
The COVID-19 pandemic and 
South Africa’s tourism sector
The tourism sector is without a doubt one of the industries that has been hardest hit by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on South Africa’s tourism patterns

Monthly accommodation trends: income and occupancy rates*

Compared to July 2019, seasonally adjusted income from accommodation was still down 74% in July 2021. 
Income was 53% lower in July 2021 than in June 2021 due to stricter lockdown regulations and the unrest in 
KZN and Gauteng. Average occupancy in 2019 was 46.6%. In July 2021, it was 16%.
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Compared to 2019, day trips and overnight trips were down 54% and 40% respectively in 2020. So far this 
year, day trips are still 43.1% below 2019 levels and overnight trips 25% down.

South Africa received 10.2 million international 
overnight visitors in 2019. In 2020, this dropped 
sharply to 3.2 million – almost 70% fewer than in 2019. 
The number of inbound visitors in 2021 remain low.
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75% of South Africa’s foreign visitors typically come 
from the SADC. While fewer in numbers since the 
onset of the pandemic, the majority of our visitors 
still come from within the SADC region.
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Pre-pandemic: The contribution of tourism to South Africa’s economy

Internal tourism expenditure equaled R273 
billion in 2018, with domestic spending 
representing the bulk of the spending 
(56.1%).

Through spillovers into the rest of the 
economy, this spending contributed R385 
billion# to GDP in 2018 – equal to 7.2% of 
total GDP.
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Notes: *Includes accommodation in hotels, caravan parks and camping sites, guest houses and guest farms, as well as other 
accommodation. #Includes direct, indirect and induced effects. ##Includes direct, indirect and induced jobs.

References:  Stats SA Tourism Satellite Account 2018; Stats SA Tourism & Migration; Stats SA Tourist Accommodation; South African 
Tourism (SAT), Domestic Tourism Survey.
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The tourism industry supported 1.6 million## jobs throughout the South African economy in 2018. A large 
share of these jobs were semi-skilled or in the informal economy.

Tourism job creation in 2018 (number of jobs)
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If the decline in visitor ratios is applied to 2018 expenditure data (the most recent available), it translates 
into a loss of R164 billion in spending by domestic and inbound visitors (in 2020). Based on tourism 
expenditure in 2020, the sector’s contribution to GDP shrank from 7.2% in 2018 to 2.9% in 2020, and the 
number of jobs supported by the industry declined from 1.6m to 640k.
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For more information, contact Mia Slabber (gmslabber@sun.ac.za)


