
Keep up-to-date and receive regular information about Seatrade Europe: seatrade-europe.com/news

Wednesday 6  
to Friday 8

September 2017
Hamburg, Germany

Cruise & River Cruise Convention

Save 

the date

Europe’s meeting 
point for the  
cruise industry
Meet decision-makers Expand your network Join industry experts

DR_SE17_Europe_AZ_210x297_001Seitex1von1   1 21.07.16   10:29Untitled-1   1 25/08/2016   11:08Untitled-13   1 26/08/2016   18:31

Cruise Insight Autumn 2016 43

Could augmented reality technology enable destinations to refresh their 
tourist sites without having to break the bank – or would they be signing their 
own tourism death warrants as people could also choose to enjoy those 
travel experiences without leaving home? Tony Peisley poses the ultimate in 
surreal questions.

During the summer online forums were awash 
with people arguing for and against the theory 
currently popular with the paranoid wing of the 
scientific community – that all life on earth is 

really one big alien simulation.
Apart from requiring something of a rethink from Sir 

David ‘Life on Earth’ Attenborough, this conveniently 
unprovable theory does have some echoes in the latest 
tourism trend for tours that employ virtual reality (VR) 
or augmented reality (AR) elements to enhance the 
experience.

It is also a trend that could even – according to 
some of its proponents – replace the need for any 
actual travel to enjoy that experience. Companies are 
already advertising the potential for people to ‘appear’ 
at weddings, graduations and birthday parties that 
they would otherwise be unable to attend. And this 
‘appearance’ would – it is claimed – be a quantum leap 
forward from a Skype or video interaction.

But travel industry veterans will remember that 
something similar was also suggested when video-
conferencing first became possible. They will note that there 
has been little evidence of business travel being sidelined 
to any appreciable extent in the years that followed.

And Intercruises Shoreside & Port Services 
introduction this year of VR and AR shore excursions in 
a variety of destinations suggests that the company’s 
certainly expects only upside for the travel sector from 
this groundbreaking technology.

“Technology usually aids rather than replaces real-

life experience,” says Worldwide Product Development 
Manager Carmen Morosan, “and this development may 
actually eliminate some of the reservations people have 
about visiting new places, because it will enable them to 
explore them visually first.”

In fact Thomson Cruises has already produced 
brochures using the AR technology to take prospective 
passengers ‘onboard’ before they even book.

Rob Mason, Head of Cruise Scotland at Capital 
Cruising, says: “We see a real opportunity to use AR/VR 
to replicate familiarisation trips for cruise line executives 
– and possibly media, too. 

“It is so difficult to get executives to travel to us, 
as they have so many calls on their time. So using this 
technology would be a really good way to take them to 
our key attractions while remaining in the comfort of their 
own offices.”

Morosan says: “I believe AR will incentivise people 
to explore more, venture further and better understand 
their surroundings while travelling. At the same time, it 

Keeping tours real
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enables people with limited mobility to experience places 
that might otherwise be inaccessible to them.”

It is also, she contends, the closest people can 
come to experiencing time travel. “We have already 
witnessed seasoned travellers revisiting archaeological 
sites and having their eyes opened to a new, previously 
unimaginable view of them fully-restored in full colour 
through the magic of AR.”

For the uninitiated, there is a key difference between 
VR and AR. The techno-nerd explanation has VR as “the 
immersion of a user in a computer-generated experience” 
and AR as “a platform that superimposes imagery onto 
the user’s view of the world”.

But a better explanation is that VR has users 
immersing themselves in a complete simulation of 
a ‘real’ world with which they can interact via a head-
mounted display, but AR users see the real world but with 
the addition of computer-generated images overlaid on 
different objects within the site being visited and made 
visible via a smartphone, iPad, other mobile tablets or a 
wearable device with a webcam. 

It means that AR-users are always aware of their 
real surroundings, which Morosan believes is the more 
effective use of the technology.

“We prefer the AR tours as the visitors are engaged 
but remain connected to those surroundings,” she 
says. “The demand for VR or AR tours is currently 
interchangeable but – with VR becoming more readily 
available to private consumers – we will have to monitor 
the trends and adapt our offer accordingly.” 

And it will be doing this in close association with the 
individual destinations. “From the outset with this VR/AR 
project, we decided that we wanted to support innovative 
local companies in the field; so each destination has 
found local companies to develop the tours with us,” 
says Morosan. 

“All the virtual reconstructions have been created 
in cooperation with local archaeologists, historians and 
tourism authorities.”

Initially Intercruises has developed the tours for 
destinations in Greece, Spain and Croatia. In Greece 
there are both AR and VR tours at the Acropolis which 
have been developed in association with the University 
of Athens. There are just AR tours for Olympia, Knossos 
(Crete) and Lindos (Rhodes), and plans for more tours in 
other Greek sites including Delphi for 2017, and VR tours 
have been added to the Kotor experience in Croatia.

She says: “We started in Spain with tours at Seville 
(where historic characters ‘appear’ to provide insight on 
the places being visited) and we plan to extend this to 
Barcelona in the future. 

“The technology used here is different to that for our 
Greek tours, as it combines AR and VR and is delivered 
through high-end glasses specially patented for walking 
tours. It ensures that passengers enjoy full freedom of 
movement without losing contact with their surroundings.

“The virtual reconstructions of monuments include 

a considerable amount of detail, enabling visitors to 
explore the points of interest in another dimension. 

“Most of the tours are developed specifically with the 
AR/VR facility, and there are no equivalents without it. 
But the facility is still offered as an optional add-on which 
will increase the tour price by 10–25% depending on the 
cost of entry fees at the different sites.”

Although it is early days, the initial take-up has been 
strong and the feedback positive.

“The technology is quite affordable, so the cost of 
the tours does not limit their appeal to upscale lines,” 
continues Morosan. “It is just a question of whether 
the experiences are suitable for a brand’s passenger 
demographic, and whether that company is open to 
trying this particular kind of new technology.

“Most of the cruise lines have expressed an interest, 
but those targeting a younger and more active passenger 
demographic are currently the keenest.

“The tours are ideal for destinations with a lot of 
historic monuments and archaeological sites that can 
now be presented in their original glory, but we are also 
exploring how the technology can be utilised in other 
ways. 

“In Tenerife we are using AR tours to enable visitors to 
experience annual events such as the Tenerife Carnival 
regardless of the date of their visit. 

“For some people a particular cruise may be a once-
in-a-lifetime trip, and this technology allows us to offer 
them the opportunity to experience as much of the 
culture and heritage of the destination as possible in 
case they never return.”

Intercruises is confident in the growing appeal of these 
tours, and plans to expand the range of destinations. 
“We are coordinating the technological innovation from 
our global platform based in Barcelona,” says Morosan. 

“We believe sharing best practice and ideas from 
different countries and local suppliers is the best way 
to implement this technology in a sustainable way that 
contributes to the growth of the tourist potential of the 
destinations.” 

Recent passenger feedback has shown a growing 
desire for authenticity in tour experiences so it will be 
ironic if the best way of keeping it real for them turns  
out to involve augmenting reality or even creating a  
brand new world of virtual reality. Just like those aliens, 
in fact. 
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“In Tenerife we are using 
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regardless of the date of their visit.”
Carmen Morosan
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