
Journal of Transport Geography 50 (2016) 115–127
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Journal of Transport Geography

journal homepage: www.elsevier .com/ locate / j t rangeo
Assessing the impacts of aviation liberalisation on tourism:
Some methodological considerations derived from the Moroccan
and Tunisian cases
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2015.06.022
0966-6923/� 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

⇑ Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: frederic.dobruszkes@ulb.ac.be (F. Dobruszkes), veronique.

mondou@univ-angers.fr (V. Mondou), a.ghedira@gmail.com (A. Ghedira).
Frédéric Dobruszkes a,⇑, Véronique Mondou b, Aymen Ghedira c

a Université libre de Bruxelles (ULB), Faculty of Sciences, IGEAT, Avenue F. D. Roosevelt, 50, CP 130/03, 1050 Brussels, Belgium
b Université d’Angers, UMR CNRS 6590, ESO – Espaces et Sociétés, 7, allée François Mitterrand, BP 40455, 49004 Angers, France
c Université de Sousse, Institut Supérieur du Transport et de la Logistique (ISTL), 12, rue Abdallah Ibn Ezzoubeier, 4000 Sousse, Tunisa
a r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 31 December 2014
Revised 21 June 2015
Accepted 23 June 2015
Available online 3 July 2015

Keywords:
Aviation liberalisation
Low-cost airlines
Charter airlines
Tourism
Leisure travel
Visits to friends and relatives
Morocco
Tunisia
a b s t r a c t

At a time when the liberalisation of air transport is increasingly being promoted as a means to induce the
growth of the tourism business, it is striking that there is little evidence to suggest that such liberalisation
has indeed led to a growth in tourism. Furthermore, the evidence is usually restricted to the impacts of
sole low-cost airlines on tourist destinations newly served by such airlines. In contrast to various
ideological or naïve statements, this paper shows that assessing the relationship between liberalised
air markets and trends in tourism is challenging. On the transport side, aviation liberalisation is rarely
considered as a dimension that can be measured accurately; similar protected markets are not considered
for comparison; and trends in charter flights are neglected. On the tourist side, broad definitions of
so-called tourists are usually considered and include immigrants visiting their home country; nights
spent are neglected, despite a possible trend in declining length of stay; and substitution between places
is usually disregarded, as are the long-term effects.

� 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Aviation liberalisation has progressively become the new
paradigm for many, but not all, governments and international
organisations. The rationale for such a new regulatory regime is
arguably made up of a wide range of goals and interests, both polit-
ical and economic. Generally speaking, the neoliberal turn, which
emerged during the 1980s, aims at recovering firms’ profit rate
(Duménil and Levy, 2004). Since household purchasing power stag-
nates (or even declines) in many countries, and governments are
becoming less directly involved in the economy, market solvency
has become essential. Amongst neoliberal policies, privatising
firms and liberalising markets make it possible to expand the mar-
ket sphere. Indeed, such measures involve (1) transfers of activities
from the public to the private sector, and (2) new market develop-
ments. In addition, in the context of global competition between
airlines, continental-based aviation liberalisation (such as in
Europe) can be a means to consolidate the industry, namely to
build a couple of transnational airlines (e.g., Air France–KLM or
British Airways–Iberia) instead of a myriad smaller, national
champions.

At the industry level, the mainstream rhetoric supporting the
liberalisation of air transport states that such a process would
involve competition (or at least the threat of competition) that
would force airlines to lower their airfares. Liberalisation would
also cut state grants to airlines, as state aids are theoretically lar-
gely banned in a free market. In sum, welfare is expected to
increase at a lower cost for both travellers and governments (see
Forsyth, 1998, for a review). This rhetoric is rather common and
can be observed in relation to various transport or non-transport
sectors.

Beside these well-known statements and expectations, the
advocacy by aviation liberalisation has been enriched by new goals
for about two decades. Indeed, while scholars first found that avi-
ation liberalisation led to more concentrated airline networks fol-
lowing the hub-and-spoke strategy (especially in the case of
incumbent US airlines, see Bowen, 2010), it later appeared that lib-
eralisation can also induce the launch of new routes (Dobruszkes,
2014; Burghouwt and de Wit, 2015). In a market economy, it is
indeed quite common that new entrants and/or incumbent firms
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aiming to grow choose to launch new products instead of opting
for head on competition on existing markets. In the airline market,
this perspective has been observed in the behaviour of certain
low-cost airlines (LCAs) which focus on niche markets, i.e., new
routes not served by competitors. In Europe, Ryanair’s network is
the quintessential example of such a network strategy
(Dobruszkes, 2013). As a result, many places previously poorly
served by the airlines, or not served at all, have been progressively
much better served –thanks to the LCAs. Provided these areas have
some potential for tourism, they have started to attract tourists
who previously did not consider even going there.

A new causality chain thus emerged in the minds of many pol-
icymakers: aviation liberalisation induces competition between
airlines and the expansion of LCAs; this stimulates the launch of
new routes and lower airfares, both of which help to attract tour-
ists and thus favour job creation. If needed, local authorities would
help such dynamics by offering state aid to the airlines (Barbot,
2006; Rey et al., 2011). Ultimately, the rhetoric of aviation liberal-
isation now includes a tourist component that can be found in the
academic literature (e.g., Forsyth, 2006; Fu et al., 2010) and in offi-
cial documents published by public bodies at all levels, from local
to multinational organisations. For example, the World Tourism
Organization writes that:

‘‘While UNWTO recognises the right of States to determine their own
transport policies and safeguards, the Organization strongly advo-
cates the considered liberalization of air transport as instrumental
for stimulating tourism growth and job creation. The principles
concerned should not just apply to the question of airline ownership
and route networking, but also to wider issues such as airport
ownership, handling, ticketing and infrastructure in the destina-
tion’’.

[UNWTO, 2012: 10]

Similarly, the 2002 ASEAN Tourism Agreement aims:
‘‘To create favourable conditions for the public and private sectors
to engage more deeply in tourism development, intra-ASEAN travel
and investment in tourism services and facilities’’

[ASEAN, 2002]

while amongst the long list of means, the agreement states that:
‘‘Member States shall facilitate transport within and into ASEAN by
cooperating in promoting accessibility by air to and amongst
Member States through the progressive liberalisation of air services
(. . .)’’.

[ASEAN, 2002]

Aviation liberalisation is thus largely celebrated as a means of
boosting tourism. More balanced judgements are rather rare (e.g.,
Papatheodorou, 2002; Warnock-Smith and O’Connell, 2011). In a
broader view there are two linked issues. First, there is a lack of
ex-post evidence, which suggests that incantations are not neces-
sarily supported by appropriate observations. Second, gathering
such evidence raises several methodological concerns that are
the focus in this paper. It is this paper’s aim to discuss these two
issues. Because not all markets can be analysed here, we selected
two case studies that were appropriate for analysing diverging
policies and highlighting issues related to the available data.
Indeed, the paper is based largely on evidence, although the
approach points to theoretical considerations that could be
covered in further research.

The remainder of this paper is as follows. Section 2 introduces a
brief state of the art on the relationship between aviation liberali-
sation and tourism. Section 3 introduces our case studies. Section 4
is the core of this paper and discusses methodological issues
through the case of the EU-Morocco and EU-Tunisia air markets.
Section 5 discusses and concludes our results.
2. Assessing the impacts of aviation liberalisation on tourism: a
brief state of the art

Many authors write that liberalising air transport could or
would increase the tourist business. In many cases, the statement
is introduced as a reasonable hypothesis (e.g., Campisi et al., 2010;
Forsyth, 2008; Duval, 2013; Fu et al., 2010) or as being obvious
(e.g., Teles et al., 2009), without, however, appropriate supporting
evidence. Increasing air traffic (flights, routes and passengers) is
cited as evidence supporting such hypotheses, but without estab-
lishing a clear causality with tourist patterns, or even showing
them. In some cases, forecasts are made (e.g., Gillen and Hinsch,
2001; Gillen et al., 2002) but it is difficult, if not impossible, to
verify their conclusions ex post, notably if the liberalisation
hypothesis remains a hypothesis.

Of course, ex-post evidence would be more preferable but is
unfortunately scarce. While the relationship between the aviation
regulation regime and tourism is such a topical agenda it is striking
that so little evidence is available. Most works assessing the impact
of aviation liberalisation on tourism tend to focus on all airline pas-
sengers (e.g., Clougherty et al., 2001; Vowles and Tierney, 2007;
Warnock-Smith and Morrell, 2008; Thomas, 2012) instead of on
tourist arrivals only. The main cause of this is that it is easier to
get data related to airport traffic – or possibly to city- or
country-pairs – than data on tourist flows. This is, however, not
suitable for assessing changes in the tourist market since all airline
passengers characteristically have diverse reasons for travelling
and, in many cases, there are passengers diverted from other trans-
port modes, provided intermodal competition is available. In this
context, Table 1 summarises the few sources we found that
advance ex-post evidence focused on tourist flows affected by
the liberalisation of air transport. They suggest diverging impacts
depending on places considered.

Actually, available evidence comes mainly from authors investi-
gating the impacts of the sole LCAs, the development of which is
believed to be a consequence of aviation liberalisation. In other
words, the range of impacts induced by aviation liberalisation on
tourism is commonly reduced to those impacts generated by the
LCAs. It is worth recalling that the LCAs cut their costs (then air-
fares) by optimising all production factors, including both fleet
and labour management and use, and simplifying the product – a
single fleet with high seat-density planes and no free services on
board (Gross and Schröder, 2007). In addition, LCAs have out-
sourced certain activities (Barrett, 2004). This has induced
competition between suppliers, which means lower costs. Such
outsourcing includes ground handling at airports, where subcon-
tracting reduces LCAs’ direct wage bill. More generally, the advent
of LCAs is based fundamentally on new airline–airport relationships
(Barrett, 2004; Graham, 2013). On the one hand, LCAs seek airports
that offer low-cost operation (but a sufficient level of demand). This
includes secondary airports, traditional airports with old terminals
now dedicated to LCA operations (e.g., Madrid and Milan Malpensa)
and new terminals built especially for the LCAs (e.g., at Marseille,
Bordeaux and Paris CDG). On the other hand, airports’ management
has moved towards a more efficient entrepreneurial style. The rea-
sons for this are diverse and include airport privatisation involving
profit-led goals (Vogel, 2006) and the general turn of local author-
ities to entrepreneurship. Now, competing with each other to
‘foster and encourage local development and employment growth’
(Harvey, 1989), they often consider their international accessibility
as a key factor of success, and tourism as a means to stimulate
expenditure in the local economy. As not all cities or regions are
equally attractive, it has become rather common to see local author-
ities supporting regional airports and/or LCAs launching new
services from those airports (see, e.g., Laurino and Beria, 2014).



Table 1
Impacts of aviation liberalisation on tourism.

Sources Focusing on Places/time Method Main results

Duval and Schiff
(2011)

International visitor arrivals, distinguishing
‘holiday’ and ‘other’ travel purposes

From seven
countries to New
Zealand

Econometrics Results vary depending on departing country but
direct services to New Zealand have little impact on
international arrivals for holiday purposes.

Dobruszkes and
Mondou (2013)

Tourist arrivals From EU to Morocco,
2000–2010

Statistics The increase in international tourist arrivals started
before aviation liberalisation. Half of international
arrivals are Moroccans living abroad who are regarded
as related to VFR travel instead of to tourism.

Zhang and Findlay
(2014)

Tourist flows 19 countries in the
Asia–Pacific region

Econometrics Significant and positive correlation between aviation
liberalisation and tourist flows
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This paper is not the place to debate whether such state aid is lawful
or not, but it has profoundly renewed airline–airport relationships
at a time when liberalisation has induced more traffic volatility
(de Neufville and Barber, 1991), with the respective airports/LCAs’
weights setting the balance of power.

In the end, the low fares proposed by the LCAs likely do affect
demand (Graham, 2013), even though it remains unclear whether
more people travel and/or incumbent travellers simply travel more
often. More precisely, Williams and Baláž (2008) highlight that the
potential impacts of the LCAs on tourism are: an increase or
decrease in market size; changes in tourists’ profile, and thus in
their spending; and changes in the temporal distribution of tourist
flows.

Table 2 summarises ex-post evidence and leads to some conclu-
sions. First, not so many authors use econometric methods to inves-
tigate relationships between LCAs and tourism. As a result,
conclusions are often advanced on the basis of the basic observation
of statistics. In addition, the number of tourist arrivals is the main
indicator of tourism considered, albeit its content is not clearly dis-
cussed and potentially mixes various kinds of travellers (see
below). Furthermore, nearly all published works focus on devel-
oped/core countries or possibly intermediate/semi-peripheral
ones. By contrast, developing/peripheral countries are neglected,
despite the fact that several are involved in liberal agreements.
This is surprising considering the context of bilateral open-skies
agreements signed by the US and several developing countries
including, for instance, Jamaica, Peru, Namibia and Senegal
(WTO, 2005).

Having said that, most (but not all) authors find that LCAs
positively affect the tourist business in the places considered.
However, some reservations should be highlighted. First, the mag-
nitude of the effects differs between places. This confirms that
other factors also affect tourist flows. As a result, LCA expansion
in itself would not be a sufficient condition for tourism growth.
In addition, tourist arrivals can hide a decrease in length of stay,
transport mode substitution and destination substitution.
Furthermore, LCAs may encourage local inhabitants to visit other
places instead of attracting tourists from elsewhere. Finally, only
a few authors have compared the dynamics of LCAs and charter
airlines but at least in one case it has been found that the
expansion of the former seems to counterbalance the drop in the
latter.

In contrast to several enthusiastic authors, it thus appears there
are no automatic effects. It should be acknowledged that there is a
range of possible effects due to various factors. But above all, it is
striking that virtually no academic publication quoted in this
paper discusses methodological issues related to the data used
to assess the relationship between aviation liberalisation (or its
more dramatic expression, the expansion of the LCA business)
and tourism. Yet, as the next sections show, these issues are
serious.
3. Introducing Morocco and Tunisia as case studies

3.1. Two distinct strategies

Morocco and Tunisia are two North-African countries within
four hours by air (about 2,400 km) from cities such as
Amsterdam, Frankfurt, London and Paris (Fig. 1). They constitute
relevant case studies because they diverge in many significant
aspects, including tourism facilities and air transport regulatory
regimes.

Morocco historically focused its tourist expansion and attrac-
tions on its imperial cities’ heritage (mostly Marrakech and Fez),
notwithstanding some other forms of tourism, including coastal
(Agadir) and desert tourism. In the early 2000s, the adoption of
the so-called Vision 2010 tourism master plan turned towards
quantitative goals, with an aim of 10 million tourists in 2010 and
new coastal resorts (Scherle, 2011). This plan relied on national
and international public and private operators. To contribute to
these objectives, Vision 2010 explicitly planned to liberalise inter-
national air transport to obtain lower airfares and new routes
(Moroccan Government and CGEM, 2001):

‘‘The liberalization of air transport represents one of the best ways
to contribute to the set up of a new tourist policy’’,

its anticipated result being
‘‘boosting competition, attracting new operators, and in so doing
creating conditions conducive to a rapid growth in the sector which
would support tourism, by gradually suppressing restrictions on
offer and prices’’.

[Moroccan Government and CGEM, 2001; translated by the
authors]

Morocco then negotiated an open-sky agreement with the EU
(EU27, at the time), which was signed in 2006, then progressively
ratified by EU Member States. As a result, any EU or Moroccan air-
line is allowed to operate international flights freely between any
EU airport and any Moroccan airport, while the fifth air freedom
is allowed under certain conditions (see Dobruszkes and
Mondou, 2013). This agreement replaces all pre-existing bilateral
agreements.

By contrast, Tunisia developed tourism as early as the 1970s,
before Morocco, when mass tourism from Europe was expanding.
Tunisia focused on coastal tourism related to the sea, sun and sand
at coastal resort (Equipe MIT, 2005). This was initially geared
towards European tourists with the strong support of the
Tunisian Government (e.g., for training, transport infrastructures
and accommodation) and then by private investors (Miossec,
1996). Thus, Tunisia became the archetypal tourist spot linked to
all-inclusive packages sold by European tour operators. This out-
come has not been accompanied by a liberalisation of Tunisia’s
international air market.



Table 2
Impacts of low-cost airlines on tourism.

Sources Focusing on Places/time Method Main results

Ryan and Birks (2005) LCA international passengers From New Zealand regional airport Survey Most passengers travel from New Zealand to Australia rather than in the opposite
direction. As a result, the impact on New Zealand’s tourist attractions in the airport’s
region is very weak

Aguiló et al. (2007) Arrivals, length of stay, expenditure
per tourist

Spain (2000–2005) Statistics LCAs supported a large increase in arrivals (tourists are not distinguished). Drop in length
of stay. Slight decrease in seasonality. Decrease in market share of traditional package
holiday

Whyte and Prideaux (2007) Overnight visitors Five Australian destinations
(2000–2003)

Statistics On the whole, LCA expansion in the early 2000s did not induce an increase in domestic
tourism. Trends differ depending on destinations but the stagnant number of tourists on
the national scale suggests mode and/or destination substitution effects. The decrease in
self-driving might reduce visits to small rural towns
Some LCA services actually encourage Australians to travel overseas instead of in their
own country.

Donzelli (2010) Tourist arrivals, overnight stays and
tourism seasonality

Southern Italy, 2000–2006 Statistics LCAs induced an increase in tourist arrivals/overnight stays and a decrease in tourism
seasonality (more tourism off summer peak)

Graham and Dennis (2010) Tourist arrivals and profiles From UK to Malta, 2006–2007 Statistics and
surveys

Net increase in tourist arrivals, despite a drop in charter traffic. UK tourists travelling by
LCAs do not differ in terms of length of stay or of tourist product sought

Lian and Denstadli (2010) Tourist arrivals by air From EU countries to Norway,
2003–2007

Econometrics Both the decrease in airfares and the advent of LCAs contribute to explain the increase in
tourist arrivals

Pulina and Cortés-Jiménez (2010) Tourism length of stay,
accommodations per tourist arrivals
and bed spaces per tourist arrivals

Alghero (Italy), 1987–2007 Econometrics LCAs have induced an increase in foreign tourism demand (+60%) while domestic tourism
demand was the least affected (+2%)

Increase in tourism demand has induced an increase in tourism supply (accommodations
and beds) both in the short and long run

Chung and Whang (2011) Tourist arrivals and revenues,
seasonality

From Seoul to Jeju Island (Korea),
2005–2009

Statistics LCAs have stimulated an increase in tourist arrivals and accommodation revenues but
have not reduced tourism seasonality

Rey et al. (2011) Tourists from a given country of
origin relative to its population

Six Spanish provinces receiving
tourists from ten West European
countries (2000–2009)

Econometrics The increase in LCA market share has a significant, positive impact on tourist arrivals

Alivernini et al. (2012) Tourist expenditures Italian provinces (NUTS3),
1998–2010

Surveys and
econometrics

Tourist expenditures increase if the distance to the closest airport served by LCAs
decreases, but the effect prevails only in the south and on the islands, where elasticity =
–0.226

Kuljanin and Kalić (2015) Airline passengers’ profile Belgrade, 2013 Survey Emigrant travellers (flying to Serbia) and visits to Serbian friends and relatives abroad
account for a large share of LCA passengers

Macchiavelli and Pozzi (2015) Foreign tourist arrivals Bergamo Airport (Italy),
2004–2012

Surveys Tourists’ areas of origin have become more diverse. The western EU dominates much less
but new tourists spend less. The share of tourists heading for Bergamo has fluctuated over
the years
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Fig. 1. Morocco and Tunisia in a European context. Circles are centred on Marrakech and Djerba and were generated using a gnomonic projection that displays great circles as
straight lines. Then an equidistant cylindrical projection was applied.

Table 3
Comparative SWOT matrix between Tunisian and Moroccan cases. Source: authors’ own elaboration.

Positive Negative

Strengths Weaknesses

Morocco: Tunisia: Morocco: Tunisia:
Internal – Tourism development policy based on a two-

stage global plan made up of quantitative
expansion between 2000 and 2010, then product
diversification (including business tourism, sailing
and golf). The plan includes training, housing and
air transport

– Economic
importance of
tourism and air
transport

– Restructuring flag airline
(Royal Air Maroc)

– Decrease in tourist arrivals, especially from
Europe

– Intention of diversifying tourist facilities in
terms of places (new seaside resorts) and of
products (niche markets)

– Tourists coming
from a wide range
of countries

– Flag airline with ageing
planes

– Ageing tourist product based on holiday clubs
fitting less with today’s tourists, especially
European ones

– Relationships with both Europe and Sub-Saharan
Africa

– Failure of its low-cost
subsidiary (Atlas Blue)

– Strong dependency on tourism

– Increasing tourist arrivals since 2000s – Weak link in aviation
negotiations

– Concerns with security (attacks against tourists)
that have induced a drop in tourist arrivals

– The only North African country that signed an
open-sky agreement with the EU

– Flag airline with ageing planes and corporate
governance issues

Opportunities Threats

Morocco: Tunisia: Morocco: Tunisia:
External – General increase in tourist flows – General increase

in tourist flows
Potential tourists may be
frightened by political
instability in other North
African countries

The country used to attract tourists from various
origins, including out of Europe. However, troubles
in some originating countries (e.g., Libya) have
reduced flows towards Tunisia

– Political instability in other North African
countries could stimulate extra tourist arrivals

– Visa
requirements
lifted for citizens
from six African
countries

– Interest expressed by low-cost airlines for extra
flights and new routes

– Support from the
EU to liberalise air
transport.
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Hence these two near countries offer a very important opportu-
nity to compare the contrasting outcomes associated with
contrasting aviation policy positions. Table 3 proposes a SWOT
analysis of Morocco and Tunisia to explore the issues outlined
above regarding air transport and tourism. However, comparisons
will be restricted by data availability. Indeed, the two countries do



120 F. Dobruszkes et al. / Journal of Transport Geography 50 (2016) 115–127
not always supply similar indicators, and more general data are
available on Morocco than on Tunisia.

3.2. Data used

This paper relies on various statistics that make it possible to
examine trends since the early 2000s. However, finding compara-
ble figures over time between Morocco and Tunisia proved
difficult. This suggests that investigating a larger set of countries
would be even more complicated, unless they belonged to a regio-
nal bloc with harmonised statistics (e.g., the Eurostat model). It
worth noting here that international statistics supplied by the
UNWTO do not offer extra information. Actually, they provide only
key indicators, and in every case they are strongly affected by each
country’s own definitions and practices. This suggests that going
into national figures is important.

In terms of tourist flows, Morocco supplies detailed statistics
regarding international arrivals and airline flows. The Moroccan
Ministry of Tourism publishes an annual report on tourism1 that
includes many useful indicators (including arrivals, nights spent,
transport modes and visitors’ citizenship), several of which are dis-
aggregated (per entry point, city or area of destination, month, type
of accommodation, etc.). Unfortunately, only key figures are avail-
able online and it is difficult to obtain the whole printed report.

The Tunisian Ministry of Tourism publishes a similar series,2

which is even more difficult to obtain. Furthermore, there is a crucial
gap between the two national series. Indeed, Moroccan statistics
have the great advantage of distinguishing between two groups,
so-called ‘Moroccans living abroad’ (MLAs) and ‘foreign tourists’.
Even though Moroccan migrants would have obtained other citizen-
ship, they cannot give up their Moroccan citizenship, so are still con-
sidered MLAs. This is an interesting advantage for investigating
international mobilities since the two groups may have specific attri-
butes and behaviours (see below). Unfortunately, this distinction in
the data does not exist regarding Tunisia.

In terms of air side dynamics, we used several sources.
Databases edited monthly by OAG are very useful for assessing
the provision of regular air services. These datasets are comprehen-
sive (in terms of airlines considered and spatial coverage), disag-
gregated (at the flight level) and include a lot of useful data for
each flight (departure and arrival airports, airline, frequency,
number of seats, code sharing, etc.). To give some idea of the data
captured, the January 2015 edition includes 228 country codes,
657 airlines, 3,635 airports, 48,718 airport-pairs and 109,743
operated flight codes (or 205,789, considering code sharing).

It is, therefore, not surprising that many researchers now use
OAG data, in spite of the price. However, as the data are focused
on regular flights, they exclude charter flights. Generally, it is more
complicated capturing the provision of charter flights. For this
information researchers need to rely either on national statistics
or on charter airlines’ goodwill.3 In the case of Morocco and
Tunisia, the respective airport authorities hold data that distin-
guishes between regular and charter flights operated. The airlines
(including small ones) and the airport provide this information,
but it is not accessible by the public. It was only due to our connec-
tions that we were able to access it.

Anyway, charter business models are evolving and this makes
the ‘‘charter’’ attribute ambiguous (see below). Furthermore, it
can be frustrating that the charter flight business is rendered
through the number of flights, instead of the number of seats
(which is a better proxy for demand volume) or of passengers.
1 Entitled ‘‘Le tourisme en chiffres’’.
2 Entitled ‘‘Le Tourisme tunisien en chiffres’’.
3 For instance, Schepens (2004) succeeded in obtaining airport-pairs served by

nearly all charter airlines departing from five European countries.
For these reasons, we also considered statistics related to the sales
of all-inclusive packages. Such statistics may be supplied by a
national trade association.

Finally, the use of all these data sources makes it possible to
better understand the dynamics in the aftermath of aviation liber-
alisation. However, some sub-sections cannot be supported by
empirical evidence due to the lack of data or to public authorities
refusing to pass on the statistics they hold.
4. Assessing the impacts of aviation liberalisation on tourism:
methodological issues

4.1. Defining aviation liberalisation

The first issue is to define liberalisation. Following the shift
from a protected market to the so-called ‘liberalised’ market, many
authors have taken liberalisation for granted. But where is the limit
between a protected market and a liberalised one? Actually, liber-
alisation should not be considered a binary attribute. Instead, a
degree of liberalisation should be acknowledged and computed.
For instance, Piermartini and Rousová (2008) introduce four
air-service liberalisation indices (ALIs), all based on the following
attributes:

� Grant of rights, with special focus on the fifth, seventh and
eighth air freedoms.
� Capacity clause.
� Tariff approval.
� Withholding.
� Designation of airlines allowed to operate.
� Exchange of statistics.
� Allowance of marketing agreement between designated

airlines.

For each attribute, more liberal clauses mean more points. Then
all points are summed to define an ALI. Beside the so-called stan-
dard ALI, Piermartini and Rousová (2008) also define alternative
ALIs, with more weight given to the possible use of the fifth air
freedom, ownership and designation of airlines. Warnock-Smith
and Morrell (2008) introduced a similar ‘Unique air policy index’
based on Gillen et al.’s (1999) nominal categorisation of interna-
tional air transport policy regimes. It comprises market access,
designation, capacity and frequency controls and tariffs, each
sorted between restrictive, moderate and facilitating.

Such indices could be improved and diversified, depending on
the markets in question. For example, whether the ninth air
freedom (pure cabotage; namely, a domestic flight operated by a
foreign airline without starting/ending the flight in the airline’s
home country before or after the domestic segment) is granted
should be considered. Also, as far as domestic markets have been
investigated, the fifth and seventh air freedoms are not pertinent.
Another issue is that international agreements can be updated by
memorandums of understanding that are not always publicly
available. However, liberalisation indices are an interesting first
step to better describe the degree of airline market liberalisation,
and should be considered before discussing the impacts of the
latter.
4.2. The need to compare trends with protected markets

A second challenge is establishing the extent to which observed
changes in the airline market and tourism can be attributed to avi-
ation liberalisation. In many cases, aviation liberalisation is seen to
induce an increase in both volumes supplied (expressed in flights,
seats or seat-km) and in the number of routes operated. This is
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captured by researchers through time series or before/after data.
However, especially if the time range is large, places served by
the airlines may experience changes that re-shape their
aviation demand, including growth in population or jobs,
socio-demographic changes, changes in land use and economic
activities. Such dynamics may affect the demand for
long-distance travel, and thus the provision of air services. In other
words, trends on the air transport side can be due to aviation lib-
eralisation and/or to other changes. For example, the dramatic
expansion of the European airline market in terms of flights, seats
and routes provided was of course made possible by its compre-
hensive liberalisation. However, one could argue that at the same
time, Europe also experienced deep economic integration with
the Single Market, successive enlargements, many migrations
between Member States and an ageing population having time
for leisure, etc. Those factors converge to boost demand for air
travel (Dobruszkes, 2014).

A comparison of a liberalised air market with a similar, but pro-
tected market (as suggested above, Morocco and Tunisia) provides
an opportunity to explore these issues.

4.3. Impacts of aviation liberalisation on air services and airline
networks

4.3.1. Common measures
Whether the provision of air services is considered in terms of

volume (flights, seats or seat-km) or of network (routes operated),
nearly all researchers consider the dynamics affecting regular air
services.

Doing so, Fig. 2 shows significant diverging trajectories between
Morocco and Tunisia. Observations show similar initial volumes in
the early 1990s for all airlines and respective flag airlines (Royal Air
Maroc and Tunisair), with a notable small gap during the early
2000s. After the EU-Morocco open-skies agreement, air services lit-
erally boomed, while those in EU-Tunisia increased at a much
slower pace. The primary reason for these diverging trends was
the penetration of low-cost airlines into the EU-Morocco market
on a much grander scale than on the EU-Tunisia market. In
January 2015, low-cost airlines accounted for 42% of regular seats
between the EU and Morocco.

Despite the launch of some Moroccan low-cost airlines, the two
leading European low-cost airlines, Ryanair and Easyjet, are now
ranked second and third in terms of total seats. Ryanair has
evolved into direct competitor of Royal Air Maroc. And has even
reached 70% of the capacity supplied by Royal Air Maroc, the
Moroccan flag carrier still dominating this market.4 This airline
started new services from countries that have a significant relation-
ship with Morocco, including France, Belgium and Spain. The airline
focused on tourists, but also on Moroccans living in Europe. Evidence
came from flights linking Marseilles and Charleroi Brussels-South to
Oujda and Nador, two traditional areas of Moroccan migration to
Europe (Berrianne and Hopfinger, 1992).

Ryanair set up two bases in Morocco, Fez and Marrakech. This
involved more routes and more frequencies available from these
two cities. Ryanair also appeared as a direct competitor of Royal
Air Maroc. The latter could, however, increase its provision of ser-
vices and thus, also take advantage of liberalisation (Fig. 2).

Trends in terms of regular routes operated show similar diverg-
ing trends (Fig. 3). The liberalised EU-Morocco market experienced
rapid growth in routes operated, with more new routes apparently
opened than routes inherited. LCAs are a main driver of network
dynamics, as they have opened half of the new routes (Table 4).
On the other hand, this suggests that other airlines also played a
significant role in launching new routes. By contrast, Tunisia expe-
rienced changes, namely routes ended and created, but the result is
an almost stable number of routes to or from the EU.

One should be careful with dynamics in terms of seats and
routes because apparent changes may come from changes in the
seasonality of the flights. For instance, if in 2005, a given route is
operated only over the summer but all year round in 2015, com-
paring a given month will suggest a new route that actually corre-
sponds to an existing route now operated during a wider period.
Space and time should thus be considered together as far as
changes in networks are concerned. In addition, routes apparently
launched can actually be charter routes turned into regular routes
as the charter industry has been forced to rethink its business
model (see the next sub-section). For example, between January
2012 and January 2013, the OAG dataset suggests that the number
of regular flights Jetairfly operated between the EU and Morocco
multiplied by 5.9 (+44,165 monthly flights). Actually, in 2012
Jetairfly announced that all its charter flights would be converted
into regular flights, which then appeared in the OAG datasets.



Fig. 3. Comparing trends in terms of regular routes operated in January. Source: OAG; computations by the authors

Table 4
Routes opened by airline type. (January 2015 vs. January 2005. Source: OAG;
computations at the city-pair level by the authors)

Airline type EU-Morocco EU-Tunisia

Only low-cost airline 63 1
Only traditional airline 23 14
Only charter airline turned into regular one 24 9
Mixed cases (more than one airline type) 15 3

Total 125 27
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Similarly, Table 4 confirms that a significant share of network
dynamics observed is due to once-charter airlines that are now
‘‘regularised’’ and thus covered by OAG. However, this turn is
arguably much more than a simple change of status, as booking a
seat on regular flights is open to everyone. In other words, it offers
more flexibility to travellers who are no longer forced to buy an
all-inclusive package, generally as tourists.

Anyway, the comparison between the two markets investigated
confirms that the liberalised one experienced dramatic changes not
observed in the more protected one.
4.3.2. Charter flights also matter
As shown above, nearly all liberalisation-related analyses focus

on regular air services. However, evidence suggests charter flights
can be negatively impacted by aviation liberalisation if they are
in competition with low-cost airlines (e.g., Graham and Dennis,
2010; Williams, 2001, 2008; Almeida, 2011; UNWTO, 2012;
Dobruszkes and Mondou, 2013; Wu and Hayashi, 2014). In short-
and medium-haul markets, the latter is known to take market
share from charter airlines and even cannibalise them.
Passengers thus switch from all-inclusive packages to à-la-carte
‘self-packaging’ using Internet-based booking engines, at least for
transport and accommodation (Aguiló et al., 2007; Vera Rebollo
and Ivars Baidal, 2008; O’Connell and Bouquet, 2015).

Morocco and Tunisia are again interesting here. Fig. 4 shows the
initial huge gap between the two countries, Tunisia having relied
heavily on charter flights for a long time. This gap is consistent
with initial tourist strategies followed by Morocco and Tunisia
(see above). Charter airlines reduced their services to Morocco fol-
lowing the open-sky agreement with the EU. Arguably, they could
not face new competition from the low-cost airlines. Tunisia’s large
decrease was likely due to the so-called Arabic revolutions (the
so-called Arab Spring) and related political upheavals.

In addition, analysing the charter industry has become chal-
lenging because models are becoming more hybrid. When charter
airlines were launched in the 1950s, the distinction with regular
airlines was very clear. At the time, non-regular flights were char-
tered by tour operators (TOs) offering packages that included sea-
sonal air services to tourist destinations, accommodation, catering
and possibly local entertainment and/or cultural activities. Over
the past two decades, competition from LCAs has forced charter
airlines to reconsider their business in terms of both the economic
model and spatial patterns. Various strategies include withdrawing
from short- and medium-haul markets, as the LCAs have not yet
penetrated long-haul ones (Williams, 2001); full or partial conver-
sion of charter airlines into regular airlines, possibly even LCAs
(e.g., Monarch Scheduled and Transavia); seat-only offers, allowing
passengers to fly out of any TO’s package. On the other hand, some
LCAs (e.g., Vueling and Transavia) sell part of their capacity to TOs.
At least to some extent, the models thus appear more hybrid and
the type of airline does not make it possible to draw conclusions
about passenger types.

This should encourage scholars to diversify their sources, for
example, also considering data from the TOs. Going back to our
case studies, Fig. 5 then shows a significant decrease in the number
of such packages sold between France (traditionally a major source
of tourists to Northern Africa) and Morocco and Tunisia. Many fac-
tors helped French tourists to skip the tour operators in travelling
to these countries, including general factors, such as the advent of
the Internet and their own travel experience, and specific factors
such as same language and shared cultural backgrounds. By con-
trast, packages could be preferred in more ‘difficult’ destinations
with different languages and higher otherness (Mondou and
Violier, 2009). The decreases in the business of the TOs arguably
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had different causes, such as competition from the low-cost airli-
nes to Morocco vs. political troubles in Tunisia.

It is worth noting that when regulatory regimes are investi-
gated, only regular services are usually considered. The WTO
(2006) acknowledges that its attempt to analyse air service agree-
ments could be improved by making the distinction between reg-
ular, charter and cargo services. Indeed, it could be that the
liberalisation process equally includes regular and charters flights,
or that only charter flights are liberalised and then experience new
dynamics (see, e.g., Wu and Hayashi, 2013).

All this favours the investigation of both regular and charter
flights in any assessment of the impacts of aviation liberalisation
on tourism development.

4.4. Impacts on international tourist arrivals

4.4.1. Are you really a tourist?
The aforementioned dynamics that are associated with liber-

alised air services are expected to boost passenger movement
and among that an increased number of tourists. This immediately
leads to the issue of defining tourists. International sources are dif-
ficult to work with as available figures depend on national defini-
tions. As mentioned earlier in this paper, the all-purpose term
‘‘visitors’’ includes tourists, or leisure travellers, but will also
include business travellers. Furthermore, the remaining so-called
leisure travellers are still a vague group with diverse travel pur-
poses. A main question is whether one should distinguish between
visit-to-friends-and-relatives (VFR) travellers and ‘actual’ tourists.
One could suspect that the former group would mostly be made
up of immigrants visiting their home country. Though they may
be on a short visit they could have a limited impact on the tourist
economy because they are expected to sleep and eat with their
own family or in their own accommodation (Backer, 2012). By con-
trast, the latter would correspond to ‘real’ tourists who would
likely stay in commercial accommodation, eat more often at
restaurants, rent cars and go to tourist attractions.

Data on VFR travel actually raise methodological issues. This
group was mostly not considered before the seminal work of
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Jackson (1990). Until today, the group remains under-investigated,
despite its quantitative weight,5 as several authors have stated (e.g.,
Backer, 2010; Janta et al., forthcoming), a perspective stimulated by
Griffin’s (2013) review. In fact, using Google Scholar, Griffin found
only 61 academic papers focused on VFR tourism between 1990
and 2010. According to Janta et al. (forthcoming), ‘‘the neglect of
VFR reflects how it fell into the interstices at the meeting point of
migrations, mobilities, and tourism’’. Several authors have discussed
how very difficult it is to define and quantify VFR travel (e.g., Seaton
and Palmer, 1997; Moscardo et al., 2000; Backer, 2010, 2012; Janta
et al., forthcoming). Janta et al. (forthcoming) consider VFR travellers
as a multiform group with various (potentially overlapping)
purposes of travel, including social relationships and obligations to
provide care; affirmations of identities and roots; maintenance of
territorial rights (e.g., citizenship entitlements) and leisure tourism.
Moscardo et al. (2000) also insisted that VFR travel is not necessarily
the single purpose of travel. Considered as an activity rather than a
prime travel purpose, it is then acknowledged that social obligations
can be combined with leisure activities, and vice versa.

These considerations may contrast with a common assumption
that VFR travellers contribute only slightly to the tourist business
and thus, would have only limited local impact. Focusing on the
Sunshine Coast, Australia, Backer (2009) found no significant gap
in expenditures between non-VFR and VFR travellers, provided
the hosts’ expenditures were considered too. Investigating the UK
case, Seaton and Palmer (1997) found significant expenditures
made by VFR travellers, even though not especially for the benefit
of the tourism industry (namely, commercial accommodation and
package trip costs). This matches with Backer’s (2012) finding that
only 22% of VFR travellers stayed in commercial accommodation in
three Australian destinations. However, considering the high pro-
portion of VFR travellers and their length of stay, she estimates that
overall, they may account for nearly half of Australia’s overnight
travel market. Other studies found lower expenditures at destina-
tions, mainly because of lower use of commercial accommodation,
but also sometimes because the VFR travellers did not stay as long
as non-VFR travellers (see, e.g., Lehto et al., 2001 considering the
US). Notwithstanding methodological questions, these diverging
results suggest that VFR travellers’ behaviours are place sensitive
in nature, since different places likely involve different types of
social, demographic and economic groups of migrants. In short,
VFR travel should be acknowledged as a hybrid group with regard
to tourism, with various practices and impacts on the local econ-
omy subject to (social and geographical) origins and destinations.

Having said that and going back to our case studies, Fig. 6 shows
trends in international leisure mobilities to Morocco and to
Tunisia. The two markets first welcomed similar volumes of visi-
tors for leisure purposes, and experienced rather similar growth.
Since 2006, following the liberalisation of the EU-Morocco market,
the two markets have experienced divergent trajectories. The
growth rate of tourist arrivals in Morocco remained stable until
2010, but arrivals in Tunisia slowed down even before the
revolution, then decreased before rising again somewhat. In
the Morocco case, it is surprising that there has been no change
in the growth rate following the liberalisation of air services in
2006. However, it could be argued that without that
aviation liberalisation and the increase in the provision of air
services, seat capacity in the hands of existing carriers would not
have been large enough to carry about 10 million people a year
to Morocco. In other words, liberalising the airline market has
made it possible to maintain a pre-existing growth in tourist
arrivals.
5 Griffin (2013) reports that the UNWTO reported 254 million international trips
for the purpose of VFR in 2010.
In addition, Moroccan statistics have the great advantage of
distinguishing between the two groups, respectively called
‘Moroccans living abroad’ (MLAs) and ‘foreign tourists’. Even
though Moroccan migrants would have obtained other citizenship,
they cannot give up their Moroccan citizenship, so they are still
considered MLAs. Fig. 6 thus reveals that about half of the
so-called tourists visiting Morocco are actually MLAs who likely
match with VFR travel. Reasonable evidence of this is the spread
of international visitors in registered commercial accommodations.
In 2010, official statistics report 13,954,610 nights, of which only
28,817 (0.2%) were by MLAs (ONMT, 2011). This clearly suggests
the success of aviation liberalisation and of the Vision 2010 tourist
master plan has been overestimated in terms of the increase in
tourist arrivals. It is also worth noting that the share of MLAs
and VFRs amongst international tourists could actually be more
than 50 percent. Indeed, Dobruszkes and Mondou (2013) showed
that considering foreign tourists only, not all markets can be easily
stimulated. Countries with significant Moroccan immigration
(including France, Spain, Belgium and The Netherlands) experi-
enced large increases in what were registered as foreign tourist
flows to Morocco. This may be because the last generations can
obtain citizenship by birth under certain conditions. They are then
classified as foreign tourists, even though their visits to Morocco
likely match with VFR travel.

As for Tunisia, there is no similar distinction in the statistics
between Tunisians living abroad and foreign tourists. As a result,
it is impossible to assess the share of VFR travel in inbound visitor
flows, as is actually the case in most countries.
4.4.2. Tourist arrivals versus nights spent
While many tourist master plans set goals expressed in number

of tourist arrivals, it could be argued that the number of nights
spent at a destination is at least as important. Combining arrivals
of, and nights spent by, foreign tourists in Morocco, Fig. 7 unveils
diverging growth rates.6 Even though both show a general increase,
it is clear the number of nights spent increases much more slowly
than the number of tourist arrivals. In other words, foreign tourists
are much more numerous than they used to be in Morocco, but
spend less time there than before. This is problematic if one consid-
ers there is a positive relationship between the length of stay and
tourists’ expenditure, even though it is not necessarily a linear one,
as the impact can become weaker for longer stays (see Thrane and
Farstad, 2011).
6 Similar figures for Tunisia are not available since there is no distinction between
Tunisians living abroad and foreign tourists.
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It is thus clear that the number of tourist arrivals should not be
used as a unique criterion to assess the success of aviation liberal-
isation as a means of promoting tourism.

4.5. Spatial competition between tourist places

4.5.1. A zero-sum game?
There is enough evidence to suggest that when a tourist desti-

nation is served by more direct air routes and/or cheaper services,
it may become more attractive to tourists and lead to increased
numbers of them (as discussed in Section 2). In such cases, most
public authorities and researchers investigating the subject will
conclude that the policy set up was an appropriate one.
However, the origin of tourism growth is rarely investigated. This
is striking considering that additional tourists visiting a destination
can match with either induced tourism or diverted tourism. Induced
tourism is the net growth of tourism generated by changed condi-
tions in the provision of air services after liberalisation. In other
words, extra travellers would not have travelled at all, or less often,
if the provision of air services had not changed following liberalisa-
tion. By contrast, diverted tourism involves competition between
tourist places that are, to some extent, substitutable. In such cases,
the increase observed ex post is counterbalanced by a decrease
elsewhere. For example, tourists seeking sea-sun-sand tourism
may switch from Djerba, Tunisia, to Agadir, Morocco. The ones
interested in ‘oriental’ culture and heritage may prefer Moroccan
imperial cities instead of Istanbul only because of cheaper flights
to Morocco.7

Such effects have been acknowledged for a long time
(Papatheodorou, 2001) and have been confirmed by several
academic works – for instance between Eastern Mediterranean
countries (Drakos and Kutan, 2003), amongst Australian regions
(Whyte and Prideaux, 2007) and between Egyptian and Israeli
casinos (Felsenstein and Freeman, 2001) or Mediterranean
destinations (Papatheodorou, 1999).

Such spatial transfers between tourist places have several
implications. On the methodological side, the issue is to detect
where the decrease took place. If basic statistics are used, an
increase in X and a decrease in Y do not prove a transfer between
X and Y, since many other places can be involved in transfers.
7 Notwithstanding the fact that Morocco and Turkey are definitely two very
different worlds, but not everyone cares.
Actually, only surveys amongst tourists can give robust informa-
tion and effective place substitution. However, such surveys are
time and cost consuming. This explains why so little evidence is
available with regard to such transfers between tourist places.
On the economic and policy side, one needs to acknowledge that
gains in X may involve losses in Y. In other words, any critical
assessment should be broader and also consider places out of the
country that have implemented aviation liberalisation. X can cele-
brate growth in jobs related to tourism, but Y may simultaneously
have to lament losses. Furthermore, public or private bodies
involved should be aware that substitutability is an important
issue. Indeed, after having won in such a game, a tourist destina-
tion may then also lose and suffer decline to the benefit of other
tourist places.
4.5.2. Short-term or long-term dynamics?
As suggested by the last comment, tourist places are not neces-

sarily successful forever. A period of growth is expected to be fol-
lowed by consolidation, stagnation and diverse possible
trajectories, including decline. Tourists can travel to other places
for both internal and external reasons, including weariness;
adverse (geo)political events (e.g., war, terrorist attacks, etc.);
lower fares elsewhere; changes of travellers’ attributes at the ori-
gin (age, incomes, position in the life cycle, etc.).

If tourist flows decline, airlines may adapt their networks and
make incumbent tourist places even less attractive. These symbi-
otic relationships between the supply of, and demand for, air ser-
vices is probably even clearer in the case of the liberalised air
market, since airlines can then more easily redraw their networks.
In other words, aviation liberalisation induces volatility of air traf-
fic, as shown by the US airline market (de Neufville and Barber,
1991) and the European LCA networks (Dobruszkes, 2013; de
Wit and Zuidberg, 2016) cases. Volatility is the visible face of airli-
nes permanently adapting their networks and the volumes sup-
plied, bearing in mind both the freedoms offered by liberalisation
and the associated imperative of profitability. In some cases, the
LCAs can simply leave an airport, for example because local condi-
tions have changed (e.g., airport’s operating times and incentives,
airport charges) (Gillen and Lall, 2004).

All these potential events and changes can affect the geography
of tourist flows, over short periods or more permanently. As a
result, the success stories of tourist places taking advantage of avi-
ation liberalisation should be regularly re-assessed to ensure that
the captured effects continue.
5. Conclusions

In contrast with many optimistic claims or narratives about avi-
ation liberalisation highlighted as a means of promoting tourism
growth, this paper offers a different perspective that suggests
many common beliefs in this regard are unsubstantiated. First,
the supply of air services is not everything, since changes in the
tourist business are a multifactorial process (Bieger and Wittmer,
2006). Even though the need for a systemic understanding of fac-
tors shaping tourism is often acknowledged, the importance of avi-
ation regulation regimes still often dominates the minds of policy
makers and researchers, as the quotations in Section 1 testify.

Maybe more challenging is the fact that assessing the relation-
ship between aviation liberalisation and the tourism business is
difficult. This paper has illustrated the fact that measuring the
degree of liberalisation is needed, but indices should be adapted
to the markets in question (domestic, bilateral, multilateral).
Liberalised markets should be compared with similar protected
ones. Trends in regular flights (often growing) should be compared
with changes in the charter business (often declining). In addition,
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defining a tourist is not easy. In many cases, immigrants visiting
their home country are included as tourists. This should at least
be questioned, as VFR travel appears as a hybrid practice.
Furthermore, considering VFR travel as tourism without precau-
tions is not neutral, since it helps public authorities demonstrate
their alleged successful policy in aggregated terms. Applying pre-
cautions would show that growth in tourist arrivals may hide less
successful trends in nights spent, tourists diverted from other
places and uncertain, long-term trends.

Our claim here is not that aviation liberalisation has no impacts
on tourism, but rather that relationships and the magnitude of
impacts should be properly assessed. This approach involves work-
ing ex post, over long periods and with appropriate data. Given the
insufficiencies of many statistical sources relating to transport and
tourism, appropriate surveys would often be the way to get robust
results, as suggested by survey-based publications quoted in this
paper (e.g., Backer, 2009). The cost of such surveys notably
depends on current government and industry data assembly prac-
tices. Some countries already have regular surveys focused on
international travel (e.g., the so-called Overseas Travel and
Tourism survey in the UK). In countries where all international
passengers must fill in a format customs, appropriate, extra-short
questions may help. But in all cases, data collected need to be avail-
able to scholars, preferably on a disaggregated basis to allow richer
analyses. In that way, this paper could be seen as a call for further
investigations with a view to setting up an appropriate method-
ological framework under the auspices of international organisa-
tions gathering as many countries as possible. In the end,
appropriate data and improved methodology would be the price
of moving from ideology to science.
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