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What’s on the horizon for the region’s travel
trade? Major associations tell 77G Asia what
they’re firing up their engines for

Marianne Carandang, Shekhar Niyogi, Rohit Kaul, Prudence
Lui and Timothy France

Cesar Cruz, president, Philippine Tour Operators Association
(PHILTOA)

What are your biggest challenges now? An insufficient
supply of accommodation, poor accessibility to destinations,
underdeveloped travel infrastructure, visa entry restrictions
and a getting a sustainable pool of tourism professionals.

What must tour operators change about their business?
Adapt to online marketing without losing the personal touch or customised service.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? We aim to complete PHILTOA's
official inventory of tour packages under the Island Philippines Fun Getaways and
Caravans brand. This includes tour packages with guaranteed departure to 17 regions
around the Philippines, as well as various Metro Manila city and day tours operated

by a consortium of 19 PHILTOA members. We are also organising the first Philippines
Tourism Convention in May and will expand the 24" Philippine Travel Mart in Septem-
ber. As part of our commitment to sustainable tourism, we will finance the construction
of the first PHILTOA Ifugao Heritage Hut in Batad for village tourism.

... 53% of inbound tour operators

Elly Hutabarat, chairman, Association of Air Ticketing Companies
in Indonesia (ASTINDO)

What are your biggest challenges now? We have more competi-
tors — not only from the growing number of travel companies, fuelled
by demand from an expanding middle class, but also from our
principals who compete with us for Internet bookings.

What must travel agencies change about their business? Travel
consultants must master their products and be able to respond to questions on destina-
tions, facilities, etc. While such information is available online, they need to be able to find
it. Therefore, we must invest in technology and human resources (HR), which requires a lot
of money. Giving away our commissions by selling cheap will only hurt us eventually.

289 paid members, 15 affiliates, .
1 corporate member .

What is your association focusing on in 2013? We are focusing on HR development.
ASTINDO has formed the Ticketing Expert Council, compiled ticketing job competencies
and trained our members’ staff. We are also overseeing the Ticketing Professionalism
Competence Certification programme. This is a recent programme that will run through
2013. Another priority is to get more members from across Indonesia as only 10 out of 33
provinces are currently represented.

0000
Almost 400 members .‘. . 109, of registered travel >70% of all domestic and international
s

consultants airline ticket sales

Robert Khoo, CEO, National Association of Travel Agents
Singapore (NATAS)

What are your biggest challenges now? For the outbound leisure
sector, competition remains rife among brick-and-mortar firms, OTAs
and supplier websites. But there is still enough of the pie to go around.
Conversely, corporate ticket sales remained stagnant in 2012 with
companies downgrading purchases and some eliminating travel. A rise
in operational expenses has also squeezed profits. Things look a little brighter for DMCs,
as arrivals to Singapore are expected to remain buoyant. Generally, those who target
emerging Asian segments will do better.

Adam Kamal, honorary secretary-general, Malaysia Inbound
Tourism Association (MITA)

What are your biggest challenges now? Firstly, increasing competi-

tion among inbound tour operators has led to undercutting. MITA

has suggested that the tourism ministry limit the number of inbound

licences to 3,000 at any one time. New players who are serious about

starting an inbound business can buy over an existing dormant agency.
Secondly, threats from online booking portals and hotels that deal directly with overseas
travel consultants. Thirdly, competition from overseas travel companies that have an
inbound business here. They offer familiarity as they speak the same language as their
target market as well as ease of transaction as customers can pay in their own currency.

What must travel agencies/tour operators change about their business? Become
more lean and mean by augmenting staff productivity i.e. training them to become mul-

titaskers. NATAS is encouraging members to initiate more rigorous training programmes,
and recently distributed cash vouchers as an incentive to enrol employees for courses.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? Raising service standards in the indus-
try. In February, we intend to unveil our accreditation programme for individuals, which will
recognise those who have shown outstanding performance in various capacities.

100 associate members

350 travel agencies, 3333 33% of travel trade 85% of total revenue generated by travel trade
What must tour operators change about their business? Tour operators should

embrace technology and go direct to the consumer instead of relying solely on B2B traffic.
They need to understand that the effective use of technology can bring more business and
help them reach a wider audience.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? MITA is focusing on fair practices and
using technology to drive business growth through seminars.

0000
300 members ‘.‘. 40% of inbound players




Setting up
“home”
in Bahrain

By Glenn de Souza
Vice President International
Operations — Asia & the Middle East

Best Western International

Best Western Inter-
national Earlier this
year we returned to
Bahrain, and have
now doubled our
portfolio in the country
with the launch of the
BEST WESTERN
Olaya Suites Hotel.
This new all-suite
property is located in
the heart of Bahrain's
capital, Manama,
offering a perfect
base for corporate
travelers and families.
In short, we want to
create a "home away
from home" atmo-
sphere  for  our
guests, with large
units featuring kitch-
enettes, relaxing
sofas, flat-screen
televisions and com-
plimentary Wi-Fi,
perfect for both long-
and short-stay guests.

Our return to Bahrain
marks another exciting
stage in Best Western's
Middle East expan-
sion strategy. So far
in 2012 we have

debuted in Saudi
Arabia, Oman, Bahrain
and Jordan.

Wostern

THE WORLD'S LARGEST
HOTEL CHAIN®

ASSOCIATIONS ROUND-UP

Mohd Khalid Harun, president, Malaysian
Assaciation of Tour & Travel Agents (MATTA)

What are your biggest challenges now? The lack of IT
knowledge and understanding of the importance of tech-
nology in growing the business. Consumers are purchas-
ing direct from suppliers and OTAS through the Internet.
The traditional travel agency must change with the times
and remodel its business to incorporate technology.

What must travel agencies change about their business? Learn to innovate
and incorporate IT into their businesses. Pump in more capital to invest in IT
solutions and follow the latest trends on where consumers are buying online.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? Improving our members’
knowledge of e-commerce and using it to grow their businesses. To this end,
we are organising a global travel and tourism conference in April. We are also
holding the annual World Islamic Tourism Mart in June, through which we hope
to create opportunities for members interested in promoting Islamic tourism.

Igbal Mulla, president, Travel Agents Association India (TAAI)

What are your biggest challenges now? The zero commission
issue. Saddled with financial problems, some airlines are now trying
to cut corners by withdrawing the commission they traditionally pay
to travel consultants. The last national budget also revised service tax
upwards from 10 to 12 per cent.

0000
2,800 members .. . . 809 of the industry represented

What must travel agencies change about their business? Since
margins are declining, we need to be innovative and come up with out-of-the-box ideas.
Travel consultants should strive to offer clients tour packages according to their needs and
demands, and value-for-money deals.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? TAAl is focused on reinstating our right
to commission, doing away with the weekly payment system, reducing service tax and
bringing in web parity. We plan to significantly enhance connections with state, national
and international tourism boards. TAAI will also work aggressively on our Vision 2020 road-
map that aims to raise the bar for all travel- and tourism-related services and activities to
meet globally accepted standards. We are in the midst of identifying critical factors that
impact the investment climate, in order to boost tourism.

0000
2,500 members, including those overseas .'. .

Paul Leung, chairman, Hong Kong Association of Travel
Agents (HATA)

What are your biggest challenges now?

Technology, especially the birth of OTAs, has transformed
the way we do business. Consumers also go directly to
suppliers. In the past, we were the key sources for ticket-
ing and hotel bookings as we offered better prices and
various services like ticket delivery. This is no longer true.

What must travel agencies change about their business? Don’t compete
head-on with OTAs with simple functions like hotel bookings, as they are doing
so well. Instead, we have to create more value-added options such as hotel and
transfer packages, and provide more information for clients to make decisions.

Suthipong Pheunphiphop, president, Thai Travel Agents
Association (TTAA)

What are your biggest challenges now? Travel agencies and tour
operators in Thailand face two major challenges. Firstly, Novem-
ber’s events (such as the Pitak Siam protest in Bangkok) show that
tensions remain, and this is a risk to us all. Secondly, the economic
crisis in Europe has affected Thai outbound. Longhaul markets did
not perform well in 2012 and travellers were diverted to shorthaul
markets instead, maintaining steady business to Asian countries.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? Helping our members equip
themselves fully and meeting their needs, such as having an online presence
and Internet tools. We may boost their online capacity by consolidating our
resources for mutual use.

About 300 members, 000

covering ticketing,

[ 3
. ... 20% of the industry
inbound and outbound represented

50% of industry’s revenue

What must travel agencies change about their business? Many consultants here have
been slow to adopt IT in their management process. This is a concern as we move towards
the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) in 2015. About 30 per cent have an online pres-

ence currently, but penetration is growing.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? We are concerned about the AEC and
are making sure that Thai travel consultants are ready to compete in the open market.
We are working with the government to provide training courses for members. While we
offered just four or five courses a year over recent years, we plan to hold at least one per
month in 2013 to improve the capabilities of Thai staff. TTAA is raising awareness and
encouraging business owners to keep training their staff in computing because it is very
important that they adapt to the digital era.

About 580 travel agencies, while over 130 are
airlines, foreign NTOs and extraordinary members
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Aileen Clemente,

president, Philippine
Travel Agencies As-
sociation (PTAA)

What are your biggest challenges now? On an
industry level, PTAA wants to see the National Tourism
Development Plan come into fruition (achieving the goal
of 10 million international and 35.5 million domestic
tourists by 2016). Factors influencing its success
include the removal of onerous taxation on airlines
operating within the Philippines, the implementation of
investment incentives for tourism-related enterprises,
and travel consultants making intuitive and effective
process improvements.

Rajeev Kohli, vice president,
Indian Association of Tour
Operators

What are your biggest

challenges now?

The global economic uncer-

tainty is changing consumer

behaviour patterns. They now

look for deals and discounts,
and the selling community is forced to offer the same level
of service at lower prices even when supply costs are
increasing. Consumers are also booking trips with shorter
lead times as short as four to six weeks before departure.
The travel industry is finding it hard to forecast future
revenue streams and therefore cannot effectively budget
future expenses. Futhermore, government policies such as
double taxation are antiquated.

What must tour operators change about their busi-
ness? They can no longer be complacent and rely on
current or traditional operating systems. The cycles of
change are becoming smaller and unless businesses
understand the need to be proactive rather than reactive,
they will face a wall.

What is your association focusing on in 2013? Our
focus has always been on our smaller and medium-sized
members, as smaller players often need help. We have
also been consistently engaging tourism officials on gov-
ernment policies. We need to help change policies to keep
our members relevant and viable as well as ensure a level
playing field and equal market access.

4,000 members

Approximately ‘3‘3 80_85% of all foreign

exchange earnings
in tourism
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Other issues that need to be looked at are the proper maintaining good client relationships. with the Department of Tourism, etc.

implementation of value-added tax and withholding tax

for travel agencies and tour operators, as well as seat What is your association focusing on in 2013? We will also continue to promote destinations that

and airport capacity. PTAA's top priorities continue to be facilitating the evo- have been recently launched in the Philippines
lution of the business model for travel companies and and provide suitable venues for networking among

What must travel agencies change about their being actively involved in advocacy efforts. This includes  our members.

business? Travel agencies must accept that the lobbying the authorities to pass laws in order to Keep Up  apout 350 members are

business model for travel firms has evolved. They must with the times, providing seminars on current issues for :;Vf‘:){gl':sm"svg;'t‘:'i‘g;sz:gn 3333 85-90%

maximise the use of enabling technologies, while still members, participating in tradeshows in collaboration operators, schools and GDSs of total travel volume

A Haven of Hospitality and Heritage

The new Ramada and Days Hotels Singapore at Zhongshan Park
offer close to 800 modern rooms equipped with free Wifi,
alongside a myriad of retail and dining options in Singapore’s
first hotel-by-the-park development. Now open for bookings.

Discover more about our opening room rates from
SGD160++ per night.

Visit www.ramada-dayshotelssingapore.com.
For reservations, email reservations@ramadasingapore.com or
reservations@dayshotelsingapore.com.

®
RAMADA

© 2003-2012 Wyndham Rewards, Inc. All hotels are independently owned but operated
under a management agreement with Wyndham Hotel Group Asia Pacific Co. Ltd.
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Accor’'s huge appetite

Chain is growing fatter all the time but its chiefs tell Raini Hamdi it can digest what it chews

Denis Hennequin
Chairman & CEO
Accor

Michael Issenberg
Chairman & C00
Accor Asia-Pacific

“When we acquire
companies we also
acquire talent...When
we bought Mirvac, we
also got 3,000 people
and there will be some
great talent that we
will mine.”

ccor marked 30 years

of Asia-Pacific pres-

ence last November

with a bumper crop
of hotels signed in the region. By
2015, it will have 700 hotels in
operation in Asia-Pacific, from
550 hotels now, which is already
a huge figure. Competitors such
as Starwood Hotels & Resorts
and Marriott International are
smaller: respectively, 320 hotels
in Asia by 2014 (as of September
20, 2012) and at least 265 hotels
by 2016 (as of October 31,2012).

Some people say your first prior-
ity is to earn fees, increase share-
holder value, which these numbers
do perpetuate. What say you?

DH: It is not chasing numbers
for the financial community
but to answer to increased de-
mand as a result of the booming
economy here and in other parts
of the world. We have a pipeline
of 110,000 rooms within the next
three years; 50 per cent is in Asia-
Pacific because it is the vibrant
part of the world today. Basically,
supply is following demand.

How do you measure how success-
fully you've done for owners?

DH: The appetite owners show
for our brands is the best meas-
ure. For them, it is a game of ROL
If they are not satisfied with what
we bring to the party as operator,
our pipeline will just vanish. To
the contrary it is accelerating.
MI: We're not in the business
of running unsuccessful hotels.
When you get it wrong (with
a hotel), the amount of energy
and the time it consumes to try
and turn it around is distract-
ing. So we really try and focus
on success in terms of the right
hotel with the right partner in
the right location. More often
than not, we do feasibility stud-
ies with the owners to make sure
their project will be a success. We

try and educate the owners when
to expect success, as hotels take
anywhere between three and five
years to hit maturation.

What are the extra demands of
running a public company?

DH: Public companies have
more resources, as they are ap-
pealing to the financial mar-
kets. That’s a benefit, of course,
but with greater benefits come
greater challenges and responsi-
bilities, so it’s about finding the
balance (to satisfy) all the stake-
holders — our people, owners,
shareholders, etc — that’s my job.

What changes did you make since
becoming CEQ in January 2011 that
did real good for Accor?
DH: We've been focusing on
three strategies: brands, distribu-
tion and development.

We've been revisiting the
strength of all our brands and
segments, to make them even
more efficient and a step ahead.
We started with Ibis, but if you
look at the whole portfolio, we've
been doing the same exercise
with all our brands, whether it
is repositioning Sofitel, Pullman,
MGallery, etc. There’s not one
brand we’re ignoring in terms of
finding out what its DNA is and
how we can move it forward and
lead the market segments.

In terms of distribution, to-
day, having a good hotel, brand,
location and people running it
is not enough; you have to know
how to sell the hotel to your
guests, so we have been revisit-
ing our distribution model and
loyalty programmes. And finally,
development. We were born in
Europe and obviously most of
our inventory is in Europe where
we're by far market leader. But
we see that the world has become
a village and we have to increase
our presence outside Europe.
We’re now leader in Asia-Pacific,

Latin America, Africa and the
Middle East — everywhere except
North America.

Are you confident of opening an-
other 100 hotels this year, after
last year’s bumper of 110 hotels,
or will growth taper?

MI: In 2011, we opened about 65
hotels. Last year, with the Mirvac
acquisition, it exceeded; with-
out, it would be 68-70. Looking
at our pipeline in the next three
years, | expect to maintain that
growth of opening 60-70 hotels.

How are you ahle to open 60-70 ho-
tels a year without operation fray-
ing around the edges, especially
when there’s a staff crunch?
MI: As a hotel management
company, we're really two things:
were a sales and marketing or-
ganisation and a human resource
company. So the challenges are to
make sure we have the right tools
to fill the hotels and to have the
human capability, which is the
single biggest challenge, but in
some respects the most reward-
ing, as we’re building tremen-
dous careers for young people.
But that’s what we do. If you
look back at our development in
the last 30 years, from 13 hotels
in 1990 to 550 last year, we've
developed the systems, capability
and the people to do large-scale
growth. There was only one (Ac-
cor) academy for Asia-Pacific,
then one Pacific, one Asia. Now,
we have academies in China,
Thailand, Indonesia and India.
When we acquire companies,
we also acquire talent. Our CFO
and CMO came from a company
we acquired in 1993. When we
bought Mirvac, we also got 3,000
people and there will be some
great talent that we will mine.
DH: This also results in a cul-
tural change for Accor. We’ve be-
come truly international, from a
French model, so to speak. When

I'm here or in Latin America, Af-
rica, Middle East, I find lots of
new ideas and concepts that I can
feedback into the original model,
which is European. We're ben-
efiting from that cross exchange
of culture and talent from all
parts of the world. That’s the true
competitive advantage of being
international, to feed yourself
with all the talent and different
points of view. Successful global
companies are the ones that un-
derstand new models better be-
fore anyone else does. There’s not
one dominant model; that’s over.
Actually it’s a collage.

MI: A good example was we had
300 French franchisees — owners
of Novotel, Mercure, etc — meet-
ing in Bangkok recently. They
chose Asia themselves; they
wanted to see how more hotels
are being built here, the latest
trends, etc.

What will you be investing on in
order to support 700 hotels in the
region by 2015?

DH: Brand, distribution, devel-
opment.

What are the key changes in Asia
that you'll be looking out for?.

MI: The biggest change is that
our business is increasingly
inter-Asia. China is the big-
gest driver, changing from an
export- to a consumer-driven
economy. Going back to some
of your questions earlier about
us grabbing shelf space, the fact
is what’s happening in Asia is ex-
traordinary. Even if China slows
to seven to eight per cent, travel
still continues to grow at 12-14
per cent. Then look at Indone-
sia, Malaysia, India, the Philip-
pines and Myanmar opening up.
We've dealt with financial crises
and tragedies and those will con-
tinue. But we believe in the Asian
century and that it’s here for the
next 10 years.
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Marianne Carandang, Rosa Ocampo
Correspondents, The Philippines
(mcarandang@gmail.com,

Marisa Chen

Senior Business Manager (marisa.chen@hk.china.com)

Karen Cheung
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Best Western Debuts in the Historic Heart of Jordan!

Best Western Hotel Madaba is conveniently located in the old city of Madaba
with only foot steps away from all the tourist attractions. Whether your trip is
for business or pleasure, the hotel offers many facilities to suit your need
such as business center, meeting facilities, outdoor heated pool and terrace,
on-site restaurant and café.

Come and explore all the wonders this fascinating country has to offer.

C

f facebook.com/BestWesternAsia

Visit bestwesternasia.com or call toll free +800 0013 1779. | GDS:BW

Address: Aisha Um Al Mumeneen Street, Madaba, 17110, JO
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All aboard

In this new monthly column, Kevin Leong,
general manager, Asia Cruise Association (ACA),
floats ideas on how travel consultants can jump
on board to sell holidays at sea. Established in
2009, ACA’s goal is to promote the growth of
cruise tourism in the region.

WHY AND WHO TO SELL TO?

ow that the latest cruise

terminal in Asia (and the
world for that matter) is opened
for business at the Marina Bay
Cruise Centre Singapore, is it the
time for you to get into the busi-
ness of selling cruises? And if it
is, how do you get a piece of the
action if you are new to it?

The statistics have been quite
telling — over a 10-year period
from 1996-2006, cruise pas-
sengers have doubled from 6.3
to 15.2 million, a 142 per cent
increase compared with land-
based tourism, which increased
over the same period by only 50
per cent.

In 2012, the expectation is that
global cruisers will hit 19.3 mil-
lion and the future, which con-
cerns you, looks even better with
a projection to 27 million pas-
sengers by 2020. Consider also,
that the Asian penetration for
cruise holidays is only 1.2 million
passengers, less than 10 per cent
of the global total.

With good economics driving
Asian affluence for the near fu-
ture, the potential for your com-
pany to enter a growth segment
in the travel industry is huge.

The beauty about getting into
the cruise business is that it’s not
starting a new business at all.

The database of loyal cus-
tomers you have is a good place
to start. You know the old sales
maxim — it’s easier and cheaper
to retain an existing customer
than to find a new one. Those on
your list who have been repeat-
ing land tours and have done
most of the world are probably
ready for new experiences and
what is “more new” today than
touring by water?

As s the tendency among trav-
ellers, they may want to start on
something new by not venturing
too far out. What were the coun-
tries they toured when they first
started out? Malaysia, Thailand,
Indonesia? There are cruises to
nowhere, three-day, five-day and
seven-day cruises to none or all
of those countries. Once they are
hooked on the joys of cruising,
you can graduate them to North
Asia (China, Japan and South
Korea), the Mediterranean, Car-
ibbean and even to see the ice-
bergs in Alaska, but don’t take
too long as they may all melt be-
fore your loyal customers make

it there!

Before you get all excited and
start pushing cruise packages to
your customers, here’s a little bit
of advice. Always remember who
your customers are and what
they like to do on a holiday. This
is especially important in the
cruise business because you need
to know the products well, and
that includes the geography of
the cruise regions, the different
cruise ships that operate there,
the ones that traverse them all,
what the various ships have on
board that will keep your cus-
tomers happy and then match-
ing them to the customer profiles
you have in your database.

Like they say, giving your cus-
tomers what they need, rather
than what you think is good for
them, makes for a satisfied cli-
ent who will return to you for
the next big-ticket cruise. The
good news is that there is plenty
of help at hand. Cruise lines are
on standby to help you find your
“new” market and to highlight
ships that suit your customers’
needs. In a future article, I'll tell
you all about how to get access to
such assistance.

STAY AHEAD
Leave The World Behind

Sink into a deep sleep as you draw the curtains close after an eventful day.

For preferential rates at Eastin Hotel Penang,
please email info.pg@eastin.com and quote TTG13

www.eastin.com
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Patrick Kong

Deputy chairman/CEQ
Lotus Tours
Hong Kong

You didn’t start off your career in
travel. What made you join Lotus?
After graduating with an MBA
in 1979 from the US, I returned
to Hong Kong in 1981 to work
in a merchant bank. Influenced
by the American hippy lifestyle,
I was a reluctant businessman
and despised conglomerates. [
returned because I am the only
son and I wanted to be with my
dad. While I enjoyed travelling, I
stayed away from the travel busi-
ness because the company was
already well established.

In 1991 my employer, UPS,
moved to Singapore. This was
an opportunity for my sister and
I to start thinking about doing
something good for the com-
pany. As an engineer, I find joy
in inventing something different,
so our No. 1 goal was to set up
a mission statement (not yet a
common practice for corporates
at that time) and change the
company culture. (Until then)
we were a family-run business
without staff cohesiveness.

We trained university gradu-
ates like Ken Ng (now general
manager and COO) and Keller
Mak, who made her comeback
to Lotus early last year (as gen-
eral manager and chief distribu-
tion officer), and they became
our new blood. But opportunity
knocked in 1994, and I decided
to take up an appointment as
one of the initial five regional
importer-principals for BMW
AG in China.

In 2007, however, I was diag-
nosed with lung cancer and had
to retire from work. After a com-
plete recovery, I decided to return
to Lotus under semi-retirement
in 2008. I am now primarily re-
sponsible for positioning the
company in the 21* century and
expanding its businesses in Chi-
na. My father is a detail manager,
while I am a dreamer. I see my-
self as a facilitator of our staff’s
dreams.

Your staff seem to be at the heart
of your business.

People are our most important
asset and they are part of my
family. Our team is very loyal,
as over 30 per cent of our en-
tire workforce has been with us
for more than 10 years. In fact,
the managers like change and 1
never reject their proposals. We
adopt an approach of collective
responsibility (meaning we share
our troubles), so we are proud

that we do not lay off any staff in
a bad economy.

In 2010, we motivated our
staff by launching a year-long
paid maternity leave and three
months’ paid paternity leave.
From last year, staff trips have
also been combined with em-
ployee development and test
marketing practices to offer our
staff the chance to experience
newly designed travel routes, so
that they can share their personal
experiences with customers to
enhance the quality of service.

Tell us ahout the unprecedented
Management Share Ownership
Programme you're intending to
implement.

The idea came from my stint
with UPS, where one of the mis-
sion statements was that it would
always be managed by its owners
and owned by its managers. My
father and I want to take care of
our loyal staff and this is the best
and most sustainable way to do
so. Such a change in ownership
scheme is a big experiment in
Chinese society as it’s against the

tradition of family-controlled
businesses.

We will issue shares to mana-
gerial staff every year and these
are tradable. As Lotus is not list-
ed, we can decide our share price.
It's a low-risk investment with
guaranteed outperformance, so
it will have even better returns
than Hong Kong’s Mandatory
Provident Fund. Eventually, our
family’s ownership share will be
diluted and the staff can influ-
ence the price by working hard
for high profitability. If they re-
tire within 10 years, they are re-
quired to sell their shares back to
the company.

We have appointed all gen-
eral managers as directors of the
company in preparation of the
programme. We have also put
all our travel-related companies
under a holding company, Lo-
tus Travel Group, to facilitate the
distribution of shares.

How would you like to see Lotus
evolve in the next 50 years?

We have to be different. If we
aren’t different, there is no in-

“If we aren’t dif-
ferent, there is
no innovation.
We can't sit still,
be bored and
continue doing
- the same
thing...Our
next priority
IS to rein-
vent how
travel con-
tent is distrib-
uted within
the region.”

novation. We can’t sit still, be
bored and continue doing the
same thing. This is why we went
back to the retail world in 2010.
In 2010, retail comprised 30 per
cent of the business, and ulti-
mately we hope to grow it to 60
per cent.

For Hong Kong, diversifica-
tion through organic growth is
the direction we will take. Last
year, we relaunched our high-
end retail unit, GeoTraveller, and
inaugurated its cruise centre in
anticipation of the soon-to-be-
completed cruise terminal. In
the coming months, one of our
new strategic thrusts will be to
promote in-depth cultural and
heritage travel to China. This re-
flects our passion for travel, our
pride of heritage and our love of
Chinese culture.

We also recently established
a wholly-owned travel agency
in Taiwan as well as in Guang-
zhou and Shanghai. We need to
be aware of our critical paths to
enhancing our distribution net-
work, both online and offline.

We have succeeded in accu-

Built up by HP Kong 55 years ago, family-owned Lotus Tours’ challenge is to
remain competitive in today’s digital environment. Leading the travel service
provider and ticketing wholesaler’s charge is second-generation Kong, who is
sowing the seeds for growth with technology and staff. Prudence Lui reports

3

mulating a basket full of the best
value travel content in the Hong
Kong market. We will continue
to build on that to become one
of the most comprehensive con-
tent providers for Greater China.
Our next priority is to reinvent
how travel content is distributed
within the region. We are ex-
perimenting with new distribu-
tion channels, and will see how
to make traditional distribution
channels more efficient.

How are you embracing technol-
ogy to achieve this?
Our goal is to be the city’s most
efficient travel consultant. Back
in 1991, we were the first one to
install mini mainframe comput-
ers followed by the automation
of our back office and the launch
of a B2B platform during the
dot-com era. Stiff competition
from direct suppliers as well as
online channels continues to
prompt us to adapt to challenges.
Our newly signed 10-year
partnership with Amadeus pro-
vides us with an innovative suite
of tailor-made solutions that im-
proves operating efficiency, offers
greater customer convenience
and reduces overall IT spend-
ing in line with the company’s
long-term strategic goals. These
solutions include a guided book-
ing platform, a smart checking
system, a corporate self-booking
website and Amadeus Travel Of-
fice Manager. It’s vital to cater
for our future staff with a user-
friendly system.

And after that?

The next step is to get Amadeus
to create a B2C website. Internet
travel portals are taking off slow-
ly but surely due to the conveni-
ence. At the moment, they are
only being used for search pur-
poses or last-minute bookings.
We plan to have a website target-
ing different market segments,
i.e. GeoTraveller for cruise.

The ultimate goal is an up-
scale site equipped with dynamic
packaging, which means clients
may create custom-made FIT
packages with their preferred
hotel and flights. Currently, most
bookings are static, based on
fixed airlines and few choices of
hotels. It will require immense
effort to shift from static to dy-
namic. Package airfares are avail-
able, but the hotel part is chal-
lenging as they charge different
room rates in different periods.
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Striking a delicate balance

TTG Asia asks tour operators and experts across Asia how far their countries have
come in rolling out responsible travel initiatives, and what else needs to be tackled

Ary Suhandi, founder and managing director, Indonesia Ecotourism Network

How sustainable is Indonesia in tourism?
Sustainability comprises three main prin-
ciples — economic, environmental and
socio-cultural values — that should auto-
matically be part and parcel of tourism
operations because the industry is de-
pendent on nature and culture to yield
economic value.

In the past, tourism businesses focused
only on the economic aspects, but today
there is a demand for tourism to make real
contributions to the environment and the
community through responsible manage-
ment and activities.

Indonesia’s sustainable tourism is still
growing. To reach the next level, we need
all stakeholders to move together, led by
the government in creating regulations
that support sustainable tourism.

Are tourists increasingly interested in sus-
tainable tour programmes when they visit
Indenesia? What do they like?

i

The demand for responsible tour pro-
grammes continues to grow. Today’s trav-
ellers demand new experiences and expect
to interact directly with the community.
They feel that a trip is more rewarding
when they can contribute to the preserva-
tion of culture and nature.

Travellers from Western Europe such
as Germany, the Netherlands, the UK and
Spain are still dominating the market (for

sustainable travel), followed by Australia
and the US. We have also seen growing
numbers from Japan and South Korea
lately.

Voluntourism is rapidly becoming
popular in areas such as East Java, Bali,
Lombok and Flores, where travellers
spend one to two weeks in a village teach-
ing languages to the locals or renovating
schools and traditional houses.

Tangkahan, at the feet of the Gunung
Leuser National Park in North Sumatra,
has grown quickly as a new ecotourism
destination because of the local commu-
nity’s commitment to switch from fell-
ing trees to forest conservation, allowing
them to reap the economic benefits of
ecotourism. Tourist arrivals to the area
have grown from 1,496 in 2010 to 2,470
in 2011, while visitorship rose to 3,147 be-
tween January and October 2012.

The Tanjung Puting National Park in
East Kalimantan, known for its orangutan

rehabilitation centre, is also seeing more
visitors despite its lack of accessibility. In-
ternational arrivals increased from 3,542
in 2010 to 5,444 in 2011, and to 7,000 be-
tween January and October 2012.

What sustainable tourism products do you
hope to see more of in Indonesia, and why?

More travel packages fostering the preser-
vation of culture and nature. Such pack-
ages should become the signature prod-
ucts of Indonesia because the country is
known for its diverse culture and history.

What do you hope to achieve in the area of
sustainable tourismin 2013 ?

[ expect to see the growth of voluntourism
products in Indonesia, but to minimise
negative impact, there is a need for a good
standard of operations. The International
Ecotourism Society has issued interna-
tional voluntourism guidelines for tour
operators. — Mimi Hudoyo

Philippines

Al B Linsangan ll, president, Calamianes

Expeditions & Ecotours

How sustainable is the Philippines in terms
of tourism?

Having been identified as one of the pro-
tected ecotourism sites in the country, the
Calamianes Islands, including Coron in
northern Palawan, is very promising for
sustainable tourism. Tourism’s impact is
being managed to ensure that it is kept
within the destination’s capacity.

The islands are more of a marine-based
destination with the majority of activities
being water-based (swimming, snorkel-
ling, diving, etc), so we need to protect the
reef and its adjacent ecosystem. One of the
main efforts is to place mooring buoys to
discourage anchorage on coral reefs.

We also helped to establish Marine Pro-
tected Areas and identify proper zoning
(core zone, multiple use zone, restricted
zone and buffer zones). This will help us
to manage the area effectively while com-
bining conservation and tourism.

Are tourists increasingly
interested in sustainable
tour programmes when
they visit the Philippines?
What do they like?

Yes. In the case of Cor-
on, we are now getting
a good percentage of re-
sponsible tourists whom 1
call green travellers. Some
programmes that we
are considering in
response to their in-
terests include bird-
watching, homestay
with the locals, in-
digenous tours that

include an immersion programme with
tribal and indigenous communities, man-
grove kayaking and nature interpretation.

But these programmes should have a
low-impact base. Theyre not for mass
tourism as we are also protecting the com-
munities we work with.

What sustainable tourism products do you
hope to see more of in the Calamianes, and
why?

I would look into authentic cultural
events, which we have already started with
the monthly Fullmoon Festival where
indigenous communities showcase their
customs and traditions in the form of
dances, native drumbeats and songs; and
ecotourism incorporating activities such
as planting mangroves and coastal/beach
clean-ups.

We recently started offering a multi-day
sea safari on board an expedition banca
boat, grilling fresh catch in the glow of a
campfire, sleeping under the stars — the
alluring simplicity of connecting with na-
ture.

What do you hope to achieve in the area of
sustainable tourismin 2013 ?

For Coron to be maintained as a destina-
tion for responsible tourism players and
visitors. I hope also for Coron to establish
guidelines on capacity management, sus-
tainable tourism guidelines for all build-
ers, investors, stakeholders and visitors,
as well as for it to have sound and har-
monised environmental policies, a devel-
opmental approach, cultural sensitivity
and balanced economic policies. — Rosa
Ocampo

Sugumaran Nair, manager, inbound & MICE
division, Freme Travel Services

How sustainable is Brunei in tourism?
Brunei is known as a nature lover’s para-
dise, as more than 70 per cent of (the
country) is still a tropical rainforest. There
are many nature-based activities that visi-
tors can enjoy, such as jungle trekking,
snorkelling and diving.

Since Brunei is a small country, one
does not need to travel far to visit these at-
tractions. For example, visitors can make
a day trip to Tasek Merimbun National
Park, an ASEAN Heritage Park, and re-
turn to the comfort of their hotels for the
night.

Are tourists increasingly interested in sus-
tainable tour programmes when they visit
Brunei? What do they like?

Yes, especially tourists from Australia and
the Far East markets. A popular attraction
is Ulu Temburong National Park, a tour-
ist-friendly destination with footpaths
and a canopy walkway that rises 50m from
the forest floor. From this canopy walk-
way, visitors can have a bird’s-eye view of
the surrounding forest.

We have a chalet (in the park) called
Freme Rainforest Lodge, which can fit 40
people. It is popular with incentive and
teambuilding participants who want to
spend a night and take part in activities
such as whitewater rafting (or tackling)
flying fox and high ropes. We also have
student groups from Singapore visiting to
learn about the forests.

What sustainahle tourism products de you
hope to see more of in Brunei, and why?

While Brunei is known for its nature-
based attractions and Malay culture, I feel

Ulu Temburong National Park

that the supply side — the hotels — should
also be more involved in corporate so-
cial responsibility initiatives. Properties
themselves should incorporate elements
of environmental conservation. The green
movement in Europe is strong, and I be-
lieve that it will soon catch on in Asia.
Brunei should be ready for this wave.

I would also like to see more green sem-
inars and conferences being held in Bru-
nei for tour operators, so that we will have
more exposure on this subject.

What do you hope to achieve in the area of
sustainable tourismin 2013 ?
We hope to generate more international
awareness of Brunei as a green destina-
tion and as the green heart of Borneo, and
show tourists what the country can offer.
Brunei’s offerings are so very different
from (those in) other Asian cities. We are a
unique destination because here the air is
fresh, the city is safe and you can see wild-
life in its natural habitat without having to
travel long distances. — S Puvaneswary
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Grégoire Imberty, general manager,
Exotissimo Travel Cambodia

How sustainahble is Cambodia in tourism?
Cambodia’s tourism development is still
nascent outside Siem Reap, and has the
opportunity to pursue a sustainable path
by learning from best and worst practices
from neighbouring countries.

Itis a long road ahead, but we hope that
Cambodia will preserve its strong cultural
heritage and natural beauty that make it
such a distinctive and authentic country.
Therefore, how the southern coast and
beaches develop will be a good indication
of the direction the country pursues with
regards to sustainability.

It is of utmost importance to preserve
famous sites such as the Angkor temples
and to adopt sustainable ways to man-
age the tourist flow. The Angkor Tourism
Management Plan, supervised by the UN-
ESCO and the APSARA local authority, is
providing new solutions.

Are tourists increasingly interested in sus-
tainable tour programmes when they visit
Cambodia? What do they like?
Yes. Some of our clients want to support
Cambodia’s development in a sustainable
way, where the money they spend goes di-
rectly to the local communities and not to
an internationally managed hotel or shop.

Travellers sometimes request for social
interaction within their itinerary, such as
dining at a training restaurant for disad-
vantaged youths or getting a massage from
a blind masseur. Occasionally we also re-
ceive requests for half-, full- or multi-day
projects such as assisting in digging wells
or building houses.

Exotissimo has phased out all school
and orphanage visits, as we believe that it
is not appropriate to consider such venues

as tourist attractions.

What sustainable tourism products do you
hope to see more of in Cambodia, and why?
More proper homestays and certified eco-
lodges can benefit travellers and the local
communities if done well. We would like
to see more hotels powered by solar pan-
els, biomass or renewable energy sources.

We also welcome initiatives from in-
dividuals or NGOs to develop quality
attractions while protecting the environ-
ment and educating the population on
sustainable issues.

Cambodia should tap its fauna and flo-
ra by developing interpretation trails of its
natural heritage to promote tourism. For
instance, the sustainable cultural centre in
Rattanakiri’s Banlung showcases and pre-
serves the cultural diversity of Cambodia’s
indigenous populations.

What do you hope to achieve in the area of
sustainable tourismin 2013?

Exo Foundation, our charitable arm, seeks
to support responsible tourism projects
and NGOs in the region. Exotissimo is
a major donor, giving US$1 per traveller
out of its profits.

Exotissimo is currently developing a re-
sponsible travel policy, and one of our first
objectives is to undertake the EarthCheck
assessment programme in our Phnom
Penh office. Whenever possible, Exotis-
simo is committed to selecting sustainable
tourism suppliers.

One of our main goals is to increase the
length of visitors” stay in Cambodia and
bring them to other parts of the country
so that more provinces can benefit from
tourism. — Xinyi Liang-Pholsena

Guilhem Cavaillg, products and marketing manager,

Handspan Travel

How sustainable is Vietnam in terms of tour-
ism?

There is a positive trend but the level of
tourism sustainability is still pretty low. Vi-
etnam experienced rapid tourism growth
at a time when there was a clear lack of
experience and expertise in both tourism
and sustainable development. Older tour-
ism spots were developed without consid-
eration for sustainability. In the last 10-15
years, some have suffered irreversible en-
vironmental and socio-economic degra-
dation. The more recent developments
have benefitted from greater expertise.

More farmers are giving up their fields
to invest in tourism, but these decisions
are made without a global vision of the
industry. There is a risk of potential insta-
bility in the industry.

So far, developed destinations where
entire communities rely on tourism alone
still draw a steady flow of travellers that
support the local economy. The number
of tourists in Vietnam is still growing eve-
ry year, but a sudden slowdown in arrivals
to Vietnam or to a particular destination
due to the emergence of new ones could
bankrupt a bunch of businesses without
any social or economic back-up.

Are tourists increasingly interested in sus-
tainable tour programmes when they visit
Vietnam? What do they like?

Very few tourists are genuinely interested
in the sustainable aspects of a programme.
Very few know Vietnam well enough to
assess the sustainability of a tour.

More and more travellers are interested
in getting far away from the crowds and
this opens a window to the creation of
new destinations, which in turn presents a
unique opportunity to better manage the
next phase of development.

Many people are interested in outdoor

activities, cultural interaction, local life
experiences, etc. Community-based tour-
ism is getting more and more attractive.
This has created opportunities for the
development of responsible tourism. But
what impact will these tours have on these
communities if they are not controlled
and balanced?

We hope to get a sustainability certifica-
tion system here — probably not in 2013,
but soon. If no certification is implement-
ed, we may just create one (ourselves).
Having local certification is an essential
step towards a more sustainable industry.

What sustainable tourism products do you
hope to see more of in Vietnam, and why?
First and foremost, we'd like to see more
sustainable cruises/tours in Halong Bay
because the ecosystem is dying, the social
situation of “floating communities” is ter-
rible and the destination has been grossly
overexploited. As a result, the experience
offered to travellers has also declined.

What do you hope to achieve in the area of
sustainable tourism in 2013?

We will work on promoting alternative
destinations where very few tourists vis-
it. In some of these, we are the exclusive
operator. All our tours to these places are
community-supportive. They all focus
on human-powered outdoor activities
such as bicycle tours and kayaking trips,
and on raising ecological consciousness.
These programmes are all sustainable, but
as they are not mentioned in guidebooks
or Internet forums, tourists seem to have
a hard time trusting us to take them on
those tours.

We will also renew some of our tours
to improve their sustainable performance.
City tours are top of our list. — Thomas
Stewart

As Vietnam’s top destination, Halong Bay is in danger of overexploitation

Manfred Kurz, managing director, Diethelm Travel Malaysia

How sustainable is Malaysia in tourism?
In recent years, Malaysia has realised the
importance of being environmentally and
economically sustainable to stay attractive
to visitors. Malaysia has launched many
Initiatives such as homestay
programmes, limiting
the number of visitors
to nature-based attrac-
tions, setting up na-
tional parks to educate
visitors on endangered
species and encourag-
ing hotels to implement
green practices. Local
tour guide associa-
tions have also
taken  posi-
tive  steps
to provide

continuous training programmes on sus-
tainable and green practices.

Are tourists increasingly interested in sus-
tainable tour programmes when they visit
Malaysia? What do they like?
European tourists are now seeking in-
depth experiences, such as getting in
touch with the local community, ventur-
ing deeper into the Malaysian jungles and
visiting national parks. They have also be-
come more conscious of the frail state of
the environment due to global warming,
changing weather patterns and natural
disasters. So when they visit Malaysia, they
try to be environmentally friendly and not
spoil the environment.

Due to growing awareness, we receive
more questions than ever on indigenous
communities and endangered species

such as orangutans, proboscis mon-
keys, Sumatran rhinoceros and pygmy
elephants. The demand for green hotels
and resorts is also rising, as travellers are
concerned about their impact on the des-
tination.

What sustainable tourism products do you
hope to see more of in Malaysia, and why?
Tourism is an important source of income
for Malaysia and it has to be taken more
seriously. Local communities must learn
to preserve their cultures and how they
can play a part in tourism, while the gov-
ernment must take the lead in paving the
way forward towards sustainable tourism.
Only then will tour operators, hotels and
other tourism players follow suit.

A lot more work has to be done in pre-
serving Malaysia’s fauna and flora, and

ensuring sustainable livelihoods of the in-
digenous people, especially in Sabah and
Sarawak. We still have to fight environ-
mental problems such as the annual haze
occurrence from Indonesia and littering.

What do you hope to achieve in the area of
sustainable tourismin 2013?
In Sarawak, we have adopted an Iban tribe
longhouse and we assist them in their dai-
ly lives; tourists are properly briefed about
the dos and don’ts and are taught to be-
have like a house guest, not an intruder. So
far we have been very successful with our
programme and we are now looking at
adopting another longhouse in Sarawak.
We are also developing itineraries for
niche sectors such as birdwatching, home-
stays, photo safaris and community ser-
vice programmes. — S Puvaneswary
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THAILAND: BRIEFING/INSIDER

Bright prospects for Thai tourism, buoyed by the Chinese markéf ]

Upping the tourism ante

Strong tourism outlook keeps the momentum of Thailand’s hotel boom going. By Timothy France

Arrivals w s, ke

Tourism Authority of Thailand
(TAT) is targeting 22.2 million
international arrivals.

Following consecutive years
of political strife and devastating
floods, 2012 was among the least
challenging years for Thailand
in the last half decade, allowing
TAT to pursue stronger tourism
growth.

TAT was on course to surpass
its 2012 target of 20.5 million
international arrivals, having re-
ceived 19.8 million visitors year-
to-date by November, a 13.6 per
cent year-on-year increase.

Leading this growth was Chi-
na, which crossed the two mil-
lion mark in October and has re-
placed Malaysia as the top source
market for the first time. Overall
ASEAN arrivals rose 8.7 per cent
year-on-year to 5.5 million.

H Ote I S Thailand’s ho-

tel inventory continues to grow.
According to CBRE Thailand,
Bangkok’s hotel supply is esti-
mated to increase by 28 per cent
between 3Q2011 and 2014, with
the majority in the three-star and
four-star categories.

This year, Hilton will launch
the 182-room DoubleTree by

Hilton Hotel Sukhumvit Bang-
kok in March and the 287-room
Hilton Sukhumvit Bangkok in
May. Accor will debut the 174-
room Mercure Bangkok Mak-
kasan in the second quarter,
while it will be Carlson’s turn to
open the 290-room Radisson Blu
Plaza Hotel Bangkok Sukhumvit
come September, followed by
InterContinental Hotels Group’s
188-room Hotel Indigo Bangkok
Wireless Road this year-end.

In Phuket, an additional 5,080
rooms are expected to enter the
market by 2015. Among the is-
land’s most anticipated devel-
opments in 2013 are the 174-
key Nikki Beach Hotel and Spa
and the 109-key Point Yamu by
Como, with both five-star prop-
erties slated for opening in the
fourth quarter.

Midscale openings in Phuket
this year will be led by the 120-
key Days Hotel in April and the
164-key Hotel Novotel Phuket
Kamala Beach in May.

Also seeing a buzzing hospi-
tality industry is Pattaya, where
C9 Hotelworks forecasts a four
per cent growth in room sup-
ply between 2011 and 2016,
with one-third of the new 1,779
rooms to rise in Jomtien.

Slated for opening in Pattaya
are the 160-room Centara Grand

“Hoteliers are reporting
strong forward book-
ings, even in com-
petitive markets like
Bangkok. We are still
seeing a high volume
of repeat travellers
from major source
markets like Germany.”
Tohias Fischer

Director of business development
Go Vacation Thailand

Resort & Spa Pattaya in March,
the 264-room Movenpick White
Sand Beach Resort Pattaya in
October, the 200-room Holiday
Inn Express and the Centara Av-
enue Residence & Suites Pattaya
with 380 residences and a 100-
room hotel some time this year.

ACCESS i airays

International (THAI) has in-
troduced the Airbus A380 on its
daily Bangkok-Frankfurt route
since December 15, with Tokyo
Narita added to the superjum-
bo’s list on January 16, followed
by Paris-Charles de Gaulle on
February 16.

As aircraft deliveries continue
through 2013, THAI will expand
its A380 network to Osaka on
August 16 and Sydney on Sep-
tember 16, with the sixth and
final A380 to be operated on the
Bangkok-Heathrow sector in
October.

Meanwhile, Cebu Pacific has
commenced twice-weekly Cebu-
Bangkok services from Decem-
ber 9, while VietJet Air will begin
its first international service with
a Ho Chi Minh City-Bangkok
service on February 10.

Phuket’s connectivity —has
also increased with Emirates’
new daily service from Dubai

since December 10, and is set to
grow further when British car-
rier Thomson Airways launches
a weekly service from London’s
Gatwick to Phuket on November
13, marking the island’s first di-
rect link to the UK.

Don Mueang is now a dedi-
cated LCC hub in Bangkok, with
Thai AirAsia — the country’s big-
gest LCC — having relocated to
the older airport since October
1. The Airports of Thailand is
investing substantial funds to
upgrade facilities and open a sec-
ond terminal to accommodate
growth. Plans are also in place
to extend the Airport Rail Link
— which connects to Survanarb-
humi — to Don Mueang.

MICE The Bangna Con-

vention Centre was recently
taken over by serviced apart-
ment operator Oakwood, and
is currently undergoing a major
renovation to reopen in 2Q2013.

Located next to the 167-room
Oakwood Residence Garden
Towers Bangna, the centre’s facil-
ities include the pillar-less Ratch-
aphruek Ballroom, which can
accommodate up to 1,000 pax,
with a sizable banquet kitchen
and state-of-the-art audio and
visual systems.

BUBS|0U-Buel 1AUIX
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Pyrotechnics prowess

~~ \ Pattaya sizzles

‘\ with its fire-

J works festival.

" 7 RainiHamdi
checks the scene

WHY 1 love fireworks. In Sin-
gapore, which is home, it is re-
served only for special occasions
and always leaves you wishing it
is put on a bit longer. Thailand
is very generous in contrast. In
Bangkok, you can be treated to a
real shower when, say, an incen-
tive group is having a party by
the riverside. No need to wait for
National Day or New Year’s Eve.

So why bother with a Pattaya
fireworks festival? Well, for one,
it ends with a 45-minute non-
stop finale. Forty-five minutes
non-stop! Several countries par-
ticipate and show off what great
fireworks they can make. The
beach setting is more roman-
tic and fun. And Pattaya is less
than two hours’ drive away from
Bangkok.

WHAT The Pattaya Internation-
al Fireworks Festival is an annual
event and this year’s edition will
be its fifth. It is usually held in
late November/early December,
the timing coinciding with the
birthday of the king on Decem-
ber 5. Last year, it was held on
November 30 and December

1. The event is organised by the
Pattaya Council, Chonburi Ad-
ministrative Organisation and
Thailand’s Ministry of Defence.

HOW Best viewed along the
Pattaya Beach Road, which was
closed for the event from 13.00
to 01.00. Without traffic, the area
came alive with locals and tour-
ists. Hotels along the road cashed
in with outdoor dinners; ven-
dors laid out beachchairs right
on the beach, from which you
could go ooh and ahh over the
fireworks while sipping a drink.
Shops were doing good business.
It was all very festive. I stayed at
the Amari Orchid Pattaya (see
Checking In below). From my
room, it was as if the fireworks
were set off just for me. On the
first night, when it turned dark
ataround 18.30, four countries —

Name Pattaya International
Fireworks Festival

Rates Free

Contact details Tourism Authority of
Thailand or Pattaya hotels — dates
of festival are only available in the
second half of the year

the US, Canada, China and Sin-
gapore — launched a 10-minute
fireworks show each. The second
night was the 45-minute galore,
by Thailand, I was told. The
countries did throw a good show
on both nights; however, the
skies were cloudy and the nights
still on both nights, marring the
full might of pyrotechnics. Still,
it was great.

VERDICT An added reason to
feature Pattaya during the year-
end school holiday season.

Amari Orchid Pattaya

\ The addition of

\ the Ocean Tower
modernises an
old favourite,
says Raini Hamdi

LOCATION At the quiet north-
ern end of Pattaya Bay, far from
the madding crowd but near
enough to join it if you feel so
inclined.

ROOMS One word describes my
executive floor room: refreshing.
The bed faces the ocean and large
windows bring in superb views
of Pattaya beach. My room could
not be more spacious, comfort-
able and well-designed.

F&B A dinner at Mantra is a
must; so is its famous Sunday
brunch. On the first night, I had
steamed Boston lobster with
lime sauce; it was so fresh and
well prepared that I returned the
next evening for more.

Special mention must go
to the buffet at the executive
lounge, which is the most gener-
ous I have ever seen in both qual-
ity and spread of food, wine and
spirits. The hotel also keeps the
lounge private and prestigious.
There was never a real crowd
each time I was there. I've lost
a lot of respect for the executive
club concept; this one restored it.

FACILITIES Ahh, that lovely,

Name Amari Orchid Pattaya

No. of rooms 523 (297 in Ocean
Tower)

Rates From 4,800 baht (US$157)
(Ocean Tower room)

Contact details

Tel: (66-0) 3841-8418

Email: reservations@orchid.amari.
com

Website: www.amari.com

lovely garden, the inviting lap
pool and the lagoon pool. The
way its outdoors was designed
seals the hotel’s image as an oasis
of calm, and a resort with a lot of
style and elegance.

The Ocean Tower gym is
small in relation to the number
of rooms, but guests made a bee-
line for the pool/garden, not the
gym, so I never was without a
machine at the gym. There is an-
other gym in the original build-
ing as well.

The hotel is evidently popular
with MICE: an incentive in the
garden and a dinner & dance at
the ballroom were among the
events I saw at the time of visit.

SERVICE From the heart —
heartbreakingly good. 1 will
never forget the farewell from the
staff when I left.

VERDICT Stylish and value-for-
money for discerning travellers.

Silver spoon

Dear Lord, what a meal

A young ex-
\ ecutive chef
now lords over
the kitchens of
Mandarin Oriental
Bangkok, adding a dash of
youthfulness and a cupful of
new ideas to an institution.
Raini Hamdi dines at one of its
restaurants, Lord Jim’s, and
cries, Long Live the Lord!

AMBIENCE A table for two by
the window overlooking the
River of Kings puts me straight
into a flirty and happy mood.
Below, the terrace of The Ori-
ental Bangkok is beautifully lit,
alive with guests tucking into
its riverside buffet. Restaurant
boats packed with revellers —
highly likely company year-end
celebrations — glide through the
river, their twinkling lights add-
ing to the festive mood.

Lord Jim’s ambience is classy.
A corridor with an aquarium
on the right is just the right en-
trance for the restaurant, which
serves seafood and international
cuisine and is named after the
seafaring character created by
Joseph Conrad, who visited the
hotel in 1888.

MENU A new menu created by
a new chef at Lord Jim’s, David
Morell, under the supervision of
a new executive chef, Stefan Trepp,
makes this restaurant a must-
visit for those who have never
visited, or a revisit for those who
have.

Their culinary basis is obvi-
ously classic. However, youth —
Trepp is only 34 years old —and a
background of learning from the
best, including former executive
chef and legend Norbert Kostner
— shows up in my dishes, which
reflect new ideas and techniques
in cooking and presentation.

If you go, be sure to pick from
the a la carte menu where you’ll
find the passionfruit-coated foie
gras terrine, the poached Boston
lobster medallion in white soup
of tomatoes and sour cream,
the pan-seared diver scallops on

Name Lord Jim’s

Where Mandarin Oriental Bangkok
No. of seats 120 pax

Contact details

Tel: (66-2) 659-9000 Ext. 7680-1
Website: mandarinoriental.com/
bangkok/fine-dining/lord-jims
Verdict 177

717 must recommend to clients
17 good
T recommend @ your own risk

Legend

cream morels and salsify, and the
grilled tenderloin of grade seven
Wagyu beef served with celeriac
ravioli, sauteed asparagus, baby
carrots and bone marrow sauce
Bearnaise. Each dish is exquisite.
Be sure to also leave some
room for dessert and Oriental’s
sweet finale — a ‘royal barge’” of
handmade chocolates, pralines
and macaroons that gives me an
Alice in Wonderland moment.

PRICING The best thing is this
fine restaurant does not burn a
hole in the pocket. Website re-
views, too, point to its afford-
ability, especially the seafood
lunch buffet.

My foie gras, for example, was
priced at 989 baht (US$33) nett,
real value-for-money consider-
ing the quality and portion. The
Wagyu beef was 2,943 baht for
150g.

SERVICE Courteous and re-
fined, in the tradition of a hotel
as great as Mandarin Oriental
Bangkok, but what stands out is
the humility of the staff and it
starts right at the top, when I see
Morell and Trepp going round to
some tables, saying hello in the
Thai way — going down on their
knees to be on the same level as
the seated guests.

Such fine young men deserve
their success and I have all the
time for them.
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INDIA: BRIEFING

Bridging the backwaters

Kerala shores up connectivity to lure tourists to new destinations in the state.

Arri Va I S International

arrivals reached 782,366 between
January and November last year,
beating 2011’s full-year figure of
732,985. It is expected that arriv-
als in 2012 will touch 840,000.
Average daily expenditure for the
first 10 months was US$1,760.

Said Kerala’s Tourism secre-
tary, Suman Billa: “There has
been an impressive growth in
tourist arrivals from Asia-Pacific,
with figures in the last five years
showing a phenomenal 168 per
cent increase.”

AC C e SS Expected

to come into effect on April 1,
tourist visas on arrival will be
made available for the first time
at  Trivandrum International
Airport for citizens of Finland,
Germany, France, Russia, Japan,
Luxembourg, New Zealand, Sin-
gapore, Cambodia, Vietnam, the
Philippines, Laos, Myanmar and
Indonesia. They are valid for 30
days.

The state has identified 22
locations to be connected in a
seaplane network that will oper-
ate out of the three international
airports of Kochi, Calicut and
Trivandrum by mid-2013 in a
bid to reduce traffic hold-ups.

Seaplanes from Kochi and Man-
galore will fly to Kumarakom in
the south and Bekal in the north
respectively by 1Q2013.

Private operators will lease
and run the seaplanes, and the
US$60 million  construction
work on waterway terminals is
expected to be complete by April
2013. “There is no need for run-
ways and land acquisition, and
that’s the main attraction of our
seaplane project,” said AP Anil-
kumar, Kerala’s tourism minister.

India’s tourism and transport
ministries are also developing a
hovercraft network connecting
important tourist areas, to be
completed end-2013.

At Cochin International Air-
port, a new 3,400m-long paral-
lel taxiway is now operational,
while a 93,000m? international
terminal will be commissioned
in 2014.

HOtels From 4Q2012

to 2013, Kerala will see 986 four-
star and five-star rooms added to
its room supply, bumping up the
state’s room count from 1,205 in
the four-star, five-star and luxury
boutique hotel categories.
Crowne Plaza Kochi (269
rooms) and Courtyard Kochi
Airport by Marriott (101 rooms)

“We are focusing on
lesser-known locations
in the state and have
identified 50 sites

with the potential to
be developed as ideal
tourist destinations.
We have also allocated
sizeable funds to
achieve sustainable

growth.”

AP Anilkumar
Tourism minister
Government of Kerala

opened their doors last Decem-
ber, while The Park Kochi (168
rooms) will launch by the last
week of January. Other recent
openings include CGH Earth’s
upscale 19-room Eighth Bastion
in Fort Kochi and the 211-room
Holiday Inn Cochin.

In 1Q2013, Banyan Tree Ho-
tels & Resorts will make its de-
but in India with 59 villas. Lo-
cated on the private island of
Nediyathuruthu, Banyan Tree
Kerala features the Group’s first
dedicated Ayurvedic Centre with
doctors who can recommend
tailored treatments.

In 2Q2013, ATE Group will
also open a Westin-branded re-
sort in Bekal.

Further on the horizon is the
250-key Grand Hyatt Kochi on
Bolgatty Island, which will wel-
come guests in 2017.

Rates ARR in the five-

star category was US$120 in
1H2012, maintaining the rate
from 2011, while luxury bou-
tique properties commanded
US$150 per night.

Occupancy in 1H2012 was
86 per cent, up from 83 per cent
in 2011 and 76 per cent in 2010
during the corresponding peri-
ods. RevPAR rose to US$92 in

By Shekhar Niyogi

1Q2012 from US$88 in 2011.

With imminent growth in
room inventory, ARR is expect-
ed to fall marginally.

NTO Kerala Tourism em-

barked on a major campaign
promoting new destinations
such as Bekal, Wayanad and
Kasaragode at its recent Austral-
ian and European roadshows, as
well as international tradeshows.
Buyer fam trips following the
Kerala Travel Mart and advertis-
ing efforts were also part of the
initiative.

Last August, the NTO
launched a mobile version of its
website, a WAP guide, apps and
Bluetooth kiosks to reach out
to tech-savvy visitors. It is also
making its presence felt on social
media platforms.

To meet the anticipated rise in
demand, investments in human
resource are also being made.
The Kerala Institute of Tourism
and Travel Studies is receiving
tax breaks, as well as land and
infrastructure at below market
rates from the government to
assure a steady output of skilled
tourism professionals. Kerala
Tourism is absorbing these
graduates into hotels and tour-
ism services run by the state.
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Shekhar Niyogi
What is your biggest Kerala has all the right ingredients for success. | To take tourism growth to the next level we Historically, tourists visiting India came with a
challenge right now? However, we need to vastly improve our road need infrastructure upgrades — better roads, vision of palaces and maharajas, as offered by
infrastructure for easier access. Moreover, connectivity and waste management. The the Golden Triangle of Delhi-Agra-Jaipur. In the
airfares are high, considering that the state is challenge is to achieve all this without slowing mid-90s, Kerala emerged as a new destination,
in a far corner of the country and necessitates growth momentum. Domestic airfares are also established its identity and achieved spectacular
longer flying time. exceedingly high as the distance to Kerala is growth. The challenge now is to replicate
greater than to most places in India. that with the new generation of independent
travellers.
What must be done? Low-cost carriers should start flights to Kerala. Infrastructure development is not happening There is a need to identify what the independent
More flights would help. fast enough, but we must achieve growth traveller wants, transcend the usual and create
while being able to support it, without causing new paradigms. However, the environment and
damage to our environment. interests of the local community must always be
placed above the needs of tourism and, at best,
should complement each other.
What do you need from... government? Rationalisation and reduction the industry? The government should make the industry? The industry — producers of
of the current tax structure. There isa 12.5 all tourism-related policies time-bound, and goods and services — must recognise its role
per cent tax on rooms and an added central industry stakeholders should support these and responsibility in harnessing its resources to
service tax of 19.9 per cent. Furthermore, a regulations. Stakeholders must fall in line with protect the environment.
32 per cent tax is charged on all MICE events these policies, especially in popular areas like
comprising luxury tax, value added tax and the backwaters of Munnar and Kovalam that are
service tax. This balloons our prices. susceptible to exploitation.
What are the prospects for Excellent. We expect at least 12-15 per Sustainable growth of 15 per cent for domestic There will be growth but all growth must be
2013? cent growth in 2013. However, we want and international arrivals combined. sustainable. The media can play a big role in
sustainable and responsible growth. creating awareness that runaway growth is
not self-serving. All growth must take place
within our capacity to survive and stay alive and
healthy.
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