading tourist destinations, had been strongly focused on the Russian market and was 

consequently greatly affected by the sanctions with 12,039 Russian tourists in the January-April 

2016 season compared to 210,657 in the same period in 2014 (Cetin et al. 2016). However, Russian 

relations with Turkey have since been normalized and Russian has since become Turkey’s main 

inbound tourism market with over seven million Russians arrivals in 2019, representing 15.6% of 

all arrivals (Daily Sabah 2020). 

 

19. 3.4. Sanctions against Russia: multilateral and smart sanctions 

 

Following the Russian military intervention in Ukraine in late February 2014 and the annexation 

of Crimea by Russia, the United States, the European Union and other Western countries and 

institutions have put in place a series of economic sanctions against Russia. Initially, these "smart" 

sanctions targeted certain personalities involved in the Crimean crisis by prohibiting them from 
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travelling and freezing their financial assets (Sutyrin et al. 2019). Seventeen Russian banking 

entities (including VTB, Bank of Moscow, Rosselkhozbank) were later added to the list of 

sanctioned bodies. In addition, sanctions were imposed against several other Russian military 

companies and Russian oil companies (e.g., Gazprom, Gazprom Neft, Lukoil, Surgutneftegas and 

Rosneft). In December 2014, the European Union imposed sanctions on companies linked to the 

Crimea, both oil companies and those involved in maritime transport, as well as companies 

investing in real estate and tourism in the Crimea. In response to the economic sanctions put in 

place by these countries, Russia introduced counter sanctions, including a food embargo in 2014 

(Sutyrin et al. 2019). 

 

Before the sanctions, Russian tourism was on a path of constant growth. The number of 

independent hotels and global hotel chains (brands such as Hilton, Kempinski, Radisson SAS, 

Novotel, and Park Inn) had increased. Many tourism indicators had shown a positive dynamic. 

According to the UNWTO, by 2012, Russia was among the top ten world leaders in terms of tourist 

arrivals (ranked ninth) and tourism spending (ranked fifth) (UNWTO 2014).  

 

The first round of sanctions by the United States, the EU, Australia, New Zealand and Canada 

involved travel bans and financial credit freezes for citizens of the Russian Federation on special 

lists (the "EU lists" and the "US lists"). The tourism industry was no exception. The influx of 

tourists from Russia to Europe decreased substantially even though markets had become well 

established (Furmanov, Balaeva and Predvoditeleva 2012), joint investment projects in hotels 

failed, and Russia's image in the West was substantially affected, leading to a decline in inbound 

tourism (Ovcharov et al. 2015). The imposition of economic sanctions on Russia following the 

escalation of the conflict in eastern Ukraine led to a sharp decrease in Russian tourism flows to 

EU countries in 2014 (Kozlov and Popov, 2015; Sutyrin et al. 2019). The devaluation of the rouble 

also hit Russian outbound tourists hard, mainly in European destinations, which had been among 

the fastest growing tourist destinations for Russians. In 2014, tour sales in Europe decreased by 30 

to 50%, according to Russian tourism operators (Ovcharov et al. 2015). European destinations 

such as Finland, Greece and the United Kingdom experienced the largest reduction, followed by 

Austria and the Czech Republic (Falk and Vieru 2017). The overall sensitivity of Russian tourism 

demand appears to have increased following the introduction of economic sanctions. However, the 

sensitivity of tourism demand to exchange rate changes differs markedly across regions and cities 

in countries such as Finland, with higher elasticities in border regions and cities not too far from 

the Russian border which attract substantial numbers of second home and short-stay Russian 

visitors who are often motivated by cross-border shopping and other activities (Åkerlund, Lipkina 

and Hall 2015; Falk and Vieru 2017, 2019). 

 

19.4. Responses and Adaptation to Sanctions  

 

In addition to the four cases above, other studies of the effects of sanctions on destinations include 

Rhodesia/Zimbabwe (Galtung 1967), Myanmar (Hall 1994; Philp and Mercer 1999; Henderson 

2003; Reith and Nauright 2005), North Korea (Connell 2017; Xizhen and Brown 2000), Palestine 

(Isaac, Hall and Higgins-Desbiolles 2015), South Africa (Pirie 1990; Hall 1994), and Syria (Moret 

2015). In reviewing the limited number of cases of the effects of sanctions on destinations a 

number of adaptation mechanisms have emerged and are identified below.  
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19.4.1 Reinforcing existing main markets  

 

Countries that are exposed to sanctions usually attempt to keep their existing main markets in order 

to enable the tourism sector to survive. This is especially true for markets that already have a high 

degree of repeat visitation. For example, in the case of Iran, the Iranian tourism administration has 

encouraged the arrival of Shiite pilgrims who visit the country and especially the religious cities. 

such as Mashhad or Qom (Seyfi and Hall 2018). Cuba has tried to keep its traditional and loyal 

markets such as Canada, Spain, Argentina, Brazil, by expanding accommodation options - 

including five-star hotels in Havana - as well as increasing the number of hotels and rooms at 

competitive prices, which could generate increased interest from holidaymakers. In an interesting 

interplay between countries facing sanctions Turkey has also sought to encourage more Iranians 

to visit Turkey by offering very competitive prices and establishing more direct and charter flights 

from Iran’s major cities to Turkey, at the time these were mainly destinations on the southern coast 

of the country which were dependent on Russian market. This was important as Iran is among the 

main markets for Turkey in terms of arrivals. Sanctioned countries often try to attract tourists from 

‘friendly country’ markets which, in the case of Iran include Russia, China and neighboring 

countries which may ignore American sanctions. In the case of Turkey this included Iran and 

Azerbaijan (Seyfi and Hall 2020a).  

 

19.4.2 Developing alternative markets  

 

Finding alternative markets which are less vulnerable to sanctions is among the main priorities of 

sanctioned destinations. In the case of Cuba, by modifying the message "Socialism or Death" to 

"Welcome to Cuba", then premier Fidel Castro concluded that the only way to preserve the 

achievements of the revolution was to exploit Cuba's immense potential as a vacation destination 

(Wilson and Látková 2016). Canadian and European tourists have long been the mainstay of the 

Cuban tourism industry (Macaulay 2007). Unlike the United States, Canada’s diplomatic 

relationship with Cuba was unaffected by the Cuban revolution of 1959 and about one-third of 

visitors to Cuba each year are Canadians. Prior to COVID-19 Cuba had also launched promotional 

campaigns to attract more travelers from the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Spain and 

emerging markets such as China, Vietnam and South Africa. The Cuban government moderated 

its policies on state ownership to stimulate international investment and also allowed the creation 

of small private companies to stimulate tourism.  

 

In response to Russian sanctions Turkey allocating $225 million to tourism companies and 

extended the debt repayment period for these companies to an additional five years. They also 

provide subsidies for flights charted by so-called Group A travel agencies for a month in order to 

attract more foreign tourists. Group A includes tourism agencies that can issue tickets for all types 

of flights (Şahin et al. 2017).  

 

Iran’s response to the reimposition of US sanctions included the application of a visa-free policy 

for Chinese travelers, the world’s largest outbound market. Chinese citizens with a passport from 

the People’s Republic of China or the Special Administrative Regions of Hong Kong or Macao 

can travel to Iran without a visa and can stay in the country for up to 21 days (Motamedi 2019).  
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19.4.3 Targeting regional tourists  

 

Because of their high levels of repeat visitation and country knowledge regional tourists are among 

the less sensitive markets for sanctioned destinations and tend to be actively pursued (Seyfi and 

Hall 2019). For example, following the imposition of Russian sanctions Turkey established 

promotional programs to attract Iranian tourists who already enjoying visa-free travel to Turkey. 

The launch of the Tehran-Van-Ankara train, which received wide publicity for its modest price 

compared to air transport, was one of the main factors behind the increase in the number of Iranian 

trips to Turkey. More charter flights to Turkey were introduced. The Turkish national airline, 

Turkish Airlines, launched direct flights from Iran to popular coastal resorts in Turkey, such as 

Alanya, Bodrum and Marmaris. In general, Iranian tourists prefer Istanbul for shopping and the 

Mediterranean region of Antalya for rest. To further encourage such tourism, Turkey launched a 

financial system to avoid US sanctions that allowed Iranians to use their domestic credit cards in 

Turkey so as to spend more money. Before this initiative, Iranians could only use cash (Seyfi and 

Hall 2020a).  

 

Iran has also pursued a similar policy. Strengthening infrastructure and cutting red tape are among 

the measures implemented to attract more visitors from countries in the region who are less 

affected by sanctions than Western tourists. For example, Iraqis are now exempt from paying visa 

fees to visit Iran. Through this initiative Iran hopes to further increase the number of tourists from 

Iraq, which is already Iran’s largest inbound tourist market, many of whom travel for religious and 

medical tourism as well as VFR. Iran also exempted Azerbaijani, Egyptian, Georgian, Lebanese, 

Malaysian and Syrian tourists from visas while, as of October 2018, Omani nationals no longer 

required a visa or an entry stamp on their passport to enter Iran.  

 

19.4.4 The diaspora  

 

Migrant, diaspora, and VFR markets are among the least impacted by sanctions regimes (Seyfi 

and Hall 2020a, b). Diasporic communities are economically significant for sanctioned countries 

because of the remittances they provide and because they constitute a travel market that is 

relatively little affect by the imposition of sanctions on destination image. Diaspora tourism refers 

to the travel of people to destinations where they have a family or ancestral connection. Although 

there are no clear indications of the financial value of diaspora tourism, remittances are extremely 

significant. For example, remittances which are estimated over $3bn a year have become a driving 

force of the Cuban economy providing a means of securing hard currency and ensuring the 

financial survival of the country (Sullivan 2009, 2018; Blue 2013). Iran also benefits from its very 

large diaspora living abroad with numerous Iranians having emigrated since the 1950s. There are 

no reliable and accurate statistics on the number of Iranians living permanently outside of Iran, 

although the estimate is between three and six million people, all of which constitute a significant 

travel market for Iran. The largest population of Iranian emigrants, more than a million, live in the 

US. There are also smaller groups of Iranians in Canada, Europe, and the Gulf States (Sreberny 

and Gholami 2016). In addition, to remittances and travel, diasporic relations are also important 

in terms of business connections and networks, although their response to sanctions remains 

relatively little explored (Majeed, 2016).  

 

19.4.5 Reinforcing domestic tourism 
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Although international tourism is significant for its attraction of foreign exchange, domestic 

tourism can also help generate economic activity and is a major focus of the tourism policies of 

sanctioned countries. Domestic travel can be encouraged directly by marketing campaigns and by 

imposing constraints on outbound leisure travel, e.g. by imposing limits on how much money can 

be taken out of the country or departure taxes on outbound tourists, so as to redirect tourism 

consumption (Seyfi and Hall 2019). In the case of Iran, the government sought to promote 

domestic tourism by reducing outbound flows by such measures as the introduction of a threefold 

rise in departure tax, as well as economic support for local industry (Seyfi and Hall 2020c, d).  

 

Reorienting outbound tourism towards domestic tourism and using public-private partnerships to 

train, improve and diversify domestic tourism products was one of the first responses of the 

Russian public sector to sanctions (Ovcharov et al. 2015). Outbound tourism restrictions and 

prohibitions on some foreign companies to operate in the Russian tourism market have become a 

factor in strengthening domestic tourism (Seyfi and Hall 2020a). The reconstruction of the Russian 

tourism sector towards domestic tourism (increasing the share of domestic travel, promoting 

domestic travel and developing infrastructure in the Crimea) was one of the main objectives of 

circumventing sanctions for Russian tourism (Ovcharov et al. 2015). Given the sharp decline in 

Russian tourists in the southern Turkish seaside resorts from mid-2014 to 2016, the Turkish 

government sought to strengthen domestic tourism to these destinations by promoting more halal 

or ‘Muslim friendly’ tourist experiences (Hall and Prayag 2020). Stakeholders in the sector also 

requested that Eid al-Fitr, the end of Ramadan celebration, be extended to nine days to encourage 

more national tourists to travel to the coast (Cetin et al. 2016). 

 

19.4.6 Diversifying tourism products  

 

Another policy that is pursued across countries is diversifying the tourism product to attract new 

customers. In the case of Turkey, following the sharp decline in Russian tourists to Turkey, the 

country has adopted a series of strategies to minimise the direct and indirect effects of sanctions 

on its tourism sector. These strategies ranged from submerging an old Airbus A300 off Kuşadası, 

a tourist resort on the Aegean Sea to attract dive tourists to developing halal tourism in order to 

attract new customers from the Gulf (Hall and Prayag 2020).  

 

As a result of the reduction in the value of its currency, Iran has become a cheap destination for 

medical tourism and is positioning itself in China and India as a reliable and inexpensive 

destination for medical treatment, including organ transplants. Iran is already an important medical 

tourism destination, particularly with regard to eye and plastic surgeries for Iraqi, Omani, and 

Central Asian nationals (Seyfi and Hall 2018a). Although Western credit and debit cards, such as 

Mastercard and Paypal, do not work in Iran, the Iranian MahCard offers the possibility of 

transferring money from a foreign bank account to a debit card in Iranian currency in order to pay 

for medical treatment (Safaeian 2019). The Iranian government is also devoting more resources to 

medical tourism by developing health tourism poles, particularly in Shiraz, the capital of Fars 

province in the south of the country. 

 

19.4.7 Limiting outbound tourism  
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Outbound tourism is one of the elements of tourism that is directly and indirectly affected by 

sanctions. In addition to visa restrictions that may be imposed on the sanctioned country, currency 

devaluations increase the expense of travelling abroad. Outbound tourism can also be directly 

taxed or limited in an attempt to limit the flow of hard currency to abroad (Hall 1994). For example, 

Russian authorities were considering restoring Soviet-style exit visas, which would severely limit 

Russians' right to travel abroad for the first time since the fall of the Soviet Union. However, a 

decline in disposable income due to the economic crisis had already led Russians to travel less 

abroad. In the case of Iran, the country imposed a departure tax on outbound tourists that make 

outbound tourism more expensive. This threefold rise in departure tax was an effort to reduce the 

outflow of foreign currency and to optimize tourism’s contribution to the country’s balance of 

payments by redirecting consumption.  

 

19.4.8 Dumping and pricing  

 

Private sector companies involved in tourism and hospitality also respond in their own way to 

maintain market share in light of the shocks created by sanctions. For example, in Russia, price 

reductions, seasonal sales and dumping were among the tactics used by major tour operators 

(Neva, Yuzhniy Krest, Labirint), which then went bankrupt (Ovcharov et al. 2015). Such tactics 

may assist companies in the short-term, but as the Russian experience indicates, makes travel firms 

extremely vulnerable if sanctions continue for more than two to three months. Furthermore, 

Ovcharov et al. (2015) observed that the bankruptcies of reliable tour operators undermine 

consumer confidence in tour operators and agents. As a result, many Russians have stopped using 

the services of tourist agencies and have started to organise their own holidays online. 

 

19.4.9 Non-stamping tourists’ passports  

 

In response to US sanctions which restricted travelling of American to Cuba and in the case of 

Iran, U.S. penalties against those travelers visiting certain countries including Iran would face 

restrictions to enter the U.S, similar to Cuba and to alleviate tourists’ concerns the passports of 

travelers entering Iran are now not being stamped (Jalili 2019).    

 

 

19.5. Conclusions and suggestions for further research  

 

Although not previously a significant issue in either the sanctions or the tourism studies literature, 

the increased use of sanctions as a foreign policy tool together with the growing economic 

importance of tourism suggest the need for a more comprehensive account of the impact of 

sanctions on the tourism sector. The chapter shows that countries exposed to sanctions have 

focused on domestic capacity to minimize the effects of sanctions in the short-term and reduce 

their vulnerability in the long-term to external economic pressures. For instance, in the case of 

Russia, the country has taken several measures, mainly by making greater use of domestic 

resources - or "Russification" - in securing strategic areas of economic policy (import substitution), 

and towards a more multidirectional foreign economic policy that favors closer relations with non-

Western countries (Connolly 2018). According to Connolly: "The already considerable influence 

of the Russian state on key sectors of the economy has proved particularly important, as it has 
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enabled it to react in a relatively coordinated manner to Western sanctions through a variety of 

financial, institutional and diplomatic measures” (2018, p. 3).  

 

Similarly, Iran has also focused on the development of a so-called resistive economy as an overt 

policy response toward sanctioning countries. This policy strategy mainly focusses on developing 

self-reliance and in the case of tourism, developing domestic offerings as well as seeking to attract 

visitors from the immediate region and supportive countries such as China. It is therefore 

unsurprising that sanctioned countries have primarily sought to preserve their traditional tourist 

markets. For instance, in the case of Iran, the pilgrimage market has proven to be relatively resilient 

to external shocks such as sanctions.  

 

Numerous gaps exist in understanding the relationships between sanctions for tourism. As noted 

in this chapter, the vast majority of the available research focuses on the impacts of sanctions on 

international tourism to the sanctioned country. This is generally undertaken at a macro-level in 

broad analysis of the economic effects. In-depth studies of business and government policy 

responses to sanctions are extremely limited (Seyfi and Hall 2020d). Similarly, there is a marked 

lack of decision-making processes with respect to tourism as part of the sanctions policy mix of 

governments and institutions. This means that it is unclear at times as to whether tourism is a 

deliberate or incidental casualty of economic statecraft. This is significant issue given that 

sanctions often do not meet their intended objectives and may be more for domestic political 

consumption than effective foreign policy (Peksen 2016; Seyfi and Hall 2020a; Seyfi, Hall and 

Vo-Thanh 2020a). Nevertheless, it is clear that economic sanctions will continue to be part of the 

foreign policy arsenal for a number of countries and international institutions for the foreseeable 

future. 

 

In addition to examining the relationship between tourism and sanctions over all aspects of the 

tourism systems greater attention needs to be given to understanding the tools by which private 

sector actors including transnational corporations respond to sanctions regimes. Furthermore, 

longitudinal studies are also required to evaluate the effectiveness of the policies of both the 

sanctioned state and the sanctioning institution or country in the long-term. This is especially the 

case given that many sanctioned countries appear to be relatively resilient in the face of sanctions, 

and their experiences may even provide insights into better understanding the effectiveness of 

foreign policy and economic statecraft at a macro-level, as well as the capacities of national 

economic policies and destinations to effectively respond to external crisis and pressure.  
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Table 1: International tourism arrivals and forecasts 1950-2030 

 

Year World Africa Americas Asia and 

Pacific 

Europe Middle 

East 

1950 25.3 0.5 7.5 0.2 16.8 0.2 

1960 69.3 0.8 16.7 0.9 50.4 0.6 

1965 112.9 1.4 23.2 2.1 83.7 2.4 

1970 165.8 2.4 42.3 6.2 113.0 1.9 

1975 222.3 4.7 50.0 10.2 153.9 3.5 

1980 278.1 7.2 62.3 23.0 178.5 7.1 

1985 320.1 9.7 65.1 32.9 204.3 8.1 

1990 439.5 15.2 92.8 56.2 265.8 9.6 

1995 540.6 20.4 109.0 82.4 315.0 13.7 

2000 687.0 28.3 128.1 110.5 395.9 24.2 

2005 806.8 37.3 133.5 155.4 441.5 39.0 

2010 940 49.7 150.7 204.4 474.8 60.3 

2019b 1 460 71.9 219.5 360.1 743.7 65.1 

forecast       

2020a 1 360 85 199 355 620 101 

2030 1 809 134 248 535 744 149 

 

a. Original UNWTO forecast 

b. UNWTO provisional data  

 

Source: World Tourism Organization 1997; UN World Tourism Organization 2012, 2014, 2020 

 

 


