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The 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris created considerable turmoil, and raised some legitimate 

concerns. How will the attacks impact tourism? Which sectors will be most affected, and for 

how long? These concerns are all the more pressing because tourism plays a key role in the 

growth of the local economy.
1
 The fact that tourists are cutting short or cancelling their trips is 

an understandable cause of concern in the short term. What can we expect in the coming 

months? Previous cases of terrorist attacks in cities (Paris in 1995, followed by the attacks in 

New York, Madrid, London and Mumbai, and then the January 2015 attacks in Paris) provide us 

with some pertinent insights. Each of these incidents had its particularities (the people and 

symbols targeted; the number of victims, the media coverage, etc.). But, looking back, it is clear 

that the tourism sector as a whole (i.e. both the travel trade and tourists) has proven resilient to 

terrorist attacks.  

This document reviews the following attacks. Paris: eight attacks between July and October 

1995; 8 dead, 200 wounded. New York: four attacks on 11 September 2001; 2,977 dead, 6,291 

wounded. Madrid: four attacks on 11 March 2004; 191 dead, 1,858 wounded. London: two 

attacks, on 7 and 22 July 2005; 52 dead, 700 wounded. Mumbai: 10 attacks, from 26 to 29 

November 2008; 188 dead, 312 wounded. Paris: three attacks between 7 and 9 January 2015; 

17 dead, 22 wounded.  

 

  

                                                      
1
 Tourism consumption amounted to 38.8 million euros in Ile-de-France in 2013 (+20.9% compared to 2005), i.e. 

6.5% of the region’s GDP (source: Insee). Salaried jobs directly provided by the tourism sector make up 12.3% of all 

jobs in Greater Paris (source: Acoss).  

  

 

 

How terrorism affects tourism? 

Case studies 
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1 – In general, terror attacks have a strong short-term impact. 

 

a) Update on the short-term impact of the 2015 Paris attacks.  

The 13 November 2015 attacks have had a greater short-term impact than the January attacks. 

In early January, occupancy rates fell by 15 percent (13 days after 7 January) before increasing 

slightly at the end of the month. The decrease was steeper in November (nearly a 30 percent 

drop in the week following 13 November), and then briefly returned to normal at the end of the 

month because of the decision to go ahead with the COP21 climate change summit. Other large-

scale events such as the Conference of Mayors were however cancelled after the French 

government declared a state of emergency, which was partly responsible for the sharp drop in 

occupancy rates in the immediate aftermath of the attacks.  

 

 
Source : MKG Hospitality 

 

b) Other attacks have had an equally dramatic short-term impact.  

Paris, summer and autumn 1995: A 13.8% drop in hotel overnights in the last quarter of 1995.  

New York, post-9/11:  

• A 26.9% drop in occupancy rates in September 2001;  

• A 52% drop in the number of international visitors in the last four months of 2001.  

Mumbai, 11/2008: A 9.2% drop in the number of foreign tourists visiting India in December 

2008.  

Tunis, 03/2015: A 60% drop in French travel agency bookings in March 2015.  
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c) Madrid and London were exceptions.  

However, there was no significant impact on hotel bookings in Madrid following the March 2004 

attacks. London also experienced limited impact in July 2015, with the number of visitors in the 

third quarter of 2015 shrinking by a mere 3.7% (the leisure segment alone was affected, with a 

5.5% drop. Business tourism continued to flourish, with a 7.3% increase).  

 

 

2- But as a rule, tourism bounces back quickly. 

A World Travel and Tourism Council study
2 

evaluated the average time it takes for destinations 

to recover following various types of crisis. They found that it takes 13 months for tourism to 

return to normal after a terrorist attack, compared to 21 months after an epidemic, 24 months 

after a natural disaster (a lag essentially caused by the need to rebuild infrastructure), and 27 

months as a result of political turmoil.  

 

a) The cities cited in this document bounced back after 6 months at most. 

  

The WTTC study points to the limited impact of terrorist attacks some in cities. On the whole, 

the cities mentioned below had a fast rebound. Each destination does however have its 

particularities, and the recovery time of various market segments (business/leisure; 

national/international) varied in length.  

 

Paris (summer and autumn 1995): The 1995 attacks in Paris (the first attack happened in July, 

and the last one in October) had an immediate impact, with an 8.5% and 17.6% drop 

respectively in French and foreign arrivals in the last quarter of 1995. Visitor levels began to inch 

up again in the first semester of 1996 (a 2.2% increase in the number of French visitors, and only 

a 1.3% drop in foreign arrivals) before taking off again in the third quarter of 1996. Given that 

the attacks took place over several months, it is hard to estimate the speed of the recovery 

precisely. But recovery was clearly underway just under six months after the last attack on 17 

October 1995.  

  

                                                      
2
 This WTTC study (not yet published in December 2015) looked at 32 countries affected by major crises between 

2001 and 2004. The research was based on national statistics. The information given in this document was provided 

to the English-speaking press after the 13 November 2015 attacks.  
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Source : Insee 

 

 

New York (September 2001): The 9/11 attacks had a dramatic short-term impact on tourism, 

with the number of foreign visitors to New York City plummeting by 52%, and the number of 

American visitors by 22%, from September to December 2001. Two factors – the slowdown in 

flight activity, and the difficulty of actually getting to Manhattan in the weeks and months 

following the attacks – accounted for the steep drop.  

Overall, however, recovery was quick, with hotel occupancy returning to near-normal levels by 

March 2002. The upswing was mainly due to domestic tourism (81.3% of all tourists in 2000), 

whose numbers increased by 2.4% between 2001 and 2002.  

The return of international visitors, on the other hand, took far longer, with a 2-million ‘dip’ in 

foreign arrivals in 2003 compared to 2000 (it was not until 2005 that the number of 

international tourist arrivals once again reached the 2000 level). While partly due to fears of 

fresh attacks, the slow recovery was mainly attributable to other factors such as the 2002 

financial crisis, the start of the war in Iraq in 2003 and the raising of terror threat levels in the 

U.S.  
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Source : NYCGO 

 

 

Madrid (mars 2004): Overall, no significant impact was noted on either the domestic or the 

international tourism front, despite the high number of people killed or injured.  

 

 

 
Source : Office de tourisme de Madrid 
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London (July 2005): There was a 3.7% drop in the number of international visitors in the three 

months following the attacks. The slowdown continued into the first quarter of 2006, after 

which the numbers picked up significantly. Leisure tourism alone was affected by the bombings 

(a 5.5% drop in the third quarter of 2005), while business tourism figures showed constant 

growth. However, the decrease in the number of leisure tourists in the first quarter of 2006 

needs to be put into perspective, considering that:  

- The number had already reached a higher level than in the first quarter of 2004; 

- There had been high tourist numbers (in both categories) in the first quarter of 2005.  

 

 
Source: Office for National Statistics, London 
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Mumbai (November 2008): The terror attacks took place at the beginning of the tourist season. 

The number of international visitors to India declined sharply from November 2008 to March 

2009, then picked up again slightly in June 2009. One year after the bombings, in December 

2009, there was a fresh surge in international tourism, with a 21% hike in numbers.
3
 National 

statistics show that international visitor levels, which had dropped sharply after the bombings, 

returned to pre-attack figures after 6 months.  

 

Evolution des arrivées étrangères en Inde (2008/2009) 

  2008 2009 2009/2008 

Janvier 511 781 421 708 -17,6% 

Février 611 493 546 675 -10,6% 

Mars 479 765 417 875 -12,9% 

Avril 361 101 348 462 -3,5% 

Mai 304 361 298 578 -1,9% 

Juin 341 539 342 222 0,2% 

Juillet 431 933 434 525 0,6% 

Août 383 337 350 370 -8,6% 

Septembre 341 693 327 684 -4,1% 

Octobre 450 013 445 963 -0,9% 

Novembre 531 683 528 493 -0,6% 

Décembre 533 904 646 024 21,0% 
 

Source: Bureau of Immigration, India 

                                                      
3
 It is worth remembering there was a major economic downturn in 2008-2009 (caused by the financial crisis, an 

increase in oil prices and highly volatile exchange rates), which slowed international tourism. There was a 1% drop 

in the number of international tourists in the course of the second quarter of 2008 (UNWTO). 
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Paris (January 2015): The impact of the January 2015 attacks in Paris also proved to be short-

term, with visitor numbers picking up from June (foreign tourists had begun returning by May). 

It is worth noting that tourism figures had been flagging in any case towards end-2014, which 

gives credence to the idea of a quick recovery.  

 

 
 

 

 
Source : Insee 
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Pour résumer : 

 

 
Temps de retour une  

activité normale/à la hausse 
Remarques 

Paris (été/automne 1995) ~ 6 mois 
Impact plus important pour la 

clientèle étrangère 

New-York (septembre 2001) ~ 6 mois 
Retour plus long pour la 

clientèle internationale (4 ans) 

Madrid (mars 2004) Aucun effet significatif 
La saisonnalité des nuitées 

hôtelières a très peu évoluée. 

Londres (juillet 2005) ~ 6 mois 
Impact essentiellement pour 

la clientèle loisirs 

Bombay (novembre 2008) ~ 5/6 mois 
Données disponibles pour les 

étrangers au niveau national. 

Paris (janvier 2015) ~ 4/5 mois 
Impact plus faible et reprise 

plus rapide pour les étrangers. 

 

 

b) What about the 13 November 2015 attacks?  

Only a few weeks have gone by since the attacks, so it is too soon to analyze how – and how fast 

– tourism will recover in Paris. Previous experience would suggest that the recovery will be fairly 

quick, but some elements do raise a few questions: 

  

The short-term impact of the November attacks has been more marked than in the case of the 

January attacks. Does this mean recovery will be slower? The terror attack cases presented in 

this document do not seem to have obvious similarities.  

 

Paris was the target of two attacks over a period of merely 10 months. Experience shows that 

tourists are genuinely resilient in the face of terrorism. Will the fact that these two attacks took 

place in a short space of time, and were widely covered in the media, dissuade tourists from 

visiting Paris in the long term? Safety is a major issue for some visitor categories, Asian tourists 

in particular. But these very tourists account for the highest growth in visitor flows to the 

destination.  
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3- Looking beyond the bombings and the terrorist threat  

 

Visitor flows are not dictated uniquely by travel safety-related news. The following reminders 

could be useful in terms of taking a different perspective on 2016:  

 

a- International tourist arrivals were up by 4% in the first half of 2015 (source: UNTWO). 

International tourism is booming. It is currently one of the most vibrant sectors, and Paris is one 

of the most sought-after destinations in emerging markets.  

 

b- The tourism sector is particularly sensitive to economic considerations. The example of the 

United States, from where the number of visitors to Paris was declining at the end of 2014, 

shows this all too clearly. A stronger US economy and a favourable exchange rate boosted the 

number of American tourists visiting Paris … in January 2015. But despite the attacks, the 

number of hotel overnights continued to increase, by 3.6%, between January and September 

2015.  

 

 
Source : Insee 
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c- The tourism sector is sensitive to a strong legal framework ensuring safety and security. 

Tourism from China, a structurally buoyant market whose nationals are particularly concerned 

about safety, is a case in point: Paris hotels systematically recorded double-digit growth in the 

number of overnight stays by Chinese guests in 2015 (+46.9% from January to September 2015). 

Despite the difficult situation in the early part of the year, more Chinese tourists visited Paris in 

2015 than ever before.  

 

d- Besides the above-mentioned points, we know that the more a destination is ordinary, and 

hence interchangeable, the greater the impact of a crisis on its image and the number of 

tourists it attracts. From this standpoint, Paris is anything but ordinary. The city has a strong and 

unique image, which evokes far more than its tangible attractions (heritage, shopping options, 

etc.). Caution remains the watchword, but we can certainly presume that tourism in Paris will 

bounce back relatively quickly because of the city’s image.  


