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KwaZulu-Natal’s Tourism Source Market 
Changes – Halt! Who comes here? 
 
Tourism KwaZulu-Natal Occasional Paper No. 87 
December 2011  
 
 
1.  Introduction 
 
The management of Tourism KwaZulu-Natal (TKZN) have decided to issue occasional papers to 
the tourism trade on the core findings of its research and other projects. The purpose of these 
papers is to stimulate more debate regarding the findings or progress of such projects, as well as 
to ensure wider awareness of key research findings. 
 
The tourism arena has seen dramatic changes in almost every aspect over the past five years, 
many related directly to the recent global economic downturn. From a steadily growing and 
dependable sector of many countries’ economies, the sector was hard hit by the significant 
decreases in disposable income amongst its traditional markets.  
 
An interesting occurrence through these recent times, however, has been the shift in terms of the 
source markets supplying this province with tourists. As the traditional markets have shown a 
decrease in numbers through time, other source markets have shown promising growth and 
development.  
 
The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of the state of and changes in tourism source 
markets supplying the province of KwaZulu-Natal over the past 5 years. 
 
You can download an electronic version of this paper at http://www.kzn.org.za/invest/markets.pdf 
or as an MS Word document at http://www.kzn.org.za/invest/markets.doc. Please note that you 
will need an Adobe Acrobat reader to download .pdf files. These readers can be downloaded free 
of charge at http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html  
 
 
2.   Background 

 
Tourism is an extremely fragile economic sector, easily destroyed, rapidly changed, subject to the 
perceptions of people who wish to travel for specific purposes – holidays, conferences, to visit 
friends or relatives. For the first of these, travellers have an entire world of destinations from 
which to choose. Should there be even a suggestion that their first choice would offer an 
experience which would not fit the usual leisure-based criteria, travellers have any number of 
other options. Should tourists believe that a particular destination simply costs too much, they will 
opt for another choice, and choices they certainly have. The recent and severe global economic 
crisis affected the state of world tourism as tourists in many of the major markets simply had less 
disposable income to use for trips, the cost of such trips being one of the major deciding factors.  
 
South Africa, and thus KwaZulu-Natal – a province of South Africa, are considered by their main, 
traditional foreign markets as being long haul destinations. The costs of covering such a long 
distance thus become an important consideration when planning a trip, from, for example, the 

http://www.kzn.org.za/invest/markets.pdf
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USA, UK, Germany, France or the Netherlands. The recent global economic downturn 
exacerbated this risk factor as people had far less money to spend. Many who were determined 
to have a holiday opted for destinations closer to home thus avoiding the cost of long distance 
travel. Tourism is often also in direct competition with necessities for the disposable income 
available. For people faced with less disposable income due to serious economic constraints, 
tourism fell to a far lower position on their ‘shopping list’.  
 
Destinations are able to control certain factors with regards to attracting tourists. The many and 
often inventive marketing campaigns are testament to this. However, there is little which can be 
done if global economics becomes a force working against the tourism sector.  
 
Until 2007, tourism was increasing steadily at about 4% per year. In 2007, the world’s economic 
situation underwent a dramatic and long-lasting change – downwards. This global economic 
situation had a slightly delayed but clearly identifiable effect on South Africa’s and thus KwaZulu-
Natal’s tourism sector. It was quite clear that the crisis hit KwaZulu-Natal’s traditional markets (viz 
UK, USA, Germany), very hard. A shrinking in the number of arrivals from most of the province’s 
traditional, long haul source markets was clearly evident. On the other hand, KZN’s targeted 
pursuit of new markets, somewhat different from the historical and traditional ones, has shown 
significant benefit for the province. 
 
In the sections which follow, this paper illustrates the changing trends in terms of foreign source 
markets over the past five years, and ultimately provide some conclusions and recommendations 
on this issue. It should, however, be kept in mind that a variety of sources have been used. The 
various sources do not necessarily provide exactly the same data for a particular variable and 
this might be due to different data collection methods. Furthermore, there are often mid-year, end 
of year, and early new year readjustments made, and wherever possible, these have been 
included.  
 
 
3.  Global Movements 
 
The tourism sector at the largest scale, that of the whole world, has become one of the most 
significant sectors of many economies. Globally, the numbers of people employed directly or 
supported indirectly by tourism have grown significantly through time. Even with the recent 
economic meltdown, tourism has still managed to employ over 236 million people worldwide. 
Recovery is becoming apparent, however, and a more stable situation can be seen to be 
developing. 
 
The trends in the size of the global market, its value, growth rates, numbers employed and its 
contribution to the GDP are depicted below: 
 
Table 1: Global Foreign Tourism Market Trends 2007-2011 
 2007 2008 2009 2010^ 2011 

Size 894mn* 913mn* 877mn* 940mn* 982mn^ 

Growth 6% 1.9% -4.3%* 6.7%* 4.5%^ 

Direct Spend US$856bn US$939bn* US$851bn* $919bn* $1.9tn^ 

Total Employed 234.3mn 226mn 236mn 256.6mn** 260mn^ 

Contribution to GDP 10.3% 9.7% 9.7% 9%** 9%^ 

Source: *WTO, **WTTC, TKZN, ^estimated 

 
The South African situation sits somewhere between what has happened in terms of the world, 
and the African region. This is further investigated in the section below.  
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4. South Africa’s Tourism Market Trends 
 
The 2009 tourism arrival figures provide evidence of the slow-down in terms of growth, a shorter 
length of stay and a decrease in the numbers employed in the sector, all indicators of the effect of 
the recession. The figures for 2010, on the other hand, show an increase of some 200 000 
foreign arrivals over the previous year. Although the 2010 Soccer World Cup event was largely 
responsible for this reversal, the figures have continued to remain at somewhat of a higher level 
than was previously the case. 
 
Both Africa and South Africa have been affected less/differently by the recent economic downturn 
when compared to the global situation, and when compared with the developed countries of the 
northern hemisphere such as the USA, UK and Germany. Nevertheless, this country has felt the 
bite of the recent economic downturn, both in terms of decreases in foreign air arrivals, and in 
terms of decreases in employment numbers. 
 
Other indicators of the effect of the global economic situation on South Africa are those of 
overseas (ie air arrival) visitors and hotel occupancy rates over the period under consideration. 
Air arrival or long haul visitor numbers were the most likely to have been affected, bearing in 
mind the cost of overseas travel. The numbers of overseas visitors to South Africa are reflected 
in the table below: 
 
Table 2: South African Overseas Arrivals 2007-2011 
 2007 2008 2009 2010^ 2011 

Size (‘000) 2,176 2,182 2,095 2,217+ 2,300^ 

Growth 4.7% 0.3% -4% 5.5%+ 4%^ 

Source: SAT, +STATSSA, ^estimated 
 
It is clear that the downward trend in arrivals changed during 2010, and all indications are that the 
growth resulting in the new upward trend will continue (UNWTO Barometer, 2011). 
 
These tourism arrivals can also be depicted graphically, and in the graph below, the effect of the 
2010 FIFA Soccer World Cup is obvious: 
 
Figure 1: South Africa’s Overseas Arrivals 2007-2011 
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Source: SAT, 2011 (circled point reflects arrivals due to the 2010 Soccer World Cup) 
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The orange line depicting the foreign tourist arrivals into South Africa shows that, since around 
April 2011, the number of arrivals has been the same as or greater than in previous years. 
 
The data for South African arrivals in 2011 are not yet fully available. However, the 2010 results 
indicate a 6.5% increase in the total number of overseas visitors, or 2 230 481, compared to 2009 
(SAT, 2011). It is also highly likely that 2011 will end up having been a year of positive growth 
when compared with 2009. The World Cup event in 2010 certainly helped in this regard, as can 
be clearly seen in the graph above (see circled point). It is also likely that the COP 17 event in 
Durban will have increased foreign arrivals significantly for 2011. Furthermore, that event will 
have had the effect of increasing the length of KZN’s main holiday period by several weeks, 
thereby increasing tourism for the province significantly. 
 
More important than mere total arrival numbers though are the source markets from which 
tourists originate. Further indicators of such changes in the South African foreign tourism 
situation are depicted in the table below: 

 
Figure 2: International Markets to South Africa 2007 - 2010 
 

 
  Source: SAT 2011 

 
As can be seen in the graph above, the majority of the main traditional markets to South Africa 
show a distinct decline, exacerbated if the arrivals due to the World Cup are discounted, whereas 
the new markets, particularly those of India, China and Brazil, the so-called BRIC countries, are 
increasing. This is largely mirrored if one considers the international arrivals into the province of 
KwaZulu-Natal, as is discussed in the next section. 
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4. KwaZulu-Natal’s Tourism Market Trends 
 
.  
Figure 3: KZN’s Air Passenger Arrivals 2007-2011 
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Source: SAT, 2011; ACSA, TKZN, 2011 

 
There are several noteworthy points on the graph above. The 2011 line indicates quite clearly 
that December 2011 saw the largest number of air passenger arrivals into Durban to date, as 
indicated by the circle on the graph. That month, together with July and October, appear as 
indicators that air passenger recovery was occurring, certainly as far as KZN was concerned. The 
years 2008 and 2009 were poor years in terms of air arrivals. From the graph it is clear that 2009 
was particularly poor.  
 
From around September of 2010 then, and into 2011, all indications appeared to be that the 
recession was largely over, and travel numbers were increasing. The arrival figures for every 
month of 2011 up to and including December, are at the highest level since 2007. The year even 
started off with a substantive increase in arrivals in January, as is highlighted by the star in the 
graph above. The passenger arrival figures began to exceed those of the previous years from 
September 2010, and the higher levels have continued at these higher levels for the whole of 
2011.  
 
By January 2011, passenger arrivals totalled 223 982, a massive 34.2% increase over the same 
period in 2010. It should be kept in mind though that many of these may well be business visitors 
who might only be travelling to Durban for the day, and not spending any nights in the province. 
Obviously this sector would then not have an impact on hotel occupancies.  
 
By the end of 2011, total air passenger arrivals showed an increase of 6% over the previous 
year. If both arrivals and departures are included, the KSIA reached and surpassed the magical 
figure of 5 million passengers through the airport. 
 
It should be borne in mind that not all foreign tourists arrive in the province by air, although the 
majority appear to do so. In considering road arrivals, however, the vast majority of these are 
domestic tourists and thus this paper concentrates on air arrivals, both direct international flights 
and via domestic flights from other national airports such as Johannesburg and Cape Town.  
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The answer to the question ‘how many?’ has been given. What is needed now is the reply to the 
question, ‘where from?’ Even more important than total arrival numbers, once again, are thus the 
source markets from which such tourists originate. Further indicators of such changes in 
KwaZulu-Natal’s foreign tourism situation in that regard are depicted in the table below: 

 
 
Figure 4: International Markets to KwaZulu-Natal 2007 - 2010 
 

 
 
The changes to the traditional markets to KwaZulu-Natal, indicated in the graph above, are even 
clearer than is the case with the South African situation. Here, decreases can be noted in every 
one of the traditional markets. The UK, traditionally one of KZN’s major source markets, has 
shown the greatest decrease in the number of arrivals to KZN, followed by the Netherlands, 
France, Germany and the USA. The arrivals from the USA to South Africa have remained fairly 
constant, but travel to KZN has declined significantly. 
 
At the same time, increases in arrivals from both Brazil and China are equally evident. These 
new markets are part of the increasingly significant BRIC block – Brazil, Russia, India and China. 
These countries also constitute some of the new markets concentrated upon by both South Africa 
and KZN.  
 
These increases indicate that TKZN’s efforts in mobilizing marketing campaigns aimed at the 
new markets are thus vindicated and more needs to be done to encourage these new markets to 
reach their potential, while at the same time, continuing to protect the traditional foreign markets.  
 
Certain changes in the behaviour patterns of visitors to KZN should also be carefully noted. The 
effects of the economic crisis were felt by both foreign and domestic tourists. In KZN, with regard 
to the domestic market, this resulted in a decrease in the number of trips by domestic visitors, 
shorter stay lengths, but slightly increased spend. It appeared people were keen to travel and 
have their holidays, but reduced them in number and length so as to be able to afford them. 
However, when they did take their holidays, they spent more, indicating that they were 
determined to enjoy their hard-earned break.  In all likelihood, indications are that an increased 
number of domestic tourists will be taking holiday in the coming year. Equally, trends indicate that 
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KZN will be the recipient of an increasing number of tourists from new foreign markets which it is 
pursuing.  
 
As the size of KZN’s traditional markets decreases, due to the economic constraints of travelling 
long haul, the aging of the population which has family and friendship ties in the province, and the 
increasing take-up of many of the activities previously engaged in by tourists from those markets 
by the domestic market, the importance of the newer markets is likely to increase. An example of 
the domestic take-up is that where, in former years, some 90% of the visitors to tours of the 
Battlefields came from the UK and other parts of Europe, in the past two years, the majority of 
tourists undertaking Battlefields’ tours have been from within the country (K Gillings, pers comm, 
2011). 
 
 
6.        Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Indications at the end of 2011 are that the global economic crisis has ended and that recovery is 
has been occurring since late in 2010. The number of international travellers worldwide has 
increased, and the number of international visitors to South Africa had already shown an 17.6% 
increase according to the year to date information as at the end of December 2010. While South 
Africa might well lag behind the global recovery trends, there are, nevertheless indications that 
South Africa is also on a recovery path. 
 
The recent economic crisis has also resulted in a number of changes with regards to the origin of 
tourists both to South Africa and to KwaZulu-Natal. The dramatic reduction in disposable income 
experienced throughout traditional markets in the northern hemisphere, in countries such as the 
UK, France and Germany, meant that many of those citizens who regularly and traditionally 
travelled to South Africa, and KwaZulu-Natal, simply did not come. Instead they were more likely 
to have travelled to countries closer to home, covering distances they could afford. 
 
New markets being investigated by KZN to discover what products or experiences they require 
and what South Africa, KZN or even Durban could offer in that regard, are increasing in 
importance to the province. The demand trends are being studied very carefully in order to clarify 
what tourists, travellers, visitors or clients require, what they have been requesting, and how their 
requirements have changed through time. The tourist or visitor of today is not the same being as 
the one of 50, 20 or even 5 years ago. These efforts are being rewarded the increases in the 
numbers of tourists from KZN’s new markets increase.  
 
It is obvious that the numbers are still small, overall, when compared to the number of tourists 
from KZN’s traditional markets, but the growth is clear and needs to be built upon. It is 
recommended that TKZN continues, and indeed increase its efforts in ‘wooing’ tourists from 
these new identified markets. 
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