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Trump’s trade war with China hits US tourism 

Chinese tourist bookings slump 8.4% following tariffs 

President Donald Trump’s tit-for-tat trade war with China appears to have caused a 
significant slump in Chinese visitors to the United States that could cost the American 
tourism sector dearly this year - according to the latest findings from ForwardKeys 
which predicts future travel patterns by analysing 17 million booking transactions a 
day. 

Weekly bookings from China to the US were up 2% from the last week of February 
(after the Chinese New Year holiday) to March 23 when the first tariffs took effect. 
Since then, ForwardKeys’ data shows the year-on-year figure to August is down by 
8.4%, falling further as new rounds of tariffs have been announced. The negative 
impact on the Chinese currency, which has fallen 7.5% against the US dollar since 
tariffs were introduced – meaning tourists’ money buys less – and warnings from 
Beijing about US travel security risks, have likely further influenced the trend. 

 

ForwardKeys’ data reveals that for the rest of the year, Chinese outbound bookings 
to the US are 9.6% behind where they were at the same time last year, whereas 
Chinese outbound bookings worldwide are ahead by 5.5%. This pattern of growth 
worldwide but slowdown to the US is consistent in every month except October. A 
general setback in October is due to this year’s Mid-Autumn festival falling at the end 
of September, which draws departures at the start of the busy National Day Golden 
Week holiday into September from October. 



 

The biggest impact has been on bookings for group travel (six or more passengers) 
from China to the US, currently behind for the rest of 2018 by 34.4% compared to last 
year. Bookings by free independent travellers (FIT) are behind 3.9%, with leisure 
travel being worse affected than travel for business or travel to visit friends and 
relatives. 

 

By way of a benchmark, Chinese bookings for travel to Canada were up 4.8% to the 
end of July and are currently ahead 8.0% for August to December. 

Tourism is big business. The United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) 
puts total spending by Chinese tourists abroad at US$ 258 billion in 2017. The World 
Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) reports that the value of tourism to the US from 
international visitors amounted to $200.7 billion in 2017, 8.6% of total exports. 

ForwardKeys CEO and co-founder, Olivier Jager, said: “Our findings strongly suggest 
that President Trump’s trade war has had a significant impact on Chinese tourism to 
the US. Looking at the year to date, we see a setback in Chinese tourism arrivals of 
just under 5%. If that continues to the end of the year, we estimate that the cost to 
the US economy will be north of US$ ½ billion in 2018. Chinese spending in this 
sector is significant – it amounts to the largest category of US services exports to 



China. It is unquestionable that the Chinese appetite for visiting the USA is 
diminishing, and that is bound to worry the US travel industry.” 

Ends 

About ForwardKeys 

ForwardKeys analyses more than 17m flight booking transactions a day, drawing data from all the 
major global air reservation systems and selected airlines and tour operators.  This information is 
enhanced with further independent data sets, including flight search and official government 
statistics, plus data science to paint a picture of who is travelling where and when. ForwardKeys’ 
analytics are used by travel marketers, retailers, hotels, destination marketing organisations 
(DMOs), financial institutions, car rental companies, tour operators, online travel agents (OTAs) 
and other traveller-focussed businesses worldwide to monitor and anticipate traveller arrivals 
from a particular origin market at a specific time.  This analysis enables parties to anticipate the 
impact of events, better manage their staffing levels, fine tune supply requirements, adjust and 
measure the effectiveness of their marketi ng efforts and anticipate future market trends. 

For further information, please contact Sophie Luis, Sophie.Luis@Tarsh.com on +44 (0) 20 7112 
8556 or David Tarsh, David@Tarsh.com on +44 (0) 20 7602 5262. 
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