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Tourism in Turmoil:

The Impact of the 0403 Earthquake in Hualien's Hospitality Industry

I. Introduction

II.

@D Background:
Hualien is a beautiful place in the eastern of Taiwan, which is famous for its

stunning scenery, including mountains, valleys, and oceans. When people talk about
Hualien, they often come out with its gorgeous natural landscapes. Besides its beauty,
Hualien is also known for frequent earthquakes. Since it is located on the Circum-
Pacific Belt, earthquakes hit regularly, and residents here are used to
them. Unfortunately, in recent years, Hualien has experienced several major
earthquakes, including the 0403 Earthquake happened last year, which was the most
serious within decades. Many news reports had focused on the impact of different

aspects these earthquakes have had on the area.

(I)  Motivation:

As locals, we aim to understand the real experiences of hostel hoteliers in the
tourism industry. By conducting personal interviews, we hope to uncover the root
causes of the problems affecting our tourism industry and find ways to address them,

ultimately reviving our local tourism industry and promoting economic development.

(II) ~ Purposes:

In order to investigate the reasons behind the impact of earthquakes on Hualien's
hospitality industry. By conducting personal interviews, we aim to analyze the
respondents’ answers to understand the real factors that cause natural disasters to
have significant repercussions on Hualien's tourism industry.

Secondly, we are seeking ways to improve this situation. After understanding
the causes of these impacts, we plan to explore potential solutions based on the

responses from our interviewees.

(IV) Research Questions:
1. What are the major reasons that have caused a serious blow to Hualien's
economy?

2. What changes should Hualien make to avoid the same situation again?
Literature Review

Hualien Port was badly damaged by the 2018 and 2024 earthquakes. According
to the journal {2 A -k4]) # 7| published in 2024, the two earthquakes caused

265



Tourism in Turmoil:

The Impact of the 0403 Earthquake in Hualien's Hospitality Industry

damage to the facilities in the port, including the following: roads sack into the
ground, the layer of earth used to raise the wharf sinking into the ground and damage
to the bridge structures. The soil also liquefied (became very soft) because of the
earthquakes, which affected the port's infrastructures, making it difficult to use and
get around the region. This is in line with other studies, such as those by Harder &
Seed (1986) and Yegian et al. (1994), which mentioned that although gravel is usually

thought to be at low risk of liquefaction, it can still happen in some cases.

In addition, a study of Japan by Hatanaka et al. (1995) also shows that large-
scale liquefaction occurred in the gravel-filled areas of Rokko Island and Hong Kong
Island during the Hanshin Earthquake, similar to the current situation in the Hualien
Port area. These findings show that although the geological conditions of the Hualien
port area were originally thought to be at low risk of liquefaction, the gravel backfill
may still be affected in the event of a strong earthquake, resulting in damage to
facilities. This in turn will affect the operation of the port and the city's disaster
resilience. On top of this, the 0403 earthquake also had a serious impact on Hualien's

tourism industry.

According to the { * = #23%) (2024 ) , Taroko National Park will have been
closed for seven years, making it hard for Hualien's tourism industry, and the
earthquake has further make worse the economic damage and made the recovery of

local businesses more difficult.

The first step is to reduce the harm. Before an earthquake happens, hoteliers
should build the structure stronger so it can withstand the intensity and state of the
earthquake magnitude. This will help make sure the hotel can reduce the harm caused
by the disaster. Next, they need to make a plan for what to do in an emergency, train
their staffs, and set up emergency evacuation plan so they can react quickly if an
earthquake happens. The third step is to take action. For example, after the 0410
earthquake, hotel owners should quickly check their equipment, start emergency
evacuation plans, and keep the calm tourists calm by sharing updates on social media

and giving quick information.

The final stage is to recovery. This includes impression reconstruction of
Hualien, government subsidy supports, and improving infrastructure to help rebuild
market confidence. The management model of tourism disaster proposed by expert

Faulkner (2001) shows that the government and the industry should promote

266



Tourism in Turmoil:

The Impact of the 0403 Earthquake in Hualien's Hospitality Industry

marketing resources after the disaster, and use the programs of discount and

propaganda to help the industry recover quickly.

Beirman (2016) pointed out that although short-term government subsidies can
improve financial pressures, long-term tourism recovery still depends on
improvements of infrastructure, media and international marketing. Therefore, in the
future, Hualien's tourism recovery should focus on infrastructure construction,
advance the transportation around Hualien, and make tourists feel more at ease.
Disaster risk assessment and building enhancement are also important, and Hualien
needs to improve earthquake standards of resistance and safety of infrastructure. In
addition, the cooperation between the government and the industry should not be
overlooked, and they will work together to restore the confidence of tourists through
promotion vouchers and marketing promotions. At the same time, the hotel industry
should attract tourists through promotional activities in the short term and build its

image in the long term to enhance its competitiveness
II1. Research Methods

To gain real insights, we conducted in-depth interviews with hoteliers. Through
the interviews, we can gather the most realistic information from the interviewees to

analyze.

() Research Purposes
Our research purposes are divided into three aspects:

1. Understanding the actual impact of disasters on the hospitality industry

After the earthquake happened on April 3rd 2024, the hospitality industry in
Hualien experienced a significant impact on booking rates and revenue. Through
interviews, we aim to find evidences of the specific changes in these data,
including the customers cancelations of their reservations. Furthermore, we will
explore the short-term and long-term business strategy challenges brought about
by the earthquake and analyze the extent of the disaster's impact on the overall

operations of the hospitality industry.

2. Exploring government support policies and actual needs of hoteliers
Discuss the impact of the funding assistance policies (such as stimulus
vouchers) introduced by the Hualien Government after the April 3rd earthquake

on local businesses. Assess the actual benefits and defects of these policies during
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their implementation. Also, gather the suggestions from hoteliers for policy

improvements and reveal their unmet needs, providing references for more

effective measures in the future.

3. Understanding future opportunities for transformation and collaboration in

Hualien's tourism industry

Discuss whether hoteliers have plans to shift towards new markets or explore

local tourism to jointly address the challenges following the earthquake. Further

examine the direction of transformation in Hualien's tourism industry, come to

solution of breakthrough points amid the crisis, and promote the stable recovery

and development of the industry.

(IT) Interviewees

Code Hostel name Gender Main customers Pricing
Fantasy .
1A Male Business travelers NT$1,200~NT$6,000
Apartment
Corner
2B Male Backpackers NT$2,800~NT$11,250
House

These are our interviewees including Fantasy Apartment and Corner House, two

local accommodations in Hualien. Both are located in Hualien County and close to

the Hualien Station.

Fantasy Apartment primarily hosts business travelers from other cities, while

the Corner House mainly attracts backpackers.

(IIT) Interview Contents and Implementation Method

1. Interview Content

The interview content primarily focuses on the impact of the 0403

earthquake on the operational conditions of the Fantasy Apartment, as well as

the strategies adopted in response. It covers three main themes: "Impact of the

Earthquake," "Response Strategies," and "Policy Effects." First, the discussion

will explore the changes in revenue and booking rates among accommodation

providers, including the proportion and reasons for customer cancellations,

analyzing both the direct and indirect impacts of the earthquake on business

operations. Second, it will look into the measures taken by the apartment in

response to the disaster, such as promoting discounts, marketing campaigns, or

shifting focus to other customer markets, and examine collaboration and
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experience-sharing with other hoteliers. Additionally, the interview will delve
into the reasons customers may choose not to select Hualien as a travel
destination, such as fear of aftershocks or other considerations, further
analyzing the current challenges and opportunities within the accommodation

industry.

2. Implementation Method

The implementation method involves semi-structured interviews for data
collection, conducted through face-to-face conversations. All interactions are
recorded to ensure the completeness of the data. Prior to the interviews, we
provide thorough explanation of the study’s purpose, obtain the permission of
participants, and ensure the privacy and rights of the respondents are protected,
confirming that the data will only be used for research purposes. After the
interviews, verbatim transcripts will be organized, summarized, and analyzed,
with in-depth interpretations of responses to core questions, leading to the
development of corresponding recommendations or improvement suggestions,
aimed at providing reference value for the recovery and response of the

accommodation industry post-earthquake before the 0403 earthquake took place.

IV. Analysis and Results

This section provides an analysis and discussion of the results from the interviews.
After expressing the interview outline and completing the interview questions, we
conducted the interviews promptly. The data obtained from the interviews were first

transcribed verbatim, followed by the organization of key summaries and analyses.

Below are the interview questions along with the respondents' answers:

(I) Impact of the 0403 Earthquake in Hualien's Local Lodging Hoteliers and their
Current Business Situation
This study asked a question to respondents about “the impacts of the 0403

earthquake and the current business situation of local hostel hoteliers in Hualien”:
1. Since the 0403 earthquake, Hualien has suffered a lot of impacts. What are the

changes in the booking rate and business turnover of your hostel? Can you provide

the approximate data or ratio?
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(1) Interviewees answer

“Before the earthquake, the booking rate in Hualien was about 70%. At that
time, it was just after the New Year and it was the off-season, so the number of
bookings was usually lower. You know that after the New Year, the market in
Hualien will enter a relatively in a slump, about one or two months, when everyone
has spent their New Year's money, but our B&B is basically mostly for business
travelers, plus we are located near the railway station, so we didn't reach the point
of closing down like other B&B hoteliers.” (1A)

“The booking rate has dropped from 60% to less than 10%, or even to zero
for a long period of time, which is very hard. There are a lot of check-outs, ranging

from some to cancellations, and they go straight to zero.” (2B)

(2) Analysis and Discussion

According to the respondents' responses, the 0403 earthquake had a
significant impact on the operations of local hoteliers in Hualien, mainly in the
following aspects:
® (Changes in booking rate and turnover:

During the interviews, respondents mentioned that after the earthquake, the
booking rate and business turnover of the hotel and lodging industry both dropped
significantly. On the one hand, safety concerns caused by the earthquake led to
temporary cancellations of trips; on the other hand, the damage to infrastructure
such as transport and tourist attractions further affected travel demand. Some
respondents provided specific figures showing a drop-in booking rate of between
30% and 50%, and even a loss in turnover of more than 50%.
® (ancellations:

Cancellations were common after the earthquake. Respondents reported
cancellations as high as 60% to 70% or even total cancellations, with the most
serious cancellations occurring within two weeks of the earthquake. Some
travelers chose to avoid Hualien as a travel destination for the time being due to

concerns about aftershocks and safety issues.
(IT) Countermeasure of Hualien's Local Lodging Hoteliers after the 0403 Earthquake
This study asked two questions to respondents about” the Countermeasure of

Hualien's Local Lodging Hoteliers after the 0403 Earthquake”:

1. Are the current policies by the government helpful to the local hostel industry?
How are they helpful?
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(1) Interviewees answer

“Actually, the government has provided some subsidy policies after the
earthquake, such as loan subsidies, which help us get through the difficult period
of cash flow shortages. There is also a revitalization subsidy program to promote
Hualien's tourism economy, which has indeed been helpful to us. However, these
measures still need time to take effect. Due to concerns about safety and the
psychological impact of the earthquake, it will be hard to completely eliminate

these issues in the short term through policies alone.” (1A)

“The situation this time, in the short term, meaning within a month after the
0403 earthquake, no measures really worked. No matter how appealing the offers
were, no one was willing to take risks with their lives. However, Hualien did
launch many promotions, which helped business owners like us. But the help is
still limited because people still had a fresh recall of the earthquake. Especially
with the media coverage, the impression is deeply rooted in people's mindset. It’s
impossible to recover quickly. So far, we’ve only managed to recover about 30%
at most.” (2B)

(2) Analysis and Discussion
According to the interviewees' responses, it is definitely helpful for the hostel
industry. However, there are still some limitations to the actual result. It is
dominantly reflected in the following aspects:
® [Limited Short-Term Effectiveness
The interviewee mentioned that government subsidies, such as loan
assistance and tourism programs, help with cash flow and tourism, but safety
concerns from the earthquake prevent quick recovery. Promotions can’t
overcome travelers’ safety worries.
® [mpact of Media Coverage
Media coverage has deepened negative perceptions of Hualien, and the
memory of the earthquake is hard to erase. The market has only recovered to
about 30%, showing policies haven’t fully met expectations.
® (hallenges in Policy Implementation
For small businesses, the subsidy application process can be complicated,
making it difficult for lack of resource hoteliers to access support. Simplifying
processes and providing more support would improve accessibility and efficiency.

® [ong-Term Recovery Process
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The interviewee emphasized that full recovery will take time. The
restoration of transportation, infrastructure, and trust in safety requires gradual
improvement. In addition to short-term measures, the government must focus on
long-term tourism promotion and infrastructure investment for sustainable

growth in the lodging industry.

2. What policies do you think the government could implement to truly improve
the situation? Why?

(1) Interviewees answer

“There are actually many big events held in Haulien, but the official hasn't
promoted them well, and even local businesses didn't know about these. For
example, the Hualien One-Day Tour started after the 0403 earthquake and has been
completely free. There's also a lottery for a free stay if you spend a certain amount
of money, with the grand prize even is a Tesla. This activity has been going on for

a while, and I only found out about it when customers from Taitung told me.” (1A)

"In the past eight or nine years, the government has provided many subsidies,
not just after this earthquake. Indeed, these policies have helped a bit, but they
only treat the symptoms, not the root cause. Relying on these subsidies alone will
definitely fail. Right now, we're just barely keeping Hualien’s tourism industry
running. Hualien has beautiful scenery, and many tourists love coming here. But
the reason people both love and hate Hualien is the transportation. The external
transportation system is very weak, especially after earthquakes or typhoons when
the railways and roads basically shut down. So, improving transportation is the
key to truly improving Hualien's tourism industry. As for the events Hualien
organizes, like the famous Summer Love Carnival or the Red-Faced Duck, they
are meant to attract tourists, but in my opinion, their results haven't been great over
the years. These events lack innovation. When you compare our Red-Faced Duck
with the Little-Yellow Duck in Kaohsiung, why Kaohsiung can do it so well is
something the Hualien government needs to change and learn from. Finally, there's
the issue of media coverage. Every time there's an earthquake or typhoon, the news
always shows a lot of disaster footage. Often, these are just small portion of the
situation, but because of this, people from other counties have a fear of coming to
Hualien.” (2B)

(2) Analysis and Discussion
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According to the interviewees' responses, regarding the improvement of the
current policies by the government. It is mainly emphasized in the following
aspects:
® Enhance Activity Promotion

Many revitalization policies and activities have not been well promoted,
limiting awareness among business owners and tourists. For example, local
businesses only learned about the "Hualien One-Day Tour Free" and "Stay and
Win Lottery" through visitors from other places, highlighting a gap in promotion
and information sharing.

® Improve Transportation Infrastructure

Hualien’s transportation is vulnerable to disruptions from natural disasters,
which brings negative impact of tourism. Short-term subsidies won’t solve this.
Hualien needs more stable and efficient transportation to boost its tourism back
to the original stage.

® [ncrease Innovation in Events

Event like the "Summer Love Carnival" and "Red-Faced Duck" lack
innovation and haven’t attracted new tourists. Compared to creative events in
other cities, Hualien should focus on more innovative planning to enhance event
enthusiasts.

Promote Positive News through Media

The media often emphasizes disaster footage, increasing tourists' safety

concerns. The government should use media to promote local activities,

improving the impact of revitalization policies.

V. Conclusion and Suggestions

The 0403 earthquake had a devastating impact on Hualien's hospitality industry.
Our research, based on interviews with local hoteliers, revealed three major findings, a
significant decline in booking rates, severe financial losses, and the long-lasting
psychological impact on tourists.

Before the earthquake, the average hotel booking rate in Hualien was around 70%,
but after the disaster, it dropped to below 10%, with some hotels experiencing complete
cancellations. Revenue losses exceeded 50%, forcing businesses to implement survival
strategies such as discounts and local tourism promotions. However, these short-term
measures have proven insufficient in fully restoring visitors’ confidence.

The government had provided subsidies and tourism vouchers to support
recovery efforts since the incident, but many hotel owners expressed concerns

about policy
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effectiveness. They noted that financial aid was helpful but did not address the core
issue—the safety of transportation infrastructure. The lack of reliable access to Hualien
after earthquakes remains a critical factor in the slow recovery of the tourism.

For long-term recovery, a combination of infrastructure improvements, strategic
marketing, and crisis management planning is essential. Future research could explore
how different types of hotels—luxury vs. budget accommodations—experience disaster
recovery differently. Additionally, studies on tourist behavior and risk perception could
provide valuable insights for developing more effective post-disaster recovery
strategies.

Last but not least, the resilience of Hualien’s tourism industry depends on
collaboration between the government, business owners, and local communities. By
addressing both short-term recovery and long-term structural challenges, Hualien can

rebuild its reputation as a safe and desirable travel destination.
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X Lyrics

[Verse] In a world where cats wear
hats (meow, meow) They prance
around on welcome mats (purr, purr)
Whispering tales of night-time jest
(shhh, shhh) With twinkling eyes, they
never rest

[Chorus] Oh, the whimsy of a feline
ball (round and round) Where every
leap becomes a call (jump, jump) For
joy and dreams beyond their paws
(paws, paws) In the land of playful laws
(meow, purr) [Instrumental] (whiskers
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