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COVID-19, a viral respiratory illness, was identified in December 2019 and the first case in Canada 
was diagnosed on January 27, 2020. Based on the advice of public health experts, mass 
gatherings, including sport events and competitions of all sizes were cancelled in Canada and 
globally. Movement of citizens was significantly reduced with physical distancing guidelines 
impacting all but essential services. The result was a complete shutdown of sport tourism and all 
other segments of tourism and all sport competitions in Canada.  
 
As of October 2020, there is no clear timeline nor a defined process for the return to sport events in 
Canada. This includes the supports required to ensure that sport tourism and sport events will be 
positioned to contribute to the economic, social/cultural and sustainability recovery in 
communities of all sizes and in every province and territory in Canada. 
 
Some sport events have been held in Canada behind closed doors or without spectators however 
others were not able to be hosted for a variety of reasons. 
 
In May 2020, Sport Tourism Canada (STC) established the “COVID-19 Sport Tourism Recovery Task 
Force” comprised of leaders within all areas of the sport tourism industry including national sport 
and multi-sport organizations, professional sport, host cities, destination marketing organizations, 
host venues and industry suppliers. 
 
 
Summary of Findings 
 
Based on the evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Sport Tourism COVID-19 Recovery Task 
Force faced a large volume of information that was evolving along with the epidemiology of 
COVID-19 and real time learnings. 
 
Two primary problems were identified through the mandate of the Task Force and will continue to 
evolve: 

1) To return to sport event hosting in Canada, host destinations, rights holders, venues and the 
sport hosting supply chain will require unprecedented levels of support and access to shared 
resources. An adaptive approach to event planning and risk mitigation based on the shifting 
local and provincial circumstances can serve to create a positive event experience for 
participants and spectators while rebuilding confidence to attend events and travel based 
on any local and provincial restrictions; and 

2) The impacts of sport tourism are not well understood and a more focused advocacy effort 
on the part of Sport Tourism Canada to highlight the importance sport event hosting plays in 
the economic, social and sustainability recovery of our communities, our economies, of sport 
and of Canada is required. 

 
This approach is intended to serve as a framework and contains items for consideration that can 
be adapted based on local or provincial factors. It is not intended to be prescriptive and will be 
updated as the pandemic evolves. 
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For event hosting to return, the industry has adopted the phased federal approach to the 
recovery from COVID-19. The three phases are: 

• Response – From the cancellation of sport events in March 2020 until sport tourism is 
positioned to start implementing a recovery plan. 

• Recovery – From the start of the return to hosting in modified forms while mitigating potential 
risks until widespread immunity exists or we achieve an acceptable level of risk mitigation for 
the hosting of sport events in all sports with spectators and community engagement. 

• Resilience – To be determined and dependent on the existence of widespread immunity or 
adaptive measures to enable sport event hosting involving inter-provincial and international 
travel. 

 
 
Adaptive Recovery 
 
Based on the epidemiology of COVID-19 in different areas of Canada, an “adaptive recovery” 
approach will be required. Individual provinces and municipalities, and local, provincial and 
national and multi-sport organizations will all need to assess their current position throughout the 
recovery process to ensure it meets with the public health and operational realities of the specific 
setting. 
 
This will not be a “one size fits all” approach as we have seen with travel and public health 
measures up to this point in Canada. 
 
 
Bouncing Back Strategy  
 
The Bouncing Back Strategy and this entire document was developed by the Sport Tourism 
Recovery Task Force based on available information during the Summer of 2020. It is intended to 
be a tool to help inform decisions of all segments of sport tourism and should be adapted based 
on factors presented by each host city, venue, the rights holder and funding organizations. This 
strategy is not meant to be a prescriptive model that will work in all circumstances. 
 
 
Strategic Theme – Return to Sport Hosting 
 
The planning playbook for sport events of all sizes is no longer applicable during the recovery of a 
global pandemic. Therefore rights holders, host organizations, venues and suppliers to events 
require support to be nimbler to enable informed decision-making. This state of readiness will 
prepare all stakeholders in the sport hosting system to pivot as the knowledge evolves including 
risk mitigation measures are developed and made available. 
  
Planning in the short term will be completely different with factors for future sport hosting success 
including: 

• Generating multiple sources of revenue including: 
- Public sources for bidding and hosting success; 
- Ticket revenue based on limited capacities due to public health requirements for host  

venues; and 
- Sponsor revenue with reduced business to business and business to consumer  

opportunities. 
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• Managing event expenses based on new realities to meet operational requirements due to 
COVID-19. 

• Developing new event operational protocols that meet public health requirements. 
• Proactive risk management including health and safety, financial, legal and reputational 

risks will require collaboration from all groups involved in bidding and hosting. 
• Creating positive sport event experiences for participants and spectators that meets local, 

provincial and Canadian standards require ingenuity and investment in tools and resources 
to support all stakeholders. 

• Visitors will return to sport events before other leisure travel and their experience must be 
rooted in good planning, better communication with shared responsibility in building 
customer and public confidence in travel and events. 

  
Over the mid to long-term, sport tourism can be reimagined to withstand the recovery from 
impacts of COVID-19 and ultimately adapt and thrive in bidding and hosting well beyond the 
pandemic. 
 
 
Strategic Theme – Advocating on the Benefits of Sport Tourism 
 
Sport hosting has always been a key revenue generator for sport organizations while generating 
economic activity in several key sectors such as accommodations, restaurants and retail in 
communities of all sizes. 
 
In Canada, this community economic development initiative represents $6.8 billion in annual 
spending (2018)1 and according to the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) states 
that “sport tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors in tourism.” 
 
Despite the contributions of sport tourism to the development of tourism, economies, communities 
and sport, the true impacts are not universally understood. As a result, sport tourism has not been 
represented or discussed in the weeks and months following the outbreak of COVID-19 in 
Canada.  
 
Sport tourism is a relatively new segment of the tourism industry, having been formalized in 
Canada in 2000 with the establishment of Sport Tourism Canada (formerly Canadian Sport Tourism 
Alliance). Since that time, sport tourism has been a key contributor in the recovery of travel and 
tourism in response to global events.  
 
It is clear from past global crises that sport tourism can play a key role in the recovery from 
COVID-19. Since sport tourism was formalized as an industry segment of tourism in Canada in 2000, 
it has supported economic activity in communities of all sizes and in every province and territory in 
Canada.  
 
From 9/11 to SARS and increased passport requirements to the global economic crisis, 
discretionary and leisure travel has been impacted. In each case, sport events have helped to 
sustain travel following downturns and instilled confidence in an adapted “new normal”. 
 
In the case of COVID-19, sport tourism will induce travel as permitted by the recovery from the 
pandemic.  
 
Unlike other past crises, sport tourism will also impact the social capital of Canada to help 
reengage residents in the well-being of their communities when it is safe to gather again. 
 
____________________________________________________________ 
1 Sport Tourism Canada: Sport Tourism Spending – Paradigm Consulting (2020)
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Sport tourism has traditionally been underfunded, under-leveraged and in some cases, taken for 
granted for the contributions to economies, the social capital and advancement of sustainability 
measures. Sport Tourism Canada is a non-funded and non-governmental organization and as 
such has not received operational funding for the first twenty years of it’s existence.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the need for consistent and sustainable funding to Sport 
Tourism Canada by the Government of Canada. Additionally, provincial departments and 
agencies, municipalities, destination management and marketing agencies should be funded to 
respond, recover and reimagine how sport tourism can adapt and thrive once our communities 
and Canada achieve resilience. 

A clear opportunity exists to tell the sport tourism story more proactively and consistently to ensure 
the segment continues to contribute to the recovery of sport, communities and economies of all 
sizes and in all parts of Canada. 

Download the full Sport Tourism Canada COVID-19 Recovery Task Force Report

https://www.sporttourismcanada.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/STC-Covid-19-Task-Force-FINAL-1.pdf

