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Abstract 

This article examines the effect of COVID-19 pandemic on the tourism sector in Kenya.  This 

review utilized newspaper and journal articles, United Nations World Tourism Organization 

statistics, website materials, and government data on COVID-19 incidences in tourism. 

Desktop research was adopted in which secondary data were collected through a 

comprehensive literature review. The rapid spread of the COVID-19 pandemic has affected 

the world’s travel and tourism industry. Kenya has also experienced a negative impact on 

both outbound and inbound tourism. The analysis found that both international and domestic 

tourists have cancelled their travel bookings and flights, tourism activities have been 

suspended, and hotels have been closed, and as a result, supporting tourism agencies are 

facing difficult economic times and employment losses in Kenya. The COVID_19 pandemic 

is forecast to have a long-term devastating impact on tourism in Kenya. The government of 

Kenya has initiated a stimulus package to jumpstart and ignite early recovery in the industry.  

The article provides a theoretical cognitive model and literature on tourism for a better 

understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic and may also guide future studies in addressing 

challenges for the tourism industry.  
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Impact of Corona Virus (Covid-19) Pandemic and Implications on Tourism Sector: The 

Experience in Kenya 

By 

Tom G. Ondicho and Evaristus M. Irandu 

Introduction 

The novel corona virus (abbreviated as Covid19) is an infectious disease caused by the severe 

acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) virus that was first detected in 

Wuhan, China on 31 December 2019. Declared a Public Health Emergency of International 

Concern (PHEI) on 30 January and a pandemic on 11 March by the World Health 

Organisation (WHO), the disease quickly hit the world like a tsunami and almost overran it 

within weeks threatening the health, livelihoods, and lives of millions of people (WHO, 

2020a). As of October 2020, globally there were over 40 million known Covid-19 cases and 

slightly over 1 million fatalities (WHO, 2020b). The earliest victims were predominantly the 

mobile, relatively affluent communities in East Asia, Europe, and North America; however, 

the pandemic has not spared anybody as thousands of people around the world have been 

infected and their livelihoods ruined (Baum and Hai, 2020, Irandu, 2020). This situation has 

forced many governments across the world to impose an array of stringent prevention and 

containment measures including lockdowns and suspension of international flights to curb 

spread and protect their citizens from infection. 

The effects of Covid-19 pandemic and the strict containment and prevention policies 

on the global economy have been and will be cataclysmic. While the pandemic’s full 

economic, social, and health impact remains largely unknown, it is evidently clear that few 

industries are affected as much as the travel and tourism industry. There is a growing 

consensus that the impact of Covid-19 on the travel and tourism industry will be bad, but 

there is no agreement as of now on how bad it will be (ESCAP, 2020). Nevertheless, the 

outbreak of the coronavirus has brought international and domestic tourism in many countries 

to a virtual standstill as borders are closed, cruise vessels are docked, whole air fleets are 

grounded, and hotels, restaurants and touristic sights are shutdown, and millions of people are 

forced to stay at home to curb further spread. The UNWTO is running an online campaign 

highlighting the need to put people and their wellbeing first through the slogan ‘By staying at 

home today, we can travel tomorrow’. Sandford (2020) reports that more than 3.9 billion 

people, or half of the world’s population are now confined in their residences to avert 

transmission of the virus.  

The unilateral suspension of international travel and flights has had a devastating 

impact, which is likely to linger on for a while, on the global tourism industry. The 

international travel and tourism industry whose worth was estimated to be $700 billion at the 

beginning of 2020 has shrunk to circa $447 billion because of the Covid-19 pandemic 

(Ghose, 2020). The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO, 2020) projects 

that in 2020 international arrivals will decline by between 60% to 80%, leading to a potential 

loss of US$30–50 billion in export earnings. On the other hand, the World Travel and 

Tourism Council (WTTC), the trade group representing major global companies, predicts a 

global loss of around 75 million jobs and more than US$ 2.1 trillion in turnover (WTTC, 

2020). In March 2020 alone the number of international arrivals declined by a whopping 67 

million (57%) which translates to a net loss of about US$80 billion in receipts (exports from 

tourism). The African Union (AU) predicts that the tourism sector in Africa could lose at 

least US$ 50 billion in receipts (AU, 2020). The UNWTO further estimates that the 
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coronavirus pandemic will cost the African continent up to 2 million direct and indirect jobs 

in 2020 which puts the livelihoods of many people at risk and threatens to roll back progress 

made in the attainment of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

  The first case of Covid-19 pandemic in Kenya was confirmed in Kenya on 13 March 

2020 when a citizen who had returned to Nairobi from the United States of America (USA) 

tested positive for the disease. Several other cases were detected thereafter forcing the 

government to institute an array of preventative and control measures including suspension of 

all international and domestic flights, closure of national borders, and limiting human 

mobility within the country. Coupled with global travel restrictions, these containment 

measures have dealt a devastating blow to Kenya whose tourism industry was on a recovery 

path after a slump following a January 2019 terrorist attack on DusitD2 Hotel complex in 

Nairobi (Mwita, 2020). Kenya reopened its borders and skies starting 1 August, but tourism 

arrivals and revenues are likely to remain severely constrained both in the near and distant 

future because most of its source markets including USA, UK, Germany, Italy, and China are 

among the worst hit by the covid-19 pandemic. The purpose of this article, therefore, is to 

interrogate the impact of COVID-19 on Kenya’s tourism sector and policy responses to the 

crisis. This article hopes to contribute to the emerging literature on the effects of COVID-19 

on tourism and highlights some of the measures the Kenyan government has put in place to 

kickstart recovery.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

The world faces an unprecedented global public health and socio-economic challenge in the 

wake of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. Outside the health and socio-economic 

spheres travel and tourism has become one of the most affected sectors in the world’s 

political economy. The nature of the tourism ecosystem means that tourism has precipitated 

the spread of this disease and experienced the backlash on the entire tourism sector’s supply 

chain. The pandemic’s global reach and the wide application of traditional nonpharmaceutical 

disease control measures in the form of social distancing, quarantined and restricted 

movement of persons have had a dramatic impact on Kenya’s tourism industry. The travel 

restrictions put in place to curb the spread of this deadly disease have had a wide range of 

sector specific impacts, including grounding of airplanes, closure of hotels and attractions, 

cancellation of bookings, conventions, and events. In order to gain a better understanding of 

the effects of COVID-19 on the travel and tourism sector and the government’s response at 

various levels, the purpose of this article is to explore and illuminate the preliminary impacts 

of COVID-19 in Kenya’s tourism sector.  It also seeks to assess the strategies put forward by 

the government to avert the worst effects of COVID-19 on the sector and facilitate recovery.  

 

Review of Related Literature 

Tourism is major global business that contributes 10.4% of global Domestic Product (GDP) 

and 10% of employment globally, thereby staking its reputation as big business in the world 

trade. However, tourism is a fickle that is extremely vulnerable to disruptive events such as 

natural calamities, economic disasters, terrorism, political crises, and epidemics (Yozcu & 

Cetin, 2020).  Unlike physical goods that can be stored for future use, the tourism product is 

(e.g., airline seats, hotel beds, guides services, restaurant table etc) is perishable thus, any of 

crisis can trigger an unprecedented and devastating impact on the tourism industry. However, 

with a few exceptions such as the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, the effects of previous crises 
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have been regional and their impact on the volume and value of the international tourism and 

travel industry limited. However, there is much evidence suggesting that because of its global 

reach and impact, Covid-19 will go down in history as one of the events with the greatest 

impact on the tourism industry this century. The impact of Covid-19 pandemic on and 

recovery of the tourism industry will remain unprecedented until all people in the word are 

vaccinated or a cure is found.  

The effects of pandemics such as the Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), the 

Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS), HIV and AIDS, Zika, MERS, Zika, Bird flu, 

SARS, Mad Cow Disease and Ebola, on tourism have been extensively researched and 

discussed in the literature (Wu et al., 2017; Novelli et al, 2018). Previous studies have shown 

lockdowns and restrictions on visitations to be not only effective in curbing the spread of 

epidemics but also to often have adverse effects on tourism destinations and the recovery of 

the industry because of travel advisories often issued by tourists generating countries (Yap & 

Saha, 2013). While tourism is highly vulnerable to various crises, it is often accustomed to 

and as Novelli et al (2018) point out has been resilient in bouncing back from such shocks. A 

study on the impact of SARs on tourism in Hong Kong, for example, found that travel, 

tourism, and retail sectors were significantly affected by the abrupt drop of tourist arrivals but 

the overall economic impact was not as serious as expected (Siu &Wong, 2004). While 

tourism has proven to be resilient to pandemic outbreaks including Zika, SARS, and Ebola, 

none of the previous epidemics has had such a profound and unexpected consequences on the 

tourism economy as Covid-19. The nature, depth, and breadth of Covid-19 is, in several 

respects, different from previous pandemics and is likely to have long lasting effects on the 

tourism, travel, and hospitality industries.   

Studies on the impact of pandemics on international travel and tourism have shown 

that the industry is often the first sector to close and often the last to reopen/recover when the 

crisis is over (Novelli et al, 20180). This situation creates serious economic hardships for 

countries whose economies are entirely on dependent on the travel, tourism, and hospitality 

industries.  Indeed, there is enough empirical evidence to suggest that pandemics like Covid-

19 often affect all parts of the tourism ecosystem and value chain, rendering countries 

particularly vulnerable. However, unlike previous pandemics, the effects of COVID-19 on 

the travel and tourism industry are like to be more severe and long-lasting because of its 

global reach. Indeed, the UNWTO has warned that, because of heightened uncertainty as to 

when the spread of the virus will be contained, it is too early to completely assess and predict 

the actual effects of COVID-19 on tourism (UNWTO, 2020).  

Previous studies have shown that pandemics have negative effects on all sectors of the 

tourism ecosystem and economy. Russy & Smith (2012) in their study in Mexico on the 

economic impact of influenza pandemic on the tourist and pork sectors found that over a 

five‐month period tourist arrivals declined  by nearly one million which translated into losses 

of around US$2.8 billion. Siu & Wong (2004) in their study on the impact of SARS on 

tourism in China estimated the overall economic cost to be US$48 billion. Ebola, on the other 

hand, cost the affected countries between circa US$2.8 -US$32.6 billion in lost GDP. While 

there is accurate statistical data on the economic impact of COVID-19 on global tourism are 

not yet available, anecdotal evidence suggest that the effects will not be different from those 

of other pandemics, which include a sharp drop in tourist arrivals and revenues, loss of 

businesses, and livelihoods. Pandemics have also been shown lead to a surge in job losses, 

poverty, and inequalities. SARs, for example, are reported to have cost about 3 million people 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2020.1758708
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2020.1758708
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2020.1758708
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09669582.2020.1758708
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their jobs in the tourism and hospitality industries in Hong Kong, Singapore, Vietnam, and 

China (WTTC, 2003; UNDP, 2014).  

 

Methodology 

The present article is conceptual and heavily depends on data extracted from various 

secondary sources to analyse the impact of the novel coronavirus on the travel and tourism 

industry in Kenya and and the strategies adopted to guide the sector’s recovery. Desk-top 

research was used to collect information from various sources including websites of the 

concerned authorities, online media publications, articles, and research papers UNWTO 

statistics and government data, newspaper paper articles, blogs, and books. The information 

collected include lliterature on the fate of tourism during and after pandemics, natural 

disasters, terrorism, and political unrest in different countries that have experienced 

disruptive events and the experiences of Kenya were reviewed and added to this. 

Conversations were also mad with researchers, policy makers, students, and other tourism 

stakeholders through online platforms and social media keeping in line with the ‘new normal’ 

of working remotely. Then an attempt was made to relate the Kenyan case to these facts. 

 

Profile of Tourism in Kenya 

Tourism is one of Kenya’s largest industries and contributors to the national economy. The 

industry makes about 11% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 12% of wage employment, 

18% of foreign exchange and 11% of government revenues (MWT, 2020). The industry has 

grown steadily country’s tourism sector has experienced steady growth from less than 

73,4000 international arrivals in 1965 to 2.03 million in 2018 with a corresponding increase 

in revenues.  In 2019, the country hosted 2,035.4 million foreign tourists and earned 

Ksh.163.6 billion in tourism receipts (KNBS, 2020). Despite competition from other African 

destinations, Kenya’s tourism sector has become successful in attracting tourists from all 

round the world because of its appealing natural attractions including warm sandy coastal 

beaches, flora and fauna, and beautiful culture of Kenya’s ethnic communities. It is estimated 

that over 80% of tourists visiting Kenya come because of the opportunity for a game safari to 

view a wide variety of magnificent wild animals in their natural ecosystem (Ondicho, 2010). 

However, diverse tourism options available to tourists whether it is conference, adventure, 

nature, or cultural which makes Kenya every tourist’s must visit destination on their travel 

list.  

Although international tourism is the backbone of Kenya’s tourism industry, evidence 

indicates significant growth in domestic tourism. For instance, domestic tourism accounted 

for 4, 995 000 bed-nights in 2019 reflecting a 10.4% increase over 4, 489,000 in 2018. The 

significance of domestic tourism in Kenya was fully recognized following major catastrophes 

such as the 2002 Kikambala bombings, 2007 Kenya post-election violence, September 2013 

West Gate Mall terrorist attack, 2015 El Nino flooding, and the global economic recession in 

key source markets (Kwoba, 2018). With international a sharp decline in international tourist 

arrivals between 2011 and 2015, the MTW started a new marketing campaign aimed at 

domestic tourists as an alternative to boost tourism revenues through increasing their share of 

total occupied hotel bed-nights. Compared to other destinations, domestic tourism in Kenya 

has proven to be more resilient to external shocks than international tourism after a series of 

crises. Thus, domestic tourism should be given priority during and after the Covid-19 

pandemic.  
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Results & Discussion   

The tourism industry in Kenya is among the first and most severely affected by the Covid-19 

pandemic. The rapid spread of Covid-19 in Kenya’s top source markets of US, UK, India, 

China, German, France, and Italy has exposed a major risk to Kenya’s tourism sector (Irandu, 

2020). The imposition of a unilateral ban on international travel and flights and closure of 

national borders both in tourism generating and receiving countries has precipitated massive 

cancellations of existing bookings held in airlines, tours, hotel, and other tourist bookings. A 

MTW survey in reveals that 64.5% of businesses in Kenya reported over 90% booking 

cancellations (MTW, 2020). The massive cancellations of tourism events, flights, 

accommodation, and related services led to a sharp drop in the number of tourists to Kenya 

bringing the tourism and hospitality industries to a virtual standstill. While in January and 

February 2020 the country recorded 136, 389 and 163, 000 arrivals, as shown in Table 1 in 

April arrivals reduced to a paltry 12 from 47296 in March of 2020 (Trading Economics, 

2021). In 2020, tourist arrivals were projected to grow by 10% however it is now doubtful if 

this target will be achieved because of the uncertainty as to when the pandemic will be 

defeated.  
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Table 1: Kenya Tourist Arrivals, May 2019- April 2020 

 

 
 

Source: (KNBS, 2020) 

The sudden drop in demand and plummeting number of tourists has also severely affected 

direct income earnings from the tourism sector.  According to the Cabinet Secretary for 

Tourism and Wildlife, Honourable Najib Balala the country had, as of June 2020, lost Ksh.80 

million in tourism receipts and was forecast to lose more than Ksh. 85 billion (about 800 

million U.S. dollars) in 2020. Research on the Impact of Covid-19 on tourism in Kenya 

commissioned by the MTW in June 2020  

In tandem with the statistics of hotel-room cancellations, workers in the hotel industry 

have been among those severely affected by the pandemic. The Cabinet Secretary for 

Tourism and Wildlife reported that 2.5 million people working in the tourism industry had 

lost their jobs between April and October 2020 (Xinhue, Sunday, October 25, 2020). 1.6 

million Jobs in the industry are at risk because of a 60-80% drop in sales owing to Covid-19 

(Daily Nation, Monday June 29, 2020). The Monetary Policy Committee Market Perception 

Survey for the month of April 2020 reported that over 90% of hotel employees in Kenya have 

either been laid off or put on furlough closures because the hotels are not receiving income 

due Covid-19. Five-star hotels that have laid off staff include Villa Rosa Kempinski, Mayfair, 

Norfolk, InterContinental, and Serena Chain of hotels. Additionally, several other 

accommodation and catering establishments, restaurants, bars, eateries, cafes, entertainment 

spots, and tourist resorts including game reserves have also suspended their operations due to 

a reduction in the number of customers.  

The Covid-19 outbreak has also adversely affected travel agents and tour operators. 

They have suffered immense losses due to lack of bookings or enquiry regarding tour 

packages from both international and domestic tourists and existing bookings have cancelled. 

There are over 1000 travel agents in Kenya and tour operators in Kenya, who provide various 

services regarding tourism and travel as well as information about the range products 

available for tourists. Since tourism in the country has come to a halt due the national 

lockdown, most of these travel agents and tour operators have closed and their work stopped. 

However, even after the reopening of the national borders, the arrival of international tourists 
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is not expected soon as it will take some time for people to overcome the fear of getting 

infected by the virus. The travel agents and tour operators would be able to hardly earn 

anything and will remain idle for the remainder of the year and the income they used to earn 

from tourism will not happen in the year 2020.  

The impact of Covid-19 on tourism retailers cannot be ignored. There are several 

retailers such as those involved in handcrafts, cultural village tourism, curios, shops that sell 

antique products and other small-scale businesses whose incomes mainly come from tourists 

visiting the country.   Furthermore, there are many hawkers and local entrepreneurs who sell 

local products like fruits, drinks, and etc in kiosks, on the roadside and shops along the tourist 

routes. All these businesses were closed during lockdown but even after the government 

reopening its national borders more than half of them continue to be closed because there no 

tourists at all. Retailers have been shown not only to be highly vulnerable and sensitive to 

economic shocks but also lack the flexibility and resilience to deal with shocks such as the 

one caused by Covid-19. Given their often-limited capital, existing difficulties in securing 

loans, and to embrace technological innovations, the duration over which they can withstand 

a seismic shock like the one caused by the coronavirus is often much shorter than big firms. 

Many retailers have closed shop while others are operating at a lower scale with a skeleton 

staff because there are no tourists, thus, they have continued to suffer significant loss of their 

income. This means that most retailers are now not only out of work and businesses but also 

are accumulating huge debts from unpaid rent and maintenance costs.  

Women and the youth who constitute the bulk of employees in semi-skilled low-

paying temporal jobs in SMEs those who are worst hit, especially given that have fewer 

benefits and lower social security schemes. Finally, the higher inter-dependence, yet 

variegation of tourism services means that a shock in one segment of the tourism ecosystem 

brings devastating follow-on effects on tourism’s whole value chain. This trend of events is 

likely to have widespread effects on the livelihoods of thousands of people, especially those 

who are entirely dependent of tourism for their survival.  

The rapid growth of tourism has led to a significant increase in direct, indirect, and 

induced employment opportunities all over the world. In Kenya, tourism is not only a major 

employer, but also has strong forward and backward linkages with other sectors such as 

agriculture, transport, and education. Tourism can therefore generate employment 

opportunities directly through casinos, taxis, restaurants, nightclubs, hotels, tour operations 

and agencies, and indirectly through the supply of goods and services necessary for the 

smooth operation of tourism related businesses. Tourism also generates a host of other 

induced employment opportunities in the industry’s supply chain of goods and services. 

According to Deloitte (2020) the total number of people directly employed in the tourism 

industry in Kenya was 1.6 million (8.5%) in 2019 and was projected to grow by 2.9% in 

2020. However, the Covid-19 pandemic has dramatically distorted all this. The WTTC 

(2020) predicts a loss of 750,000 jobs in Kenya’s tourism sector in 2020. These estimations 

are more worrying when viewed against the fact that tourism is a leading source of 

employment for the vulnerable segments of the population.  

Largely due to constrained demand, thousands of employees in mainstream tourism 

and in retail and service enterprises reliant on tourism income have been sent home on unpaid 

leave or retrenched because tour and travel businesses, accommodation and catering 

establishments, restaurants, bars, restaurants, eateries, cafés, and tourist resorts have either 

closed or scaled down due to lack of consumers for their services. The informal tourism 
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sector in Kenya which provides the bulk of tourism induced and indirect jobs has also 

reportedly collapsed due to Covid-19 leaving thousands of people without any source of 

livelihood. Tourism employs a disproportionately large number of women and the youth in 

low paid, semi-skilled, part-time, and casual jobs, and self-employed workers in the arts and 

crafts, food and beverage, car rental, curios businesses, and souvenir hawking. These people 

are highly vulnerable to shocks such as the one caused by the COVID-19 pandemic because 

they have little or no income security and social protection such as health insurance to 

cushion them from economic hardships.  Thus, abrupt sharp decline in tourism demand has 

increased financial strain on families and communities that are dependent on income from 

employment in these sectors, which have been adversely affected by the coronavirus.   

There is no tourism destination in the world that can survive without a functional 

means of transportation to enable accessibility or to get there, such as airline, railway line, 

cruise ship, bus service or port which is a clear indication that transport connectivity is a 

major driver for the growth of both domestic and international arrivals. The global outbreak 

of coronavirus has severely affected the transport sector, especially the aviation industry. 

Before the outbreak of the corona virus, there were many international flights from Europe, 

Asia and Africa landing in Kenya making access and visitation easier and generating 

different types of benefits for the country, including revenues, and employment as well as 

keeping the airports busy. However, unilateral restrictions on domestic and international air 

travel as a direct result of the coronavirus pandemic, many tourists cancelled their flight 

bookings precipitating a dramatic decline in air traffic which has pushed many airlines into 

severe financial strain. Kenya Airways, the national flagship airline carrier of Kenya, 

estimates that it is losing US$ 8 million a month.  

On 4 August 2020, the Standard Newspaper reported that between March and July 

Kenya Airways was making a weekly loss of Ksh. 874 million (US$74 million) and its debt 

burden to suppliers increased from Ksh. 17.5 million in March to Ksh. 22 billion in July 

(Standard Media, 2021) Irandu (2020) citing IATA projections reports that in 2020 Kenya 

Airways will handle 2.5 million fewer passengers, resulting in US$ 0.54 million revenue loss 

risking 137, 965 jobs and US$ 1.1 billion contribution to the national economy. Projections 

suggest that the airline will incur losses amounting to Ksh35 billion by the end of 2020. 

These figures will be massive when including its domestic franchise. The airline, which was 

facing turbulent times before the outbreak of COVID-19, is currently implementing some 

cost cutting strategies to reduce losses, including laying off 40% of its staff. Despite resuming 

operations in most of its domestic and international markets from July 15, and August 1, 

2020, respectively, it is still unknown whether the airline will survive the impact of the 

coronavirus pandemic. Now we wait and see how it weathers the storm.  

Kenya’s tourism industry is nature based and the main tourist attractions include but 

are not limited to warm and sandy coastal beaches, rich biodiversity, magnificent wildlife, 

friendship of its people and rich cultural heritage, museums, nightlife, cuisine, mountains, 

splendid conference facilities, stunning scenery, and historical sites and monuments. 

However, it is estimated that 90% of inbound tourists come for the superb opportunities for a 

wildlife safari and to view wildlife in their natural habitats (Ondicho, 2018). There are 60 

national parks and game reserves in Kenya managed by the Kenya Wildlife Services (KWS), 

the national organisations responsible for wildlife tourism and conservation.  

Additionally, there are 167 community conservancies established and run by local 

people as commercial tourism enterprises and earning them direct tourism income through 
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concessions, leaseholds, camping and entry fees. In addition, communities receive 25% of the 

total annual income from park entry fees under a revenue sharing arrangement with KWS to 

compensate them for lost grazing land and as an incentive for conservation. It is estimated 

that the KWS generates about ksh. 4.2 billion out of game reserves’ gate entry fees per 

annum. This revenue is important in funding wildlife and biodiversity conservation, wildlife 

security, and livelihood programs in addition to supporting employment for community 

members as game rangers, casual laborers, and security guards. There are also several small-

scale community-based enterprises where a large majority of community members are self-

employed including manufacturers of arts and crafts, local foodstuff suppliers, ritual song and 

dance entertainers, and as objects of the tourist gaze in cultural villages that are fully 

dependent on income from tourists visiting the adjacent game reserves and conservancies. 

The outbreak of coronavirus and subsequent, imposing of travel restrictions has brought 

tourist visits to wildlife reserves into a virtual standstill and as a result, the KWS and local 

communities are now face a grim future.   

As the socio-economic impact of Covid-19 continues to bite, private game ranches, 

national game reserves and community conservancies now face major financial problems. 

With wildlife tourism generating no revenues, KWS has been forced to cut pay-outs to 

approximately 1 million people under the revenue sharing arrangement and community 

conservancies are unable to pay dividends to the local landowners. Additionally, management 

of private game ranches, game reserves, and community conservancies faced with financial 

problems have been forced to reduce staff numbers and implement pay-cuts to the remaining 

employees. As a result of reduced or lack of income, heightened livelihood, and economic 

hardships, as well as intensified human-wildlife conflicts on vulnerable communities will 

likely lead to increased wildlife poaching, illegal grazing, and charcoal burning thus, 

reversing the gains made in community conservancies over the past decades.  

The conservation estate will be more adversely affected as benefits from wildlife 

tourism which serve as important incentives for sustainable environmental practices, get 

withdrawn or reduced due to covid-19. This will negatively impact on the livelihoods of 

many people around protected areas as the economic impacts deepen thus escalating the 

levels of poverty levels, if the Covid-19 pandemic is not defeated. This will also slow down 

the industry’s recovery because when tourism activities eventually reopen tourism will most 

likely be among the last sectors to restart because many international tourists are either fear 

or lack the money due to Covid-19.  

 

Government Recovery Strategies 

As Covid-19 continues to ravage the world, like many developing countries, Kenya has no 

option but to prioritise economic imperatives to kickstart the recovery of the national 

economy that heavily depends on tourism, agriculture, and the informal sectors. It is against 

this backdrop that the government has gradually started to relax domestic and international 

travel restrictions to jumpstart recovery in the tourism sector. From July 6, cessation of 

domestic travel was lifted, curfew time was scaled down from 7pm-5am to 9pm-4am, and 

places of worship are gradually opening, domestic air travel started in mid-July and 

international air travel resumed on August 1, 2020. In addition to these measures, the 

government of Kenya has put in place several anti-COVID-19 measures not only to flatten 

the curve but also to stimulate economic activities including tourism. To spearhead recovery 
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of the tourism, travel, and hospitality industries in the country the government has introduced 

the following:  

Requirement for the tourism, travel, and hospitality industries to comply with the 

Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife’s Magical Kenya Tourism and Travel, Health and Safety 

Protocols developed by the National Tourism and Hospitality Protocols Taskforce to the 

WTTC and UNWTO for the "New Normal" (the Protocols) after adopting the global health 

and hygiene protocols dubbed “Safe Travels” and obtaining the “WTTC Safe Travel 

Stamp” which allows travellers to recognise Kenya as a safe destination. The Protocols 

aim to achieve (environmentally and socially responsible) institutional, operational and 

staff preparedness to ensure service provision meets required health and safety guidelines 

for preventing the spread of Covid-19. 

Requirement for all tourism and hospitality businesses, enterprises, and facilities to 

observe the general protocols for safety of their staff, clients, and public  including but not 

limited to social distancing, regularly sanitising and disinfecting the premises, having a 

valid COVID-19-free certification for core staff, implementation of a food safety 

management system, using online booking systems and cashless payment modes to 

discourage physical contact, train frontline staff on health and safety measures to prevent, 

manage and mitigate the spread of Covid-19,  provide staff and guests with protective 

equipment, and implementing documented standard operating procedures for guest 

management. 

A one-year suspension of rent payment to lodge owners in all KWS run parks and 

reserves starting 1 July 2020 to 30 June 2021. The lodge owners have been encouraged to 

use savings from the freeze on rent to grow their businesses, promote KWS parks as ideal 

tourist destinations for safari tourism and improve on visitors’ experience.  Reduction of 

entry fees to KWS game parks and reserves for all categories of tourists (local, residents 

and international) with residents and citizens enjoying the same rates effective from 1 July 

2020 to 30 June 2021. Reduction of filming fees by 50% is likely to create incentives for 

filmmakers both local and international producers filming in KWS parks and reserves. The 

film makers are expected to utilise savings from the discounted rates to grow their 

businesses, and market Kenya.  

Opening of the country’s borders for tourism to both domestic and international 

tourists by uplifting termination of movement and domestic and international flights from 15 

July and I August 2020, respectively. Enactment of an 8-Point Economic Stimulus Package 

of Ksh. 53.7 billion, in which tourism is the sixth area of target. The package for the tourism 

sector includes provision of soft loans to hotels and related establishments through the 

Tourism Finance Corporation (TFC), allocation Ksh. 2 billion for the renovation of facilities 

and restructuring of business operation by tourism companies, Ksh. 1 billion allocation each 

for KWS to hire 5,500 community game scouts and to support 160 community conservancies, 

and support for the Kenya Utalii College (KUC) to continue training and supplying qualified 

professionals for the hotel and hospitality industry.  The Kenya Tourism Board (KTB) has 

initiated a Virtual Tour Live Stream campaign not only to showcase Kenya’s wildlife and 

game safaris as part of the ongoing Magic Awaits Campaign but also ensure that international 

tourists and travellers remain connected to destination Kenya during the Covid-19 lockdown 

period.  
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Conclusion and Recommendations  

Although Kenya has reopened its borders, it is unlikely that the tourism industry will resume 

operation soon because many tourists are either afraid of or cautious about overseas travel or 

cannot afford the cost of travel. Most of Kenya’s tourism source markets including the United 

States of America, United Kingdom, Germany, France, Italy, China, and India are still on 

lockdown and have not only suspended international air travel but also issued travel 

advisories against overseas travel to their citizens. Together with decreased willingness to 

travel, the restrictions have had a devastating impact on the travel, tourism, hospitality sectors 

in many countries, including Kenya. Secondly, it is too soon to predict the future of Kenya’s 

tourism industry after the lifting of travel restrictions because most of the businesses and 

major hotels that closed due to Covid-19 are yet to open due to heightened uncertainty over 

the increasing number of new COVID-19 cases being reported in the country. Despite the 

substantive importance of tourism to economic growth in Kenya, the impact of COVID-19 on 

the tourism sector, especially within the context of Kenya has hardly been analysed. Indeed, 

there is no study that has comprehensively addressed the impact of COVID-19 on tourism in 

the world generally and Kenya specifically. While previous studies have examined the impact 

of previous pandemics, natural disaster, violence, and terrorism on tourism, the literature 

cannot be entirely applied on COVID-19 because this is a novel disease that affects almost all 

tourism generating and receiving countries it the world.  

In sum, the COVID-19 pandemic has for the first time ever brought Kenya’s tourism 

industry to a virtual standstill. This has triggered an unprecedented crisis in all sectors of the 

tourism economy and ecosystem. The pandemic has had a severe negative effect on arrivals, 

revenues, businesses, employment, and services within tourism and its supply chain.  It is 

therefore apparently clear that the travel, tourism, and hospitality industries are experiencing 

an unprecedented crisis since the outbreak of Covid-19 as most tourism businesses, 

establishments, and activities in Kenya have been suspended.  

Thousands of employees have either lost jobs or are on half pay or forced unpaid 

leave and the future looks bleak as Covid-19 continues to ravage the tourism economy in 

Kenya. This has brought a multiplier effect on the living conditions of many people who were 

previously dependent on the tourism industry, thus precipitating a major socio-economic 

problem for the government of Kenya. The government has in response instituted policy 

measures to kickstart and shape the recovery process in the sector.  

Even though Kenya has reopened its borders and put in place policy measures to 

jumpstart tourism’s recovery, it is unlikely that the industry will resume full scale operation 

soon because of uncertainty caused by coronavirus as no cure has been found yet. In 

conclusion, this paper has explored the impact of this pandemic on the tourism and strategies 

to guide the recovery of the industry in Kenya, one of the best examples of a developing 

country heavily reliant on tourism. The country, to a varying degree has significant and viable 

tourism potential. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has adversely affected Kenya’s on the 

travel and tourism industry. Both domestic and international tourism have recorded a sharp 

drop in arrivals due to the pandemic. For that reason, businesses are losing their revenue, and 

employees are losing their jobs. Against a background of uncertainty, the government has put 

in place strategies to jumpstart the tourism industry’s recovery, but it is too early to gauge 

success and how soon the industry will weather the storm the caused by the current 

pandemic.  
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