
No. 1758/July 2018

P
P

S
 1

8
8
5
/0

2
/2

0
1
7
(0

2
5
6
2
7
)

To the big four and beyond
Destinations off  the beaten path are 
getting onto travellers’ radar, spreading 
tourism benefits to outlying areas in 
Myanmar. By Marissa Carruthers

Smart airports take flight 
The era of  robotics, biometric 
check-in and augmented reality has 
arrived to transform the passenger 
travel experience in APAC

Matthew Upchurch 
The Virtuoso founder tells Raini 

Hamdi why good travel agents 
are real advisers, not 
order takers

A WHOLE 
NEW 
TRAVEL
Augmented reality is opening doors to creative 
and exciting possibilities in tourism and travel. 
Discover how one innovative Asian travel company, 
TAcentre.com, is breaking new grounds with 
augmented reality theatrical tours in Israel.  
Rosa Ocampo explores the new realm  
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Giving Pattaya a second chance
The Sin City cleans up its act

Pattaya’s his-
torical bag-
gage should 
not be a life 

sentence. 
The much-

maligned city 
has shown 

determina-
tion in want-

ing to rise 
from the 

shadows of 
its unsavoury 

past...  

A 
bad reputation is hard to 
shake. Just look at Pattaya. 
Owing to its notoriety as 
the Sin City, what comes 

to mind when Pattaya is mentioned 
often doesn’t veer far from red-light 
districts, drunken parties or dirty 
beaches. Its image as a seedy destina-
tion is what made many travel buyers 
hesitant to sell and promote this des-
tination to their clients.  

But is this assessment of Pattaya 
still valid, I wondered, during my 
visit to the city last month to attend 
Thailand Travel Mart Plus (TTM+). 
The Tourism Authority of Thailand 
(TAT), as TTM+ organiser, was keen 
to show the international travel com-
munity the ‘new’ Pattaya by hosting 
its annual tradeshow in the Ocean 
Marina Yacht Club – a strategic move 
to not only dissociate Pattaya from its 
sleazy image but to also showcase it 
as a destination for yacht tourism, 
luxury and romance.

Perceptions of Pattaya from in-
ternational buyers attending TTM+ 
were decidedly more mixed though; 
some were keen to include the city as 
a stop in an eastern Thailand itiner-
ary while it remains a strictly no-go 
zone for others. 

I too used to share the perception 
of Pattaya as one raucous party town, 
but recent visits to this seaside city as 
well as conversations with members 
of the local trade, many of whom are 
residents of Pattaya, are convincing 
me to think otherwise. 

“It’s no longer fair to associate Pat-
taya as just a sex tourism destination. 
The ‘nasty’ image is no longer apt,” 
said Pathira Nakngam Riley, director 
of sales & marketing at InterCon-
tinental Pattaya Resort, pointing to 
the massive infrastructure improve-
ments that have been poured into 
Pattaya, stepping up the pace of gen-
trification in the inner city and at-
tracting a wider demographics. 

Indeed, Pattaya has been mor-
phing into a cosmopolitan city along 
the coast, with a new crop of lifestyle 
attractions – think water parks, trick-
eye museums and zipline canopy 
tours – offering a wider selection of 
things to do, not just for single males 
but also for families, couples and 
groups of friends. International and 
Thai hotel brands like Mövenpick, 
Renaissance and X2 have sprung 
up in recent years, especially in the 
southern Jomtien district.  

Granted that the unsavoury part 

Analysis The Indonesian government wants to de-
velop other destinations for tourism under its ‘10 New 
Bali’s’ initiative, but how real are such prospects for 
tour operators and hospitality investors on the ground?

Hong Kong The city is harbouring hopes that its 
revitalised waterfront will become an iconic destina-
tion, as several key developments promise to inject a 
fresh crop of luxury hotels, retail concepts, sightseeing 
options and creative outdoor spaces. 

Integrated resorts There’s never a dull moment in 
Asia’s integrated resorts, as players old and new pull 
out all the stops to stay fresh by introducing newer, 
more exciting offerings to lure travellers  
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of Pattaya still exists, but most visi-
tors won’t see it unless they specifi-
cally go looking for it – just like in 
most cities in the world. On the 
streets nowadays, visitors are more 
likely to see Chinese, Indian and Rus-
sian tourists, many of whom come as 
families with kids in tow.

It is this family-friendly image of 
Pattaya that TAT and the local trade 
want visitors to associate the place 
as. Said Pathira: “We cannot change 
the history of Pattaya but we can cer-
tainly change travellers’ impressions 
(of the city).”

However, cleaning up Pattaya’s 
sleazy image is a major undertaking. 
Its bad reputation wasn’t formed in 
one day, and clearly it will take time 
to convince visitors of its family-
friendly image. 

That said, Pattaya’s historical bag-
gage should not be a life sentence. 
The much-maligned city has shown 
determination in wanting to rise 
from the shadows of its unsavoury 
past, and for its positive efforts we 
should give it an opportunity to turn 
over a new leaf. The spirit of travel is 
very much about keeping an open 
mind and heart, so why not give Pat-
taya a second chance.

Cocos.Bounty/shutterstock
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Window of opportunity
In Malaysia, the interim period between the zero-rating of Goods & Services Tax and the implementation of 
a new Sales & Service Tax is presenting tremendous lures for travellers seeking a good deal. But the critical 

test for Malaysia as a destination choice begins after the three months, writes S Puvaneswary

T
ravel agencies in Malaysia are 
swiftly capitalising on the zero-
rated Goods & Services Tax 
(GST) to entice price-sensitive 

clients, with the possibility of being sub-
ject to a new Sales & Services Tax (SST) in 
September still looming. 

When the Pakatan coalition came into 
power after the 14th Malaysia general elec-
tion on May 9, one of the first things it did 
was to reduce the unpopular GST to zero 
from June 1, effectively abolishing it. 

SST, which had been in place for 40 
years until it was replaced by GST in April 
2015, will see a return on September 1, 
2018. In the past, SST was never imposed 
on the tourism sector, though it may be 
implemented differently this time around.

 In the interim period however, there is 
no longer GST charges on room rates and 
hotel dining, domestic airfares, entrance 
fee tickets, restaurant bills and transpor-
tation costs. To the traveller, Malaysia is at 
its most attractive in years when it comes 
to rates. 

Field day for inbound, domestic agents
“This window is exceptional as prices of 
hotels and entertainment are at bargain 
rates,” said Manfred Kurz, managing di-
rector of Diethelm Travel Malaysia, for 
which Europe is a key source market.

He added that the savings from not 
having to pay GST is “substantial” – 
RM300  (US$74) for a ground package 
worth RM5,000.  “We don’t expect a tsu-
nami of European tourists, but we antici-
pate at least 10 per cent increase because 
of the lower prices.

“On normal occasions, we get advance 
bookings six to eight weeks ahead... But 
(in this case) the government announced 
its intention to remove GST in mid-May 
and we had only two weeks to inform our 
partners overseas. We see the booking 
window narrowing to one or two weeks.”

The three-month GST-free period also 
overlaps with other seasonal conditions 
to make this a prime time for attracting 
price-sensitive tourists. The June to Au-
gust period coincides with the nationwide 
mid-year sales season, with advertised dis-
counts of up to 70 to 80 per cent. 

As well, the value of the ringgit has de-
preciated against other major currencies 

since the general election in early May. It 
continued to be on a downward trend in 
early June, trading between RM3.96 and 
RM3.99 against the US dollar. 

For Middle Eastern and European mar-
kets, now is also the peak summer travel 
period. Saini Vermeulen, executive direc-
tor of Within Earth Holidays, said the 
agency informed partners in the Middle 
East of the zero-rated GST and encour-
aged them to upsell higher-end hotels.

Confirmed groups benefit as the six per 
cent savings could be used to make extra 
purchases, he shared. “We anticipate a 10 
to 20 per cent increase from Middle East 
arrivals during this three-month period 
compared to last year. We have seen a 20 
per cent increase in advance bookings.”

Further capitalising on low prices to 
attract retail-hungry tourists, the agency 
has worked with retailers and F&B outlets 
on discount vouchers specially for Middle 
Eastern clients. 

“We also provide guests with local SIM 
cards and a customer service number to 
call should those with poor proficiency in 
English require assistance (communicat-
ing) while shopping.”

Meanwhile, inbound travel operators 
are also observing an uptick in demand 
from neighbouring markets. 

Raaj Navaratnaa, general manager of 
the Johor-based New Asia Holiday Tours 
& Travel, has received increased bookings 
for family travel from Singapore and In-
donesia for June, while forward bookings 
for July are looking good. 

“The main attraction is the mid-
year sales. While a 3D2N package is the 
norm, we are seeing increased bookings 
for 4D3N packages from both markets. 
The main destinations are Johor, Melaka, 
Kuala Lumpur and Penang. With domes-
tic flights now cheaper, we are also seeing 
increased interest from Singaporeans to 
holiday in Kota Kinabalu and Kuching.”

Higher tour prices ahead?
The Ministry of Finance said in a state-
ment that the shortfall from scrapping 
GST would be cushioned by revenue and 
expenditure measures, but it remains to be 
seen if levying SST on additional sectors  – 
including travel – is one of them.

The Finance Ministry also noted that 
oil prices have been higher than the 
US$52 per barrel estimated for Budget 
2018, providing a fiscal buffer for the im-
mediate future. 

Ong Kian Ming, a special officer to the 
finance minister, told Reuters that with 
oil prices on the up, Malaysia may collect 
an additional eight to nine billion ringgit 
from Petroliam Nasional (Petronas) this 
year. 

K Thangavelu, managing director at 
Grandlotus Travel Agencies, believes 
that while Malaysia stands to gain from 
the higher oil prices as an oil-producing 
country, its tourism sector may see the ef-
fects of higher airfares by early next year.

Thangavelu remarked that the gains 
from zero-rated GST may not persist due 
to rising airfares. He said: “For the past 
three to four years, the airline industry 
was enjoying fuel prices between US$50 to 
US$60 per barrel. LCCs may not be able to 

LuckyStep/shutterstock

continue with low pricing for long. ”
Arokia Das, senior manager, Luxury 

Tours Malaysia, disagreed. “The volume 
of incoming tourists will depend on the 
quantum increase in airfares. Airlines will 
weigh this against potential loss of busi-
ness. I doubt airfares will increase dras-
tically. And with more than 75 per cent 
of tourists to Malaysia being short- and 
medium-haul travellers, arrivals will not 
be much affected,” he argued.

“The zero-rating of GST has made us 
more competitive regionally. If there is a 
loss of revenue in the short term, the gov-
ernment will fix this.” 

Beyond price-led growth 
If SST kicks in for the travel trade, San-
dro Nania, sales manager at Happy Trails! 
Asia, said: “Total package costs may see an 
increase (from the no GST period) and 
you won’t be attracting price-conscious 
tourists... They will go to more affordable 
destinations in the region.”

Highlighting the importance of en-
hancing the destination’s appeal beyond 
price competitiveness, Nania also urged 
for Malaysia to target upper middle and 
high income tourists who are not price 
sensitive. 

“To attract more European tourists, 
more awareness about the destination is 
needed.... The national parks and con-
servation efforts in West Malaysia needs 
more promotions. European tourists will 
not mind paying more for great experi-
ences. This is how we should compete 
with neighbouring countries.”

Above: Bukit Bintang, a key shopping hub in the Kuala Lumpur  

This window is exceptional as 
prices of hotels and entertainment 

are at bargain rates.
– Manfred Kurz, managing director, 

Diethelm Travel Malaysia
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Transforming perceptions
Augmented reality is ushering in a new world of touring possibilities, discovers Rosa Ocampo 

during a recent technology-aided tour of Israel hosted by TAcentre.com – and along with it, the 
debunking of misconceptions surrounding the country as a travel destination  

A
s augmented reality (AR) moves 
beyond the realm of sci-fi into 
the real world, the technology is 
paving new ways of seeing, en-

gaging and immersing in our surround-
ings. 

It’s no wonder why AR is seeing greater 
uptake in the travel industry, as innovative 
tour companies see potential in this new 
technology to enhance the destination ex-
perience and raise the bar for tour stand-
ards and quality. 

A pioneer in this concept is Singapore-
based TAcentre.com and its B2C division 
Asiatravel.com, which in partnership 
with Israeli startup Yaturu, launched the 
world’s first AR theatrical tour in Israel in 
June. The tour will be introduced in Sin-
gapore next year and soon after in other 
Asian destinations. 

The AR theatrical tour – which is avail-
able to travel agents through TAcentre.
com and tourists via Asiatravel.com – 
reflects the company’s ongoing quest 
to respond and better cater to changing 
customer preferences and expectations, 
Mariel Cuevas, wholesale manager B2B at 
TAcentre.com, told TTG Asia. 

A primer on different digital realities 
As a new paradigm for merging the cin-
ematic Hollywood world and tourism, the 
AR theatrical tour features a goggle and 
mobile application offering high-quality, 
360-degree pre-recorded storytelling and 
acting superimposed on the sites where 
they originally took place, offering an im-
mersive digital experience that connects 
participants to a place’s unique past, pre-
sent and future.  

Yaturu, together with a production 
team of actors, recording technicians 
and sound editors in Los Angeles, took 
two years to develop the technology and 
content. The Israeli startup has produced 
16 scripts re-enacted by over 30 actors in 
more than 20 augmented scenes for this 
AR theatrical tour. English and Chinese 
versions are available for the fast-growing 
Asian markets.

But how does AR compare with virtual 
reality (VR) technology, a close cousin 
that is sporadically used in tourism seg-

ments like airlines, hotels, destination 
marketing and cruise ships?  

VR uses computer technology to create 
a simulated environment so that “the user 
is cut off from the world, entering a state 
of full immersion in a strictly digital envi-
ronment”, Jonathan Dyne, Yaturu’s project 
manager technology, told TTG Asia. 

“Ultimately, it doesn’t necessarily mat-
ter where in the world you are when you 
engage in this type of (VR) experience... 
In other words, the experience will be the 
same whether at the foot of Western Wall 
or from a person’s living room”.

AR, on the other hand, enhances the 
version of reality as it “allows users to 
still see the world around them and then 
imposes a digital layer over whatever it is 
they’re seeing,” said Dyne. For example, 
when the group was in the ruins of Cae-
saria, the digital content was overlaid onto 
the area depicting how it looked like in its 
heyday during the time of King Herod; 
important landmarks in Jerusalem were 
digitally marked when the group viewed 
the city from the Haas Promenade. 

As Dyne explained, AR is “a form of 
mixed reality that is location-dependent, 
making it advantageous in tourism where 
people have travelled great lengths to be at 
that specific location”. 

But there is also room to combine AR 
and VR experiences to suit the situation. 
“We are actually working on a technology 
which uses a mix of AR and VR to seam-
lessly switch between the two formats in 
one experience,” he said.

A popular feature of the AR theatrical 
tour is the lens flare trick for participants 
to pose in photos with digital characters, 
so travellers can capture ‘moments’ of 
the experience and share them with their 
friends and family back home, which is an 
increasingly critical part of the travel ex-
perience.

Reinventing storytelling
AR can help travel agencies to improve 
the overall tour experience, whether by 
providing narration in the user’s native 
language or as an entertaining add-on to 
a trip. 

Furthermore, it also allows for new 

types of engagement to be made before 
the trip even takes place by providing the 
tourists with teaser experiences, opening 
opportunities to attract a new type of au-
dience interested in technology and im-
mersive cinematic experiences. 

Sharona Itzhaki, CEO of Genesis Bou-
tique Travel, said the new AR theatrical 
tour is a “good solution” in giving more 
variety to travellers, including repeat visi-
tors and non-pilgrims.

This pioneering tour, aided by tech-
nology, enables tourists to see the real 
Israel and make them “smarter”, opined 
Dana Mamlock, Vered Hasharon Travel 
& Tours’ Chinese division manager. The 
experience is suited for both groups and 
FITs, she added.

Francis Asuncion, Asiatravel.com vice 
president Thailand, said he will start pro-
moting the AR theatrical tour to travel 
agents specialising in MICE and to corpo-
rate clients.

“It may be useful and attractive for 
incentive trips as the digital tours could 
enhance the visitors’ experience of this 
new destination. For meetings, confer-
ences and exhibitions, this can be offered 
as optional tours pre- or post-meetings/
events,” said Asuncion.

Furthermore, AR is not meant to re-
place guides but to complement them, 
particularly in adding context and infor-
mation to a particular location.

Arieh Abend, Amiel Tours’ director of 
sales and marketing North America and 
Asia, said the AR theatrical tour is one of 
its kind in Israel through the use of “fasci-
nating and innovative technology”.

He added: “I believe that it will enrich 
the experience of the travellers to Israel, 
and it will not replace the human tour 
guide. They will go along together.” 

This belief also echoed the sentiment 
of this writer, whose tour guide Yitzhak 
Vaknin, through his sharing of personal 
anecdotes and in-depth knowledge of Is-
rael’s culture, religion and archaeology, 
made the entire AR tour come alive. 

Seeing things in a new light
Tessa Eskin, Yaturu director of content, 

said the tour content was carefully chosen 
to lift the pages of Israel’s history from 
creation to the modern times, not lim-
ited to traditional pilgrimages that tend 
to revolve around the footpaths of Chris-
tianity. The well-curated 7D5N itinerary 
include Canaan and the Judean Desert, 
Jerusalem, the Dead Sea, Tel Aviv, Jaffa, 
among others.

The AR technology is particularly 
amazing in recreating historical scenes 
onto the environment where they origi-
nally took place, made even more power-
ful by overlaying them on top of what the 
travellers are actually seeing.

As well, high marks should be given 
for the well-researched, authenticated and 
clear visuals, plus outstanding actors and 
audio with articulate narrators.

Yaturu passed the challenge of building 
a whole story which tourists can engage 
in throughout the tour, a story carefully 
adapted to the tourists’ itinerary that con-
sistently feels relevant and an immersive 
experience, not just a gimmick that might 
become stale afterwards.

However, some members in the group 
had difficulty with the red Merge headset, 
which was rather chunky to lug around 
and a tad heavy for some users to hold 
while peering through it. The device is al-
ready being improved for a sleek and slim 
version next year.

“The pace of AR hardware develop-
ment is really fast. At the moment there 
are many large companies working on 
new technologies to allow for better AR 
experience,” Dyne shared. 

“Each different product has its own 
advantages, for different circumstances. 
Since we have a good idea of what the 
constraints and requirements of AR 
systems are for tourism we are in good 
position to select and modify the lead-
ing solutions that will be coming out in 
2019.” 

Devices under Yaturu’s consideration 
include the new version of the Micro-
soft Hololens, Magic Leap headset, ODG 
smartglasses and “the amazing AR lenses 
of the Israeli company Lumus”, Dyne ex-
plained.

Yaturu’s Dyne explaining to a tour participant the flame around the jug that he would 
see through the headset, which alludes to the burning bush where Moses was ap-
pointed by God to lead the Israelites out of Egypt into Canaan

A user enjoys the immersive storytelling experience the AR headset offers; depicted 
in the screenshot is Joseph, who was sold into slavery by his brothers in the Bible
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Tourism in Israel is growing at 
unprecedented rates as the country 
celebrates its 70th anniversary this 
year. The destination saw a 25 
per cent climb in inbound tourism 
numbers to 3.6 million last year, and 
a 22 per cent increase to 1.8 million 
in the January-May period this year.

The recent surge in tourism is 
driven by its Open Skies agree-
ment with EU, which led to more 
international connections, as well as 
the relative peace the country has 
enjoyed in recent years. 

Sharona Itzhaki, CEO of  Genesis 
Boutique Travel, remarked that 
Israel’s ‘unsafe’ reputation is more 
of  a perception than the reality, and 
that in her 25 years in business she 
never encountered safety problems.

The US embassy’s transfer from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem in May has had 
no impact on tourism, except the 
Gaza area where there were protests 
and violence opposing the embassy 
transfer, according to industry ex-
ecutives. 

Arieh Abend, Amiel Tours’ direc-
tor of  sales and marketing North 
America and Asia, even suggests 
that the US embassy’s transfer to 
Jerusalem “will serve to increase the 
number of  US tourists”.

Security issues are not unique to 

Israel, said Uri Taub, director, Asia 
and Pacific marketing desk, market-
ing administration of  Israel’s Minis-
try of  Tourism in Jerusalem. “We’re 
all under threats everywhere (in the 
world) but these need to be taken 
realistically….In the end, word of  
mouth is the best recommendation 
(from tourists’ personal experiences 
in Israel),” he stated. 

Against a backdrop of  booming 
tourism, the tourism ministry also re-
corded fast-growing arrivals from the 
Far East, which posted a 12 per cent 
increase to 162,200 in January-May 
2018 to make up nine per cent of  
total foreign arrivals. 

Focus will now be placed on four 
major markets in Asia, namely China, 
India, the Philippines and South 
Korea, said Taub.

In China, Israel is viewed as an 
exotic and high tech destination, 
whereas in India, the country brands 
itself  as a high-end leisure and 
cultural destination. The Catholic 
church-going nation of  the Philip-
pines is targeted as a leisure and 
pilgrimage source market, while 
Israel aims to change South Korea’s 
bent for pilgrimage cum spiritual 
trips into more leisure and vacation 
with a purpose.

However, expansion to other Asian 

source markets is currently limited 
as “growth in tourism has outpaced 
our manpower capabilities”, Taub 
acknowledged, although the ministry 
also has Singapore, Japan and Aus-
tralia on its radar.

To meet the expectations of  
Chinese travellers, Taub said that 
last month (June), they brought four 
chefs from China to train Israeli 
chefs in Chinese cuisine. A similar 
initiative will be undertaken for 
India, whose major variables for 
travelling include food. 

While Indians and Chinese still 
need visa, which is usually handled 
by the consulate of  Israel, Taub said 
the ministry has introduced “a lot of  
shortcuts and e-visa procedures to 
shorten the processing time” and is 
“continuously streamlining the sub-
mission of  paperworks” for group 

and business visas.
Travel to Israel is aided by better 

connectivity from Asia, with Air India 
flying from Delhi; Hainan Airlines 
from Beijing in the past 18 months; 
Cathay Pacific from Hong Kong a 
year ago, Guangzhou Airlines two 
months ago and Sichuan Airlines 
from Chengdu come October, Taub 
pointed out. 

Meanwhile, the ministry is pro-
moting Israel as one of  the “thicker 
pillars” of  Western civilisation that 
include Athens and Rome, alongside 
a motley of  other offerings from 
sporting events and cuisine to 
agriculture and startups, and even 
the recent Tel Aviv Gay Pride – which 
has firmed up the city’s reputation 
as the gay capital of  the Middle East 
and attracted a record 250,000 pax 
from around the world.

The Holy Land beckons Asians

We’re all 
under threats 

everywhere 
(in the world)

but these need 
to be taken 

realisti-
cally... In the 
end, word of 
mouth is the 
best recom-
mendation.  

- Uri Taub,  
director, Asia and 
Pacific marketing 

desk, marketing 
administration, 

Israel Ministry of 
Tourism

The Dome of the Rock in 
the old city of Jerusalem
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Matthew Upchurch 
Founder & CEO, Virtuoso

Virtuoso, a global network of travel 
designers, has existed for more than 
30 years – way before the Internet 
forced travel agents to stop acting 
as order takers and start being real 
advisors. Founder Matthew Upchurch 
never stops exhorting that message to 
agents. Raini Hamdi talks to the CEO of 
Virtuoso, which aims to get more Asian 
travel experts into its fold

You’ve just appointed an Asia re-
gional director, Evan Pierce, based 
in Singapore. What’s your intent 
for Asia?
We want to grow relative to the 
growth of the market (http://bit.
ly/2LpbcTC). But we will only grow 
as large as our values allow us to 
(i.e. having only members that share 
those values). 

We’re an organisation that helps 
entrepreneurs come together to 
exchange information and share 
ideas. At our two-day APAC forum 
here (in Singapore, coinciding with 
ILTM Asia Pacific in May), it’s en-
ergising to see an exchange of ideas 
among members, be it about staff 
recruitment, marketing, service 
levels and other issues. If you don’t 
believe that sharing is actually more 
powerful than keeping something 
to yourself, then we’re probably not 
the right organisation for you.

We’re also an organisation with a 
greater purpose, which is, enriching 
lives through human connections. 
The centre of our value proposition 
is the power of relationships. 

What excites you about the Asian 
market?
In Asia, we’re seeing a lot of boutique 
independent players and this is why 
I’m excited. We’re the perfect solution 
for them. There are two things that 
drove me to build this organisation. 
One is my love for travel. The other is 
because there are these amazing bou-
tique agencies and I wanted for there 
to be an opportunity to bring these 
entrepreneurs together to compete 
with the giant multinational organi-
sations.  

Today, the number one com-
petitor to our members is not other 
agencies. It is the customers doing it 
themselves.

Do travel agents get that by now?
Let’s look at an industry that evolved 
the way we’re evolving but 20 years 
earlier – the stockbrokers. Some peo-
ple use them for transactions and a 
little advice; others have stockbrokers 
who give really good advice while the 
transaction is almost secondary. 

The online revolution split the 
market. The market looked like it all 
went online, because there were these 
huge online players that became big 
consumer brands. A big chunk of 
business went there, because it was 
cheaper, this and that. But what gets 
lost is the fact that during the same 
period of time, there was this mas-
sive growth in true private wealth 
advisors, people who really were 
not trying to get you to transact, but 
whom you were paying based on the 
value of having an overall plan, strat-
egy, making you feel comfortable, 
helping you and family identify your 
life’s priorities connected to your fi-
nances. 

Well, the same thing has hap-
pened in travel. You’ve got this mas-
sive amount that’s about booking, 
but there’s also a huge growth in real 

Today, the 
number one 

competitor to 
our members 
(i.e. Virtuoso 

travel 
experts) is 

not other 
agencies. It is 
the customers 

doing it 
themselves.

trusted advisors.
Whenever I talk to advisors, I said 

if you tell people that you are in the 
business of booking travel, you’ve 
literally lost the game before you 
even start. Because booking travel is 
not the problem; there are hundreds 
of ways of booking travel and hun-
dreds of new ways being invented 
everyday on how to book. 

Your take on the difference be-
tween transactional and trusted 
advisor?
Our job is not booking travel. It is 
to help well-educated, savvy con-
sumers, who want to focus on value 
rather than price, to optimise their 
life experiences through travel.

Trusted advisors do that by having 
a larger conversation with the client. 
Consumer research all around the 
world has validated that the single 
most important thing that differenti-
ates a transactional agent from trust-
ed advisor is having a conversation 
with the client after they return from 
their trip. If you don’t have a conver-
sation, or some sort of exchange with 
your client to learn from that previ-
ous trip – what did you like, what 
would you change? – then you are 
transactional. 

Every trip becomes a learning op-
portunity that grows the value of that 
relationship and makes it stickier.

In Asia, a refrain I hear is everyone 
now wants to be a luxury agent, or 
claim they are but are not. How do 
you qualify your members? 
Our general philosophy around the 
world has been to go in and find the 
people who already have the best 
reputation, the best production. 

So while we do help people im-
prove their game, there is an element 
– a play-off of our name, Virtuoso 

(a person highly skilled in music or 
another artistic pursuit) – which is, 
if you put a Stradivarius violin in 
the hands of somebody who’s never 
played the violin, he would not tell 
the difference, right? 

And why would the best want to 
join us if they are already the best? 
But why wouldn’t they want to be in 
a club with other people that are as 
accomplished as they are?

We look at two specific things: you 
have to have a certain amount of real 
luxury volume to be eligible. But it’s 
also the kind of volume, and your 
reputation. To be frank, we check the 
reputations of people who are join-
ing us through our partners. We ask 
our partners, what do  you think of 
these people, of their practices? It is 
an extensive process and the reality 
is by the time you get in, the other 
members and suppliers have al-
ready given you their endorsement, 
we know you’re a cultural fit and we 
know we’re not starting at zero.

We see the rise of new, younger en-
trepreneurs. Often they are a very 
small team. They see Virtuoso as 
being too big.
There are really two kinds of Vir-
tuoso members. We have members 
that run ‘serious’ (in the sense of big 
or established) businesses, and mem-
bers that own practices. We have 
boutiques all over the world, some 
where there are may be just five peo-
ple, but they are well-designed and 
exclusive practices.

It’s the same with our hotel part-
ners. We have 1,300 hotels world-
wide. Forty-eight per cent are 100 
rooms or less; 25 per cent are 50 
rooms or less. We even have proper-
ties like the Minaret Station (Alpine 
Lodge) in New Zealand, which you 
can do only by helicopter, and it’s 

only four chalets. It’s not size; it’s 
quality and standards.

What’s an innovation or R&D that 
Virtuoso is working on to support 
members?
One project we’re doing is a digital 
tool that supports the interaction 
between an advisor and a client on 
longterm travel planning. 

So instead of planning one trip 
at a time, we’ve developed this tool 
that curates for every person in the 
family their travel wishes, in a fun 
way, and has a backend system that 
will show all their travel dreams. So 
instead of the client thinking of one 
trip at a time, the advisor could lay 
out a strategy for the couple or family 
on how to optimise their free leisure 
time for the next five years – next 
year we’ll be here; three years from 
now will be the right time to take our 
kids to Africa, and so on.

The idea is, why would you go to 
a financial advisor and spend time 
and effort to have a conscious plan 
to optimise your financial assets, and 
not sit down with a Virtuoso advisor 
who can help optimise your most 
valuable non-renewal asset, which 
is your free leisure time? If you lose 
money, you can make it back. If you 
lose time, it never comes back.

What to you is a great travel advi-
sor and do you champion him to 
consumers?
We do consumer PR. We explain 
what a real travel advisor does.

We tell them, a great travel advi-
sor is a specialist. But they say, wait 
a minute, they can’t possibly know 
everything. Well, a really great advi-
sor does not pretend to know every-
thing. They are a specialist in YOU. 
Their job is to get to know you, 
who you are, what you like, what 
you don’t like. They may not know 
everything but that’s why they have 
this entry point to a global Virtuoso 
network that has the incredible con-
nections that provide them with the 
knowledge and buying power.

If you think of how Asia will de-
velop for Virtuoso in the next few 
years, what would you like to see?
That we have grown to a significant, 
relevant player relative to the overall 
size of the market, that we continue 
our philosophy of authentic, person-
alised, human-centric travel, rather 
than travel that focuses on price or 
deals, that we actually help members 
and suppliers in this market as we 
have in other markets. 

If we could help Theng Hwee 
(founder, Country Holidays, which 
won Virtuoso Asia-Pacific Luxury 
Award, Hotels & Resorts Growth 
2017) grow his business, just as we 
helped Valerie Wilson in America, 
that would mean we’ve done a great 
job for the industry and for the con-
sumers in the market. The ultimate 
goal for us is to get up everyday and 
do something that has a positive im-
pact on someone’s life.
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Putting the brakes on 
booking abandonment

The travel sector sees a high level of booking abandonment online. Jamie Pierre, COO at Ve Global,  
Asia-Pacific shows the way for travel agents to tackle this problem

Attracting high-quality website traffic is 
vital to any brand. This fact isn’t lost on 
travel marketers with roughly 90 per cent 
of digital ad budgets going towards traffic 
generation. However, traffic generation, 
while important, is only one half of the 
job. The next step is converting this traffic 
into actual bookings.

Recent research showed that the travel 
sector is hit hardest by consumer hesita-
tion – more specifically, when potential 
bookers make their way to the checkout 
process only to bail out early. This is also 
known as booking abandonment, and it 
happens with nine out of every 10 con-
sumers in the travel sector. Travel agents 
are hit even harder online, seeing a miser-
ably high 97.4 per cent average abandon-
ment rate. 

A certain amount of shopping around 
for inspiration is a hallmark of the travel 
industry, with customers always likely to 
dip their toe before taking the plunge on 
an often expensive outlay. However, there 
are some easy ways travel agents can re-
duce this number to increase bookings. 

Know your type online: get with the 
programmatic
The first chance travel agents have to de-
crease booking abandonment rates is ac-
tually before consumers even arrive on 
site. With so much marketing budget go-
ing on driving wannabe travellers to your 
website, making sure that this traffic is 
relevant and interested in your product is 
vital to success. This can be achieved with 
programmatic display ads.

Display advertising has undergone a re-
vival of late, driven by a few reasons. For 
one, the widespread change to program-
matic buying of inventory has made it 
more accessible and affordable for a great-
er number of companies to run display 
campaigns. But the main reason behind 
the resurgence of display advertising is the 
results it can now achieve. 

The huge quantity of data available to-
day allows travel companies to reach their 
target demographic with unprecedented 
accuracy. With a programmatic strategy 
in place, travel agents can pinpoint the 
difference between traffic and qualified 
traffic – driving only worthwhile, relevant 
consumers to their sites. And as a general 
rule of thumb, the better suited your offer-
ing is to the people who view it, the more 
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successful bookings your website will 
generate. 

Less persona, more personal
I’m assuming that you will be famil-
iar with, and most likely use, buyer 
personas. Effective marketing, and 
ultimately business practice, has al-
ways involved the ability to find and 
develop a strong relationship with 
your customer – speaking to and not 
at. And how can you do that without 
knowing who they are?

However, traditional buyer perso-
nas are of limited use in the modern 
online landscape, and in display ad-
vertising in particular. While they’re 
great at telling you who your custom-
ers are, it’s only through data report-
ing that you can see how they act. 

Take an active holiday provider, 
for example. Their ideal candidate 
for booking is 30-50 years old, a fit-
ness nut, with moderate levels of dis-
posable income and a fondness for 
running wear. With the traditional 
model of manual inventory purchas-
ing, ad space would be paid for on 
sports news and retail websites in the 
hope that their readership overlaps 
with this customer profile. However, 
customers are far less one-dimen-
sional in reality. 

By using a mix of automated data 
points and real-life market expertise, 
brands can not only reach their tar-
get audience, but make a positive im-

pression with their advertising. 
Every time a visitor uses your web-

site, their actions tell a story, it’s up 
to travel companies to read it. Doing 
so will mean travel agents can cater 
to behavioural trends on site and in 
their marketing, leading to better 
booking rates online.

Make your website a one-stop shop
Making travel plans often starts with 
a spark of inspiration, and inspira-
tion is often followed up with a good 
deal of research. The more travel 
agents can stay relevant during this 
transition, the better chance they 
have of being there at the decisive 
moment – the booking. 

Embed Instagram accounts, in-
tegrate TripAdvisor reviews and 
publish share-worthy blogs to allow 
consumers to continue their research 
journey but remain on your site to 
do it. Also, a thumbs up from fellow 
travellers along with some stunning 
snaps is often more persuasive than 
your carefully crafted and articulately 
illustrative website copy alone.

By bringing everything together, 
travel agents, regardless of size, will 
cut booking abandonment.

Declutter the booking process
Bookings rely on momentum, and 
nothing kills momentum like bore-
dom or confusion. So any booking 
process needs to be kept lean, intui-

Those abandoning ‘almost 
bookers’ are far from lost 
causes – quite the opposite. 
They’ve showed solid intent 
at this stage, so proactively 
reaching back out via email or 
retargeting ads will oftentimes 
be welcomed as an extension 
of customer service. 

tive and easy to use. This means short 
forms, inline field validation and of-
fering a number of different payment 
options to remove any blockers in the 
process and keep bookers on track.

Although customers are now 
more comfortable with online pay-
ments in general, displaying security 
logos and clear delivery options still 
goes a long way to instilling trust. If 
you’re unsure of what’s working and 

what isn’t in your booking process, 
run version-controlled A/B testing to 
find out where customers are check-
ing out.

Reach back after rejection
Booking holidays can take up to 45 
days with people visiting as many as 
38 travel sites before committing, so 
even the best functioning sites will 
lose travellers at the final hurdle. This 
is where travel agents can make sig-
nificant gains on the competition.

Given the role played by research 
in the booking process, those aban-
doning ‘almost bookers’ are far from 
lost causes – quite the opposite. 
They’ve showed solid intent at this 
stage, so proactively reaching back 
out via email or retargeting ads will 
oftentimes be welcomed as an exten-
sion of customer service.

So there you have it, five top ways 
for travel agents to reduce book-
ing abandonment rates online that 
actually work. Abandonment rates 
may be high but as the number of 
bookings made online continues to 
skyrocket, this points more to the 
opportunity for travel agents to win 
back bookings than the threat of los-
ing them. 

Ve Global is a marketing and adver-
tising technology business that oper-
ates from product discovery through to 
purchase.  
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Smart airports take flight
The era of robotics, biometric check-in and augmented reality has arrived in airports, promising 

to make the passenger travel experience more efficient and comfortable. Here’s a look at the 
latest technologies in Asia-Pacific airports, and new innovations ahead

SOUTH KOREA
Incheon International Airport’s new 
Terminal 2 was opened in January 
in time for the Pyeongchang Winter 
Olympics the following month, with 
a key focus on technology and inno-
vation to enhance the passenger ex-
perience and stay ahead of the com-
petition in the airport sector.

Jo Soo-dong, senior manager of 
the Smart Airport Team, told TTG 
Asia: “We believe that by applying 
new smart technologies through-
out the airport, we will be able to 
enhance passengers’ convenience 
and make Incheon to be known as a 
‘high-tech airport’.”

The latest addition to Incheon’s 
tech repertoire this month will be 
the Chatbot, which according to Jo 
is “a talking robot that interacts with 
passengers”, featuring a message pro-
gramme that enables it to communi-
cate information about the airport’s 
facilities to travellers.

A separate guide robot will be in-
troduced the following month, Jo re-
vealed. “When you ask for directions, 
the android will first show you the 
shortest and quickest route – includ-
ing all the shortcuts that it knows – 
and guide the traveller to their final 
destination,” he said.

A portable biometric security sys-
tem was piloted at Incheon earlier 
this year, and this is expected to be 
rolled out throughout the airport by 
summer 2019, according to Jo. 

“We are in the process of complet-
ing the research,” he said. “By using 
these fingerprint scanners, people 
will no longer need to bring paper-
work or physical documents to the 
airport to check in. We believe this 
will make checking in quicker, easier 
and more convenient for passengers,” 
he added.

Earlier this year, remote check-
in facilities at bus and train stations 

were rolled out in central Seoul and 
across South Korea. This new sys-
tem enables passengers to check in 
their luggage and obtain their travel 
documents prior to their arrival at 
the airport, offering “a much simpler 
journey from home to the departure 
lounge”, Jo said. 

“Passengers have been particularly 
pleased to be able to hand over their 
heavy suitcases and no longer worry 
about them all the way to their (final) 
destination.” – Julian Ryall

JAPAN
In anticipation of the tourist surge 
that the Rugby World Cup 2019 and 
2020 Tokyo Olympics will bring, 
cutting-edge technology and inno-
vations will now play critical roles 
in enabling Tokyo’s Haneda Interna-

tional Airport to cope with increased 
arrivals while delivering seamless 
service for passengers.

“IATA is a strong advocate of the 
‘fast travel’ concept and we are pres-
ently introducing eight fast travel 
features to provide our passengers 
with better services. These include 
the introduction of new technology 
at the check-in and security gates,” 
said Fumitake Tsukamoto, head of 
Tokyo International Air Terminal’s 
corporate planning division. 

Haneda already allows passengers 
to check in and obtain their board-
ing passes through automated self-
service counters, print and attach 
their own baggage tags, use dedicated 
bag-drop options, and self-scan their 
boarding passes at self-boarding 
gates, Tsukamoto said.

Meanwhile, robot technology is a 
firm favourite at Haneda, and a fleet 
of humanoid Pepper robots was sent 
out among passengers at the airport 
in February to cope with the surge 
of Chinese tourists arriving for the 
Spring Festival holidays, Tsukamoto 
said. The Pepper robots were pro-
grammed to communicate in Eng-
lish and Chinese, and to provide in-
formation on access to gates as well 
as dining facilities, retail outlets and 
public toilets. 

Earlier, Haneda deployed an-
other robot variant, the humanoid 
EMIEW3, to reply to questions from 
travellers as it roves the concourses 
on wheels. Perhaps most remarkably, 
it is able to interpret the movements 
of a human and his or her immediate 
environment – such as consulting a 
map of the airport facilities – an au-
tonomously initiate an interaction, 
enquiring if the traveller requires as-
sistance. – Julian Ryall

HONG KONG
From kerb to gate, innovation and 
technology are playing greater roles 
than ever in shaping the passenger 

travel experience at Hong Kong In-
ternational Airport (HKIA). 

The airport is seeking to “trans-
form the passenger journey into a 
fully automated and self-serviced 
process” with the objective of mak-
ing travel at HKIA “fast, easy and as 
simple as riding a bus”, said Chris Au 
Young, general manager for smart 
airport at Airport Authority Hong 
Kong. 

Automation of processes are now 
underway at HKIA. The self-bag 
drop service was first introduced in 
2016 to enable passengers to check in 
baggage by themselves and save on 
processing time. To date, 120 self-bag 
drop counters have been installed in 
the airport.

Since end-2017, HKIA has intro-
duced iCUSS mobile check-in ki-
osks for travellers to complete their 
check-in procedures anywhere, from 
the airport terminals to external lo-
cations such as hotels, theme parks 
and conference centres. Together 
with the self-bag drop service, the 
entire check-in process is now more 
efficient for passengers. 

As well, HKIA is set to roll out 
biometric technology services from 
late-2018 onwards. By showing their 
passports and having their faces 
scanned at check-in, travellers will 
soon get through security and im-
migration checkpoints for board-
ing without having to produce their 
passports repeatedly. 

The HKG My Flight mobile app 
recently added an augmented real-
ity (AR) navigation function, which 
guides passengers towards facilities 
at the airport with instructions over-
laid in camera view and terminal sig-
nage in users’ own languages. 

HKIA has also launched MyTAG, 
a smart luggage tag that notifies pas-
sengers on their smartphones when 
their checked bags arrive at the bag-
gage reclaim carousel. – Prudence 
Lui

Clockwise from 
above: A boy 
interacts with 
Incheon Interna-
tional Airport’s 
Chatbot; Mel-
bourne Airport’s 
new self-service 
check in zone; 
Jewel Changi 
Airport will 
tout a futuristic 
check-in experi-
ence 





ADVERTORIAL

Get married In Thailand 
Learn why it is the best weddng destination

 A beautiful kingdom 
Amazing Thailand is blessed 
with breathtaking, natural 
beauty. Its varied landscape – 
with stunning scenery from 
the mountainous regions of the 
North to the alluring beaches 
and islands of the South – 
provide magical backdrops to 
capture the unforgettable mo-
ments.

Thailand also offers fascinating 
history and rich culture dating 
back some 3,000 years. Each 
of the four main regions of 
Thailand features culture that 
is unique and exotic, offering 
elements to stage an outstand-
ing wedding ceremony and 
celebration. 

 The world’s most 
hospitable hosts
Renowned as the Land of 

Smiles, the friendliness 
of the Thai people – who 

are always ready to welcome 
guests and greet them with a 
happy smile – makes everyone 
feel most at home.

It comes from the heart and the 
sincerity of Thai people, who 
are gentle and warm and want-
ing to be of service to others, 
makes wedding planning less 
stressful.

 Strategically located
Thailand, a gateway to Asia, is 

situated in the heart of dy-
namic South-east Asia. There 
is easy access as numerous 
international airlines fly 
directly to the 12 interna-
tional airports throughout the 
country.

The capital Bangkok, Chiang 
Mai, Chiang Rai, Sukhothai, 
Hua Hin, Pattaya, Krabi, 
Samui and Phuket – some 
of the most highly recom-
mended destinations to hold 
a wedding – are therefore 
easy to get to and from.

 World-class 
facilities
Thailand’s infrastructure is 
one of the most modern in 
the region and transport, 
banking and telecommunica-
tions are world class. It is also 
home to some of the most 
iconic hotels in the world. In 
Thailand, the choice of hotel, 
spa resort and unique wed-
ding venue is plentiful and 
value for money. 

 Your wedding your 
way
Anything is possible in 
Thailand. A stylish wedding 
mixing pop culture and tradi-
tional Thai elements perhaps. 
Something prestigious or 
exotic. An ultra-lavish feast 
with pageantry and cutting-
edge entertainment. A simple 

solemnisation and exchange 
of vows on a hilltop at sunrise 
or on the beach at sunset. This 
list goes on. 

 Professional 
wedding-planning 
force
Thailand has all the creative 
and professional wedding 
planning talent to make the 
organisation process smoother, 
simpler and more cost effec-
tive. Thai wedding service 
providers are experts in their 
field and their job is to take 
away the stress that can come 
with organising and planning 
a wedding and honeymoon.

 Honeymoon heaven 
A destination wedding in Thai-
land is easily combined with 
the perfect choice of a hon-
eymoon. Honeymooners will 
enjoy a touch of grandeur and 
prestige like no other. Whether 
in beautiful cultural venues in 
the North or the seclusion of 
tropical islands with a private 
beach in the South, the newly-
weds can share romantic mo-
ments  while experiencing fun, 
excitement and adventure.

 All-inclusive option 
Thailand stands out for offer-
ing value for money. All-
inclusive wedding services 
can be tailor made. Services 
can include everything from 

pre-wedding photography, 
studio photography with wed-
ding apparel, make-up, hair, 
wedding day videographer and 
photographer, wedding venues 
with romantic settings, enter-
tainment and catering for the 
wedding celebration.

 Everyone loves 
delicious Thai food 
Spice-based with balanced fla-
vours of sweet, sour, salty and 
aromatic herbs, Thai food is 
distinctive and popular. It has 
become one of the top cuisines 
in the world and nothing beats 
enjoying authentic regional 
Thai cuisine in Thailand. 
Thailand has also earned a 
reputation for serving some of 
the best international cuisines 
like Chinese, French, Indian, 
Italian, Middle Eastern and 
more.

 The weather 
While Thailand’s climate is 
mostly tropical with plenty of 
sunshine, it is also marked by 
a rainy season and cool sea-
son. Timing a wedding  
and deciding whether to hold  
it indoor or outdoor can easily 
be decided with the expert 
advise of local vendors and 
suppliers. 

10 perfect reasons to choose it

Love is in the air and 
Thailand has what it 
takes to make beau-
tiful dreams come 
true. It is the place 
where a picture-
perfect, fairytale 
wedding can be cre-
ated for the happy 
couple to cherish 
and treasure, and for 
everyone in the wed-
ding party to have a 
fabulous time.

Already everyone’s 
favourite holiday 
destination, the 
desire to hold a wed-
ding in Thailand is 
also growing. 

Why? Not only is 
Thailand easy to get 
to, its world-class 
facilities, renowned 
Thai hospitality and 
the support from an 
established industry 
of experienced and 
professional wed-
ding vendors and 
suppliers  – who will 
take care of every-
thing – make get-

ting married 
in Thailand a 

most mem-
orable and 
enjoyable 
experi-
ence.
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AUSTRALIA
Melbourne Airport is innovating to 
speed up the check-in process for 
frequent international travellers and 
enhancing security with a less inva-
sive and fully integrated screening 
system in a first for Australia. 

The airport recently installed 16 
customised hybrid desks, 46 new 
self-service check-in kiosks, six au-
tomated bag drops and new digital 
signage in a bid to shorten check-in 
time. The hybrid desks, which are 
a first for international carriers in 
Australia, mean airlines can switch 
between using self-service bag drop 
or full-service traditional counters to 
change their operations to meet cus-
tomer demand within minutes. 

“(This) gives travellers more con-
trol of their airport experience,” said 
Melbourne Airport chief of aviation, 
Simon Gandy. 

“(We want to) reduce the amount 
of time spent queueing at the air-
port. The new technology (also) frees 
up airline customer service agents to 
roam in check-in areas, and connect 
with passengers in a way that you 
can’t get from behind a conventional 
check-in desk.”

By September, Melbourne Airport 
will be the only Australian airport to 
have a fully integrated international 
screening point outfitted with Smart 
Security, a joint security initiative by 
Airports Council International and 
IATA. It will include parallel divest-
ment stations to allow multiple pas-
sengers to simultaneously prepare 
and push their trays into the screen-
ing queue, allowing passengers with 
few items to submit for screening 
and ‘jump the queue’, while those 
with more items to offload can take 
their time. 

Automated gates will be used for 
boarding pass verification, extended 
screening lanes will be added, and 
automated tray return systems will 
be introduced. “Further, new body 
scanners will be much more efficient 
in processing travellers and will be 
far less invasive by removing the need 
for travellers to hold up their hands 
and circle through,” said Gandy.

Melbourne Airport introduced a 
chatbot late last year to give travellers 
access to real-time flight information, 
links to services like lost property and 
online carpark booking, and infor-
mation on dining and retail options. 

“Many of our travellers are return 
users and we believe the function will 
continue to evolve and play a big part 
in our traveller experience offering,” 
said Gandy. The chatbot has more 
than 19,000 users to date. – Adelaine 
Ng

MALAYSIA
As part of its ‘Runway to Success 
2020’ five-year business strategy, 
Malaysia Airports Holdings Berhad 
(MAHB) has embarked on a digital 
transformation strategy that involves 
the use of big data analytics and the 
Internet of Things to improve the 
passenger experience and operation-
al efficiency at the five international 
gateways, including Kuala Lumpur 
International Airport (KLIA), and 16 
domestic airports it manages. 

MAHB will team up with in-
formation management specialist 
OpenText to innovate KLIA and 
klia2 operations, including develop-
ing intelligent automation, predic-
tive analytics and expanded digital 
services at both terminals.

In early June, MAHB introduced 
the MYairports mobile app, an air-

port travel guide, under its Airports 
4.0 digital initiative supported with a 
RM30 million (US$7.5 million) in-
vestment.

MYairports allows passengers to 
“plan their journey in the palm of 
their hand”, said MAHB’s managing 
director Badlisham Ghazali, provid-
ing users with real-time flight up-
dates, shopping and dining promo-
tions, while airport services such as 
self-check-in and self-bag drop fa-
cilities and passengers’ authenticity 
can be verified as well. Furthermore, 
passengers can shop online through 
the “click and collect” service and 
have the products delivered to their 
boarding gate.

MAHB has also collaborated with 
the government of Saudi Arabia to 
introduce the world’s first proof of 
concept (POC) for pre-clearance 
of haj pilgrims at KLIA’s departure 
point. The POC process at KLIA 
takes around 30 minutes, compared 
with five to six hours of immigration 
processing in Saudi Arabia in the 
past. – S Puvaneswary

SINGAPORE
The opening of Terminal 4 (T4) in 
October last year marked the latest 
wave of innovation for Singapore 
Changi Airport. Most notably, the 
terminal debuted the airport’s Fast 
and Seamless Travel (FAST) system 
that offers end-to-end self-service 
options for passengers.

This includes automated check-in 
kiosks, baggage drop using facial rec-
ognition and Xbox Kinect-powered 
3D modelling technology, as well as 
immigration and boarding gates that 
share facial and thumbprint biomet-
ric data.

This fully automated process is 

expected to yield some 20 per cent 
long-term manpower savings, and the 
terminal is poised to raise the total an-
nual capacity of Changi Airport by 16 
million passengers a year. As of Feb-
ruary 8, it has handled more than 1.6 
million passengers since its opening.

In April 2018, the airport handled 
5.4 million passenger movements; 
a 5.1 per cent year-on-year increase 
from 2017. 

Following in T4’s footsteps, Ter-
minal 1’s (T1) departure, arrival and 
baggage claim halls are currently 
being upgraded to replace check-
in counters and implement FAST, 
among other developments.

T1’s baggage handling system will 
also become fully automated with 
sorting capability to support auto-
mated check-in and automated bag-
drop functions. An automated early 
baggage storage facility will also be 
implemented. 

These expansion works will in-
crease T1’s handling capacity to 24 
million passenger movements per 
annum. The terminal served some 
3.2 million passengers in 1Q2018. 

To further enhance the traveller 
experience, works are also currently 
underway for lifestyle complex Jewel 
Changi Airport, which will house a 
range of play attractions, indoor gar-
den trails and F&B outlets.

Crowning this development is 
the 14,000m2 Canopy Park that will 
feature attractions such as sky nets, 
hedge and mirror mazes, 1,400 trees 
and palms, as well as dining outlets.

Jewel is scheduled to open in early 
2019, and its Level 1 will be directly 
connected to the T1 Arrival Hall.  
– Pamela Chow

Biometric recognition
At Brisbane Airport, SITA’s biometrics 
technology allows a passenger’s bio-
metric details to be captured through 
a facial scan at the first touchpoint 
of  their journey at the check-in kiosk. 
The biometric record is checked 
against the passenger’s travel docu-
ments and a secure single token is 
created. At subsequent steps in the 
journey – whether it is self-bag-drop, 
at the lounges, at border control or 

Above: Biom-
etric technology 
is increasingly 
used to auto-
mate identitfy 
checks, accord-
ing to SITA 

Below, from left: 
Kuala Lumpur 
International 
Airport is devel-
oping intelligent 
automation at 
its terminals; 
iCUSS movable 
check-in kiosks 
at Hong Kong 
International 
Airport

Innovative airport technologies 
aircraft boarding – passengers simply 
complete a facial scan without having 
to present their passport or boarding 
card.
 
Flight disruption prediction
SITA is working with several airlines 
and airports to build a community 
data hub with both traditional indus-
try data sources and unstructured 
data (social media, news feeds, 
weather) which can help establish a 

visualisation system to predict flight 
disruption. Imagine the benefit for the 
industry: airports can better manage 
ground crew and logistics, airlines 
can offer your clients accurate flight 
schedule and connections – all of  
which ultimately delivers a better 
travel experience.

Movable check-in kiosks
Hong Kong International Airport 
and Amadeus worked together to 

deploy the world’s first hot-swappable 
battery powered movable check-in 
kiosks, called iCUSS, with both a 
self-service and full-service mode, 
reinventing the entire check-in experi-
ence. The versatile cloud-based mo-
bile kiosks are powered by Amadeus’ 
common use technology and can 
be rapidly deployed and relocated 
for use by the traveller to check in 
themselves or by the airport staff  to 
provide full-service operations.
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Affordability leads the way
Midscale hotel brands are rising in popularity as a new generation of budget-conscious travellers 
seek to unlock greater value than ever from their hotel stays. TTG Asia gets travel agents to shed 

light on the latest affordable hotel trends, plus a look at new offerings in the segment

Above from left: M Social Singapore’s Loft Premier room, Ansa Hotels & Resorts’ thelivingroom Hotel concept 

Donna Kessler, managing director,
Tourism Portfolio, Australia

How do you select affordable hotels? 
I select affordable hotels based on posi-
tive past experiences, market reputation, 
location, facilities and most importantly, 
my clients’ specific needs. Some prefer 
big chains like Marriott, Hilton or Accor 
which are increasingly diversifying into 
mid- and lower-range offerings while 
others are inclined to independent ho-
tels.

Customers now seek quality and value 
for money, not luxury, moving away from 
the large impersonal rooms of the tra-
ditional luxury properties, and towards 
trendy and technology-friendly hotels re-
gardless of their star category rating. 

Issues in affordable hotels segment
Mid-market hotels need to emerge as 
trendy, designer properties focused on 
providing facilities such as clean rooms, 
great and free Wi-Fi, and accessibility via 
various technology platforms, but often 
hotel owners do not invest in these re-
quirements.
 
Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Australia?
There are plenty of new two- to four-star 
brands by the big chains, e.g. Aloft, Dou-
bletree, Tru and ibis. Chains like Best 
Western and Choice Hotels have com-
bined over 350 properties, and there are 
multiple Australian hotel brands includ-
ing Quest, Rydges, Clarion, Breakfree and 
Medina. Hotel groups such as TFE are us-
ing Airbnb as a an alternative distribution 
channel with 141,000 listings in Australia.

Tina Tabram, accommodation 
manager, Arinex, Australia

How do you select affordable hotels? 
As clients become savvier, wherever pos-
sible we will offer two tiers of affordable 
hotels. One tier sits at around 3.5 stars 
and has the modern comforts expected 
of a hotel these days, while the second op-
tion sits at around the three-star mark for 
guests who care less about aesthetics and 
just want a private space with a bed.
 

Issues in affordable hotels segment
There aren’t enough modern, affordable 
hotels in the CBD locations. Generally 
they tend to be a little older, and some-
times they sacrifice regular upgrades to 
keep costs down. In Sydney where there is 
a shortage of rooms, even the affordable 
hotels are often priced at five-star levels, 
which can make it hard to attract interna-
tional visitors due to the cost of travel. 

Are there solid affordable hotel brands 
in Australia?
Overall, no. Some brands are emerging 
brands to combat the affordability issue 
in the CBD areas with innovative prod-
uct and service offerings, such as Holiday 
Inn Express, ibis Styles and smaller brands 
like Metro Hotels and Pensione hotels. 
Regionally, there are a lot more affordable 
options available, generally in motel-style 
properties. Choice Hotels and Best West-
ern have a good selection of properties 
across regional locations.

Miles Garrett, general manager,
Khiri Travel Cambodia

How do you select affordable hotels? 
We select hotels that have a good mix of 
pleasant environment, sustainability prac-
tices, location and price. We are very lucky 
in Cambodia with so many beautiful and 
affordable locally-owned boutique hotel 
options and rarely, if ever, need to work 
with international brands. 

Issues in affordable hotels segment
Sometimes it is a race to the bottom and 
the affordable hotel market segment for-
gets that price is not the only factor, par-
ticularly in regard to taking green initia-
tives, food quality and service. 

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Cambodia?
Yes, more than enough.

Savath Mao, general manager, 
Peak DMC, Cambodia

How do you select affordable hotels?
We try to find small, boutique, family-
style hotels that offer between 50 and 100 

rooms. They are usually not established 
worldwide brands but are well-known in 
the country. Cambodia has a very good 
variety of three- to four-star hotels. 

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Cambodia?
A lot of affordable hotels have grown in 
Siem Reap and Phnom Penh in the last few 
years. More remote areas like Mondulkiri, 
Ratanakiri and Koh Kong have limited op-
tions, but it will take time to grow. 

Gunther Homerlein, general manager,
Destination China, Hong Kong

How do you select affordable hotels?
We select affordable hotels when clients’ 
budgets preclude them from five-star ho-
tels or above. If their budget is all used up 
on hotels in an expensive destination like 
Hong Kong, it prevents us from being able 
to offer good programmes and restau-
rants. Eaton Smart, Jen Hotel, Holiday Inn 
Express and the Island Pacific Hotel come 
to mind as good options.  

Issues in affordable hotels segment
A paucity of affordable hotel brands in 
central locations. If clients want an afford-
able hotel near the city centre, the rooms 
are tiny. In Hong Kong, the star category of 
hotels doesn’t matter, the size does – that 
200ft2 is HK$2,000, 300ft2 is HK$3,000 
and 400ft2 is HK$4,000. This makes it very 
challenging to accommodate twin-shar-
ing requests from the Western markets. 

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Hong Kong?
Definitely not, but neither is there the 
space to add. Hong Kong’s energy is a 
draw for visitors, but it is also crowded 
and expensive as space is a premium. 
These elements clash quite a bit in the af-
fordable hotels marketplace. 

Monas Tjahjono, managing director,
Monas Tours & Travel, Indonesia

How do you select affordable hotels? 
Tour operator partners look for affordable 
hotels with new or refreshed rooms. They 
do not like hotels with too many frills, as 

their clients just need a place to sleep and 
spend most of their time outside the hotel. 

Issues in affordable hotels segment
Sometimes, even international brands 
are no guarantee of the service standards 
across different locations.

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Indonesia? 
Mid-scale hotels are aplenty, be it in pri-
mary or secondary cities. Both inter-
national and Indonesian homegrown 
brands have been opening in secondary 
cities, and many of them have four-star fa-
cilities at three-star pricing too. Some cli-
ents even think that three-star properties 
in Indonesia are good enough, so they can 
reduce room expenses and spend more on 
tours.

Adjie Wahjono, operations manager,
Aneka Kartika Tours & Travel Services, 
Indonesia

How do you select affordable hotels? 
For our European clients, it really depends 
on location. When they do an overland 
trip in Java or Sulawesi, for example, they 
look for minimum comfort – clean and 
comfortable bedding, shower, TV set, air-
conditioning and free Wi-Fi. In these ar-
eas, they usually spend most of their time 
travelling and need the hotel just to rest.

On the other hand, travellers do not 
mind paying more for midmarket hotels 
in a resort destination. As they want to re-
lax in the hotel, facilities like restaurants, 
bars, pools and/or beach are required.

To some travellers, it is easier to relate 
to international brands like Ibis and No-
votel. Having said that, many recognise 
established homegrown brands such as 
Santika and Aston.

Issues in affordable hotels segment
There are too many hotel brands in the 
market, both international and home-
grown hotel chains. Introduction is some-
times needed for clients for the brands un-
familiar to them but which actually meet 
the criteria of their needs.

Philippe Wauquaire, sales coordinator
The J Team DMC, Japan

How do you select affordable hotels?
We select hotels according to the client’s 
budget, requirements and facilities need-
ed, and their preferred location. We use 
hotels such as MyStays, Hearton, Mitsui 
Garden, Monterey and Hankyu. Custom-
ers now expect more for less, and seem to 
be booking at shorter notice than a few 
years ago.
 
Issues in affordable hotels segment
Increased competition. Airbnb is certainly 
slowly changing the game, too. There are 
still not enough rooms for large groups at 
some properties and a lack of affordable 
hotels in some cities. Looking towards the 
Rugby World Cup 2019 and the Tokyo 
2020 Olympic Games, we are experienc-
ing larger price increases in the affordable 
hotels segment that are making the re-
quest for “affordable” somewhat of a chal-
lenge to deliver.
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New affordable kids on the block
Ansa Hotels & Resorts, Malaysia
Ansa Hotels & Resorts will roll out theliv-
ingroom Hotel, a three-star, limited-ser-
vice hospitality concept, by end 2019 with 
the first property in Kuala Lumpur. 

Optimising efficiency of space and re-
sources will be a key theme at theliving-
room hotels, with services such as flexible 
check-in service and a 24-hour breakfast. 

Rooms come in one configuration 
only at a standard 25m2 size, and in-room 
space is innovatively used – a full-sized 
queen bed, which, when not in use, can be 
reclined back to the wall to transform into 
a study desk, and a three-seater sofa that 
opens up into a double bed.

Asai Hotels, Thailand
Dusit International has unveiled Asai Ho-
tels, a new affordable lifestyle brand tar-
geted at the millennial-minded.

Asai properties will feature compact 
rooms of about 15m2 each, a mixed-use 
space offering work and leisure areas, and 
a restaurant. Each Asai hotel will also lev-

erage technology, availing self check-in ki-
osks and online guides to local attractions. 

The debuting property, Asai Chatuchak, 
will open in Bangkok’s Chatuchak week-
end market in 1Q2019. Five more Asai ho-
tels are expected to launch in 2019 – three 
in Cebu (in Lapu-Lapu, Oslob and the 
city centre); one in Yangon; and a second 
hotel in Bangkok in the Sathorn district.

Veriu Hotels, Australia 
A “bespoke collection of neighbourhood 
hotels” is how Veriu describes itself in 
Australia’s hotel scene. Locally owned and 
launched in 2016, four Veriu hotels and a 
fifth unbranded accommodation current-
ly dot the Sydney landscape, with three 
more to launch next year.

Veriu says its four-star brand attracts 
guests thanks to its quirkiness, locations 
and unique inclusions like free Netflix, 
barista coffee and pastry, speedy Internet, 
complimentary sparkling and filtered wa-
ter, and free Veriu bikes plus access to oth-
er Veriu hotels for co-working purposes.

M Social, Singapore
Seated in Robertson Quay along the Sin-
gapore River, M Social Singapore is Mil-
lennium Hotels and Resorts’ answer to 
the millennial traveller segment, with 
its youthful and tech-savvy identity un-
derlined with a contemporary design by 
Philippe Starck. 

The hotel employs Aura, an autono-
mous service delivery robot that delivers 
amenities to the guestrooms. In-house 
restaurant Beast & Butterflies features 
Ausca, an autonomous service chef robot 
that prepares eggs for guests.

M Social Singapore is the first M Social 
property, and New Zealand is now home 
to M Social Auckland. M Social Suzhou is 
planned for a 2019 opening.

Cozi Hotel, Hong Kong
Launched in 2017 by Tangs Living Group, 
Hotel Cozi features an eclectic collection 
of midscale hotels designed in contempo-
rary styles and homey atmosphere. 

Each Cozi property has its own per-
sonality and unique features create with 
guests’ comfort in mind. Hotel Cozi Wet-
land (debuted in September 2017) in Tin 

Shui Wai is a blend of nature and city, 
while Hotel Cozi Harbour View overlooks 
the Victoria Harbour.

Hotel Cozi Oasis (opening 3Q2018) 
will boast facilities such as restaurant and 
bar, gym, spa, meeting and conference 
space, and Hotel Cozi Resort (opening 
4Q2018) will be suited for staycations 
with kids’ facilities and themed rooms. 

MAADS, Cambodia
Design lies at the heart of MAADS hotels. 
Sitting at the top-end of its portfolio is 
Templation, offering an affordable slice of 
eco-luxury on the doorstep of Angkor. In 
Phnom Penh, The Pavilion is a collection 
of four period buildings; Kabiki is a bou-
tique family-friendly garden resort; Blue 
Lime is a stylish 23-room urban hotel; 
while Tea House combines classic Chinese 
designs with modern urban style. 

MAADS’ offerings also span hidden 
locations, with Kirirom Hill Station, two 
mountain chalets with six rooms and 
suites in a pine forest. The Floating Suite 
offers a boutique experience in a detached 
bungalow on the Mekong River, opposite 
the Royal Palace in Phnom Penh.

Above: A rendering of an Asai property, which mixes work and play in common areas

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Japan?
Although the three-star market segment 
probably has the biggest supply, it is still 
difficult to book these hotels at certain 
times of the year, particularly in Kyoto.

Ally Bhoonee, executive director,
World Avenues, Malaysia

How do you select affordable hotels? 
We determine what is affordable for our 
clients based on their budgets and pur-
chasing power, then select hotels that offer 
good service and location within these pa-
rameters. We mostly use local independ-
ent hotels, such as Hotel Sentral Pudu, 
Flamingo Hotel By The Beach, Penang 
and Fave Hotel Penang. 

Travellers from the Middle East, our 
main inbound market, are now more 
cost-conscious. Most will choose four-star 
hotels. They also do their research online 
and tell us exactly which hotel they wish 
to stay in. 

Issues in affordable hotels segment
Some local properties, especially in the 
three-star category, are not well struc-
tured. They do not have dedicated per-
sonnel to handle specific departments. It 
can be frustrating when you are seeking 
answers on the phone and get pushed 
around. 

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Malaysia?
There are enough four-star brands in 
key touristy destinations such as Kuala 

Lumpur, Penang and Langkawi but not 
enough quality three-star hotels providing 
good service in these destinations.

Manfred Kurz, managing director,
Diethelm Travel Malaysia

How do you select affordable hotels?
We look for hotels that provide very good 
service at reasonable rates, based on our 
site inspections and from online guest 
reviews. We use both independent and 
chain hotels such as ibis and Swiss-Inn. 

A trend among European custom-
ers is the growing appeal of small hotels 
with personalised service. They like bou-
tique hotels with 20-30 rooms as opposed 
to large properties with a few hundred 
rooms.

Issues in affordable hotels segment
The upkeep of the hotel. Owners don’t 
place much importance on renovations 
and refurbishments, and as a result the es-
tablishments often look rundown.

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Malaysia?
There is not enough affordable hotels out-
side of Kuala Lumpur. Destinations such 
as Sabah, Sarawak, Langkawi and Penang 
need more affordable hotels.

JP Cabalza, inbound manager, Corpo-
rate International Travel and Tours, 
Philippines

How do you select affordable hotels? 
If clients ask for prices, we give a combina-
tion of boutique and high-end properties. 

Customers have an overview of the hotels 
from online reviews, and they visit hotel 
websites and OTA reviews. 

In El Nido, Palawan, within the LIO 
Estate are new properties that are great in 
design and location: Hotel Covo Hotel, 
Casa Kalaw and Balai Adlao. Artstream 
Hospitality Management’s boutique ho-
tels Hotel Luna is a good one in Vigan. In 
Makati, boutique Hotel Celeste has indi-
vidually designed rooms in specific Euro-
pean style. The Henry in Cebu and Pasay 
in Metro Manila appeal with their rustic 
setting and individually-decorated rooms.  

Issues in affordable hotels segment
The limited facilities like lifts available on-
site, and thin walls that cannot block out-
side noise from the rooms.

Irene Maliwanag, general manager,
Boris Travel, Philippines

How do you select affordable hotels? 
We take note of what our travellers want 
– cleanliness, Wi-Fi availability, full-board 
meals and airport transfers, etc. They 
know what they want and have knowl-
edge of the hotels from the Internet. In 
Palawan, Hotel Covo in El Nido and One 
Manalo Place in Puerto Princesa are good 
options as clients are satisfied with them. 
Also, Hennan Hotel in Bohol and Boracay.
  
Issues in affordable hotels segment
Steep price fluctuation but there are resorts 
like Hennan, for instance, which rarely in-
crease the rates for the whole year and gives 
almost the same price for next year.

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in the Philippines? 
Yes, there’s a growing number of afford-
able hotels to meet the growing demand.

Maureen Goh, manager, 
Asian Compass Travel, Singapore

How do you select affordable hotels?
We choose hotels based on the custom-
ers’ budgets. Some don’t mind three-star 
hotels as long as the rooms are clean and 
near what they come for. For instance, 
Eastern European groups like to stay in 
the Clarke Quay area for its nightlife of-
ferings, so we work with hotels like Grand 
Park City Hall and Park Regis.

Issues in affordable hotels segment
Hotels are not that affordable during peak 
periods, especially during the Golden 
Week. Some hotels have small room sizes, 
so we make sure to tell our guest the room 
sizes in advance to avoid disappointment.

Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Singapore?
Yes, definitely enough. Many new names 
have opened and there are more hotels 
now than ever before. Because of greater 
competition, hotels are also now more 
flexible with their timing and budget. 
They listen to our clients’ budgets and try 
to meet them if they can.

Judy Lum, general manager,
Diethelm Travel (Singapore)

How do you select affordable hotels?
Defining the customer’s demographic is 
important to ensure the right match. As 
agents, we take a proactive approach to 
find out about the hotel and what the so-
cial network platforms are saying about it. 
Customers look for more than just price 
but also ratings and comments on social 
media platforms on the property to help 
them make an informed decision.
 
Issues in affordable hotels segment
International chains practically blindside 
local DMCs by forging direct deals with 
overseas tour operators. If that doesn’t 
hurt enough, they offer a rate parity. 
The local independent brands and hotel 
groups tend to support the DMCs better, 
at least for now. I see many smaller, in-
dependently owned and boutique hotels 
over-extend themselves to OTAs and have 
to pay high commissions begrudgingly as 
they become dependent on them.
 
Are there enough affordable hotel 
brands in Singapore?
(There are) more than enough, but these 
hotels do not price themselves higher than 
affordable. I suppose it is a demand and 
supply situation but they should ensure 
consistency so that the DMCs can support 
them better.

Reporting by S Puvaneswary, Pamela Chow, 
Marissa Carruthers, Adelaine Ng, Mimi 
Hudoyo, Rosa Ocampo and Julian Ryall 
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Mountains, caves and pagodas make Hpa-An, the 
capital of Kayin State, a scenic destination for trekking

M
yanmar’s diversity of 
attractions is promis-
ing to sustain tour-
ism interest and keep 

visitors returning to explore beyond 
the “classic four” of Yangon, Bagan, 
Mandalay and Inle Lake.

Minister of hotels and tourism, 
Ohn Maung, said: “People are getting 
tired of seeing the same thing and we 
are seeing more (return visitors), so 
it is necessary to develop new desti-
nations and attractions.”

He added that this year the min-
istry is focusing on promoting the 
emerging destinations of Mergui 
Archipelago in the south – which is 
predicted to rise in popularity from 
October, when the first of six ap-
proved hotel projects opens – and 
Kayin State. The ministry will also 
push Kyaikto and Ngapali Beach.  

May Myat Mon Win, Myanmar 
Tourism Marketing’s (MTM) chair-
person, said the organisation is car-
rying out campaigns to highlight 
new attractions at international trade 
shows and through social media. 

This year has also seen MTM in-
vite international journalists, blog-
gers and influencers for fam trips 
to experience new destinations. She 
said: “We are trying to diversify the 
products available and experiences 
for visitors to Myanmar.”

Tour operators are also developing 
a series of alternative itineraries in the 
form of trekking tours in Shan State, 
mountain bike trips and eco-adven-
tures and community-based initia-
tives in other areas such as Kayin and 
Kayah States, including mountain 
bike tours, kayaking, stand-up paddle 
boarding and nature-related trips. 

Phyoe Wai Yar Zar, managing di-
rector of Diethelm Travel Myanmar, 

To the big four and beyond
While the four ‘must-visit’ destinations in Myanmar remain sought 
after, attractions are emerging off the beaten path and promising to 

sustain tourist interest, reports Marissa Carruthers

Destination

The many faces of Myanmar   

Tailor-made journeys
Sampan Travel can curate 
bespoke tours for guests to get 
exactly what they want out of  
their visit to Myanmar (see Tried 
& Tested). Itineraries can be 
created referencing a range of  
suggested journeys, from Myan-
mar classics to rugged emerging 
destinations, such as the 15-day 
Smugglers and Sea Gypsies tour 
of  the southern islands, nine-day 
Over the Chin Hills and 12-day 
Tribes of  Kayah trip. Alterna-
tively, travellers can work with 
a Sampan holiday planner to 
design a trip from scratch.

Pyin Oo Lwin coffee 
plantation tour
Diethelm Travel’s three-day trip 
takes visitors from Mandalay 
about 67km east to the scenic 
hill town of  Pyin Oo Lwin. Fa-
mous for its coffee plantations, 
flower and vegetable gardens, 
and strawberry and pineapple 
orchards, the town is a charm-
ing introduction to untouched 
Myanmar. The itinerary includes 
a guided tour of  Sithar Coffee 

Farm and hiking through coffee 
fields to discover how coffee 
plants are grown and harvested.

A restorative journey through 
Myanmar
This 13D/12N tour by Exo 
Travel takes visitors on a spiritual 
journey through Myanmar. The 
itinerary includes learning the art 
of  still and walking meditation 
from a Burmese monk, visits to 
the ancient temples of  Bagan, a 
yoga retreat and encounters with 
elephants in Kalaw, rounded off  
with a few days on the beach in 
Ngapali. 

Famous royal foods of Bagan
In this tour, Khiri Travel spot-
lights Myanmar’s rich diversity 
of  food. With the king of  Bagan 
famous for his huge appetite, 
demanding each meal be filled 
with 300 dishes, this experi-
ence gives guests the chance to 
sample food while learning about 
the country’s traditions. The 
tour includes a visit to Myinkaba 
market and a monastery to learn 
about Burmese flavours, ending 

Above: Hill 
tribe women 
enjoying a 
leisurely 
moment in 
Kalaw, Shan 
State

WHAT’S HOT

Tours & Activities

With just five nights to spare, 
Marissa Carruthers experienced 
the unspoilt side of Myanmar she 
was seeking and met a swathe of 
friendly faces along the way

WHY As more areas of Myanmar open 
to tourism, exploring the expansive 
country away from the hotspots of 
Yangon, Bagan, Mandalay and Inle 
Lake is becoming an easier option.

With a focus on responsible and 
sustainable tourism, Sampan Travel’s 
tailor-made option seemed the per-
fect way to explore emerging Myan-
mar under the expert guidance of a 
local, with a portion of my tourist 
dollar ploughed directly back into 
the communities visited. 

WHAT My premise was simple. I had 
six days, flying into Yangon. I wanted 
to see off-the-beaten-track Myan-
mar, immerse myself in the culture 
and experience real life in the coun-
try’s sprawling rural landscapes. The 
itinerary they presented me with 
ticked all the boxes.

Tried & Tested   
Sampan 
Travel’s tailor-
made journey

with lunch fit for a king, with 30 
dishes served.

Trekking in Kengtung
Pro Niti Travel has developed a 
range of  trekking trips based out 
of  Kengtung in Shan State, which 
is home to many indigenous peo-
ple including the Lahu, Lahushi, 
Akha, Akhu and Shan hill tribes. 
Trekking options range from two 
to five hours and take in villages, 
terraced rice fields, rolling hills, 
lunch with locals and stops at 
lakes. 
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Prices have 
gone down, 
but I don’t 

think the word 
has gotten 

out yet. The 
Lonely Planet 

and Rough 
Guide books 

published last 
year are still 

talking about 
Myanmar as 

pretty expen-
sive, but that’s 

not the case. 
– Bertie Lawson, 

managing di-
rector, Sampan 

Travel

said: “We can’t rely on run-of-the-
mill products. Part of Myanmar’s 
(appeal) are opportunities for lo-
cal interaction and the best way to 
(highlight) that is by telling stories. 
That’s easy to do in Myanmar. We 
create products that our clients can 
participate in, such as biking through 
villages and trekking.”

Su Su Tin, Exo Travel Myanmar’s 
managing director, commented: 
“These destinations have existed for 
many years. However, they are now 
being promoted and have more fa-
cilities. Accessibility is better, there 
are more restaurants and hotels, and 
tour operators are promoting them.”

Edwin Briels, managing director 
of Khiri Travel Myanmar, said des-
tinations opening up away from the 
classic four of Yangon, Bagan, Man-
dalay and Inle Lake has meant tour 
operators can expand their itinerar-
ies, creating more options.

He said: “We want to create new 
products that aren’t just temples, and 
see where we can go off the beaten 
track and what we can do there.” 

However, when looking for new 
destinations, Khiri tries not to stray 
too far off well-trodden paths, curat-
ing travels that take in authentic ex-

periences with locals that are acces-
sible from one of the major four. 

“We want to avoid people having 
to fly or drive for too many hours,” 
said Briels, acknowledging first-time 
visitors want to visit some of the clas-
sics. “Myanmar is huge so it’s best to 
(visit) part of the country. If it’s your 
first time, then you may want to do 
Bagan and Inle Lake, and then try 
to include one more off-the-beaten-
track area.”

Khiri has a lot of repeat visitors, 
who return to explore more outlying 
areas, Briels added. 

Bertie Lawson, managing director 
of Sampan Travel, said even when 
visiting the classic four, it is impera-
tive tour operators seek out the many 
undiscovered or overlooked sites that 
exist nearby. 

Said Lawson: “Tourism isn’t 
spread out here yet. People still want 
to go to Bagan and Mandalay. They 
think it’s going to be very quiet but, 
for example, when they visit Manda-
lay they go where everyone goes and 
join hundreds of people. This is bad 
for tourism, bad for tourists and bad 
for Mandalay. Tour operators need 
to be clever and take people to other 
places that are just as beautiful.”

M
yanmar is shaking 
off its reputation as a 
destination with high-
priced hotels as ac-

commodation options increase and 
room rates fall.

After Myanmar opened up, the 
country witnessed a sudden boom 
in tourists between 2011 and 2013, 
but the hotels were in short supply, 
according to Su Su Tin, managing 
director of Sanctum Inle Resort and 
Yangon Excelsior Hotel, which will 
open in July. 

 She added: “Hotel prices went up 
and this affected tourism a lot.”

However, recent years have seen 
developers flock to fill the gap, with a 
series of local and international hotels 
opening their doors in the country. 

Figures from the Ministry of Ho-
tels and Tourism show there are 
1,648 licensed hotels and guesthous-
es, offering a total of 66,065 rooms. 
Most are concentrated in the tourist 
hubs of Yangon, Bagan, Mandalay 
and Inle Lake. In Yangon, the num-
ber of hotels increased from 370 in 
2017 to today’s 397. 

Chu Chee Seng, general manager, 
Keppel Land Hospitality Manage-
ment, which owns Sedona Yangon, 
said: “Unlike in the past, when Yan-
gon’s upper-scale room stock re-
mained unchanged for more than 
a decade, the market is now seeing 
many new developments. About 16 
upper-scale hotel projects are esti-
mated to be completed within the 
next three years, translating to about 
3,300 new rooms.”

He added that Colliers Interna-
tional expects the completion of just 
over 1,300 new units to cater to the 
rising needs of tourists.

However, Greg Allan, vice-pres-

Hotels

Room surge a 
competitive boon

Myanmar’s hotel space has gone from being under-supplied 
to the other extreme, driving room rates down to more 

competitive levels, Marissa Carruthers finds

People are getting tired of seeing 
the same thing and we are seeing 

more (return visitors), so it 
is necessary to develop new 

destinations and attractions.
- Ohn Maung, minister of hotels and 

tourism, Myanmar

ident, operations (ASEAN) at Pan 
Pacific Hotels Group, predicts many 
projects under construction may 
delay operations due to various chal-
lenges, such as a shortage of skilled 
labour.

The sudden rise in accommoda-
tion, coupled with slowing arrival 
rates as the European and Ameri-
can markets become hesitant over 
the Rohingya situation in Rakhine 
State, has led to a drop in room rates, 
bringing them in line with other 
South-east Asian countries.

Edwin Briels, managing direc-
tor of Khiri Travel Myanmar, said: 
“There was a lot of investment in 
hotels from budget guesthouses to 
five-star hotels. Now, there is a lot of 
availability, but we still see tour op-
erators worrying about this. (Rooms 
are) plenty, and prices are very fair.”

Bertie Lawson, managing director 
of Sampan Travel, said the industry is 
still battling against its reputation for 
being costly. 

He said: “Prices have gone down, 
but I don’t think the word has gotten 
out yet. The Lonely Planet and Rough 
Guide books published last year are 
still talking about Myanmar as pretty 
expensive, but that’s not the case.” 

Despite this, Keppel’s Chu re-
mains optimistic. In 2023, phase two 
of Yangon’s Junction City develop-
ment will house the country’s first 
Sedona Suites, comprising 260 ser-
viced apartments.

He said: “We believe that Myan-
mar’s hotel landscape will continue 
to evolve, catering to more diverse 
markets. There is growing poten-
tial for the mid-tier hotel segment 
in Yangon, which include bed and 
breakfasts, as well as boutique ho-
tels.”

Sedona Yangon’s Inya wing lobby

scapes, few crowds, authentic experi-
ences and raw nature – exactly what I 
was seeking for. 

I met the creative communities 
that dot Bilu Kyun, dubbed Ogre 
Island. Here, each village boasts its 
own speciality handicraft, ranging 
from silk and wooden carvings, to 
traditional bamboo hats and pipes. 
The afternoon was spent at the 
Thanbyuzayat War Cemetery and 
Death Railway Museum. 

A tranquil six-hour journey along 
Thanlwin River was how we reached 
Hpa-An, where I was met by another 
guide. Here, incredible unspoilt vis-
tas became the highlight of my trip as 
I kayaked through peaceful flooded 
paddies, surrounded by the region’s 
signature lime stone karsts. 

VERDICT Choosing to explore rela-
tively unexplored parts of Myanmar 
under the guidance of Sampan Travel 
was well rewarded, with an itinerary 
featuring a variety of activities and 
knowledgeable guides. 

Sampan Travel was able to tai-
lor-make a trip that catered to my 
needs, with two nights and one day 
in Yangon, two days and two nights 
in Mawlamyine, the capital of Mon 
State, and two days and one night in 
neighbouring Kayin State’s capital of 
Hpa-An. 

HOW My whistle-stop tour started in 
Yangon, with a driver greeting me at 
the airport. The next morning, I was 
met by my guide, who introduced 
me to some of the city’s famous and 
lesser-known attractions.

Driven around by car, we visited 
the likes of Chinatown, the former 
house of General Aung San – Aung 
San Suu Kyi’s father who was assas-
sinated in 1947 – and the National 
Museum of Myanmar. At dusk, I was 
escorted round Shwedagon Pagoda 
as the sun set at the iconic temple.

The next morning, we spent six 
hours on a bus to Mawlamyine. And 
this was where the discovery of real 
Myanmar began. Unspoilt land-

Kayaking through flooded paddies in Hpa-An
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E
levating the ease of 
travel planning in My-
anmar and improving 
customer experience 

was Flymya founder Mike Than 
Tun Win’s main goal when he 
launched the company in 2016. 

“There was a lack of good 
comprehensive domestic flight 
booking websites and travel por-
tals for independent travel agents 
to upload their packages,” the 
entrepreneur said. “We wanted 
to provide a seamless all-in-one 
portal.”

Since launching, Flymya has 
worked with more than 300 trav-
el partners, airlines and bus op-
erators, and grown from a team 
of 12 to more than 100, provid-
ing 24/7 support. It has also de-
veloped an online event booking 
and ticketing section, and boasts 
the largest selection of flights, 
buses, hotels and tour packages 
in Myanmar.

The company has quickly ex-
panded its reach in Myanmar 
and beyond. In early 2017, Fly-
mya snapped up London-based 
startup Switch.cm, which builds 
reservations platforms for the 
hotel and airline industries. 

Driving efficiency
Mike Than Tun Win is bringing user-friendly technology to 
smaller hotels and tourism intermediaries, one South-east 

Asian country at a time. By Marissa Carruthers

Fresh Eyes

Than Tun Win said: “Hotels 
in Myanmar and South-east Asia 
are mainly using extranet and 
Excel sheets for hotel bookings. 
We see a lot of potential in pro-
viding an easy-to-use property 
management software and chan-
nel manager to help small hotels 
aross South-east Asia digitalise.”

In December 2017, Flymya ex-
panded its presence further when 
it bought out smaller rival Go-
myanmar.com. Go-Myanmar.
com’s popularity online – at-
tracting 3,000 to 4,000 daily visi-
tors, predominantly from Europe 
and America – combined with 
Flymya’s regional reputation as 
a local leader have strengthened 
its position and put the company 

   
WHAT’S NEW

Airlines

More connections 
between Thailand and 
Myanmar 
From July 1, Bangkok Air-
ways has increased its fre-
quency between Mandalay 
and Bangkok to 11 flights 
weekly, using a 162-seater 
Airbus A320 aircraft on this 
route.  

The Bangkok-based 

regional airline will also 
launch flights between 
Yangon and Phuket come 
November 17. 

Meanwhile, Myanmar 
National Airlines (MNA) in 
June suspended the twice-
weekly Yangon-Phuket ser-
vice, citing the June-August 
low season demand after 
inaugurating the route in 

ahead of the game globally, said 
Than Tun Win. 

Flymya’s plans don’t stop 
there. The second half of 2018 
will see the company shift its fo-
cus outwards, with sights set on 
regional expansion starting with 
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. 

Than Tun Win said: “Flymya 
believes in helping small tour 
operators and hotels by giving 
them better access to platforms 
and technology, while promoting 
grassroots entrepreneurship.”

March this year. 
MNA was quoted by 

news reports as saying the 
service might resume in 
October, potentially with 
thrice-weekly flights.

Expansion at Yangon 
International Airport
The latest development 
in the second phase of  
Yangon International Air-
port’s masterplan to extend 
Terminal 1 to connect with 
Terminal 2 is slated for 
completion in the next few 
months. 

Yielding more than 1.9ha 
of  added space across 
three levels, the airport will 
welcome more retail and 
F&B brands in addition to 
the current 127 options. 

TTG Travel Trade Publishing is proud to be the travel trade media 
partner of  the ASEAN Tourism Competitive Committee, working 
together to support the ASEAN Tourism Marketing Strategy and 
promote ASEAN destinations for tourism and business events

Hotels in Myanmar and 
South-east Asia are 

mainly using extranet 
and Excel sheets for 

hotel bookings.
- Mike Than Tun Win, 

founder, Flymya

Yangon International Airport
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In Ras al-Khaimah, the Jebel Jais mountain 
is home to the world’s longest zipline

Modest offerings
Less flashy than Dubai and Abu Dhabi in the south but no less rich in culture, history and 

adventure offerings, the UAE’s northern emirates now draws a critical mass of tourists from 
China and India, with Muslim countries in Asia coming up on the radar too, writes Rohit Kaul

Destination

M
arket sentiments among  hoteliers in the 
UAE are as bullish as the room pipeline in 
the country. Despite seeing rate pressure 
amid a heightened supply, industry execu-

tives expect improved inbound numbers and new prod-
ucts will keep the sector buoyant. 

According to a report by Colliers International, hotel 
developments in the UAE significantly rose in 2017 with 
approximately 6,000 rooms added, up 8.2 per cent from 
2016. The UAE is expected to have more than 170,000 
hotel rooms by 2020.

Chris Hewett, director at TRI Consulting, estimated 
that RevPAR in 2018 could drop by as much as seven per 
cent. 

However, hoteliers in the UAE remain unperturbed, 
confident that demand will continue to grow on the back 
of new feeder markets and stronger marketing efforts 
from the tourism board.

“The market is more competitive now as many new 
hotels have been added to the inventory. We are not see-
ing a decline, but a bit of pressure on rates because of the 
supply,” shared Mark Kirby, general manager, Armani 
Hotel Dubai.

“Overall, growth in the Chinese market has helped to 
absorb the pressure. We are also seeing an increase in de-

Hotels

Build and they will come
More hotel rooms are coming to the UAE, but growing visitor numbers and new 

demand generators are expected to keep the market buoyant. By Rohit Kaul

S
harjah, Ras al-Khaimah and Fujairah are fast 
emerging as sought-after destinations on UAE’s 
tourism landscape, as visitors to the region look 
to explore beyond the established cities of Dubai 

and Abu Dhabi.
While the neighouring GCC countries are significant 

feeder markets for these northern emirates, emerging too 
are markets from farther afield like China and India. 

“Tourists from both India and China are looking for ex-
periential travel. They are drawn to our tradition and her-
itage,” Khalid Jasim Al Midfa, chairman of Sharjah Com-
merce and Tourism Development Authority (SCTDA), 
told TTG Asia on the sidelines of Arabian Travel Market 
(ATM) 2018. “We expect the numbers from both these 
markets will continue to grow strongly this year as well.”

Sharjah welcomed 138,000 hotel guests from India and 
126,000 hotel guests from China in 2017, posting growth 
of 32 per cent and 45 per cent respectively over the previ-
ous year. 

Feedback from the UAE tour operators attending ATM 
2018 also spoke of an uptick in foreign arrivals to the 
nothern emirates. 

The expanding tourism infrastructure has been a key 
driver of rising visitor interest, noted Jamal Abdulnazar, 
CEO of Cozmo Travel. “New luxury property openings 
and a host of new attractions have boosted international 
tourist arrivals to the northern emirates, (evident) from 
the strong double-digit growth in international tourist 
visitation to Sharjah,” he said.

“In winter, there is good MICE movement to Sharjah 

Right: More 
hotel openings 
put pressure on 
Armani Dubai’s 
(pictured) rates 
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from India, and the government’s visa-
free policy for China has helped to grow 
the Chinese market as well,” he added. 

“Northern emirate destinations like 
Sharjah and Ras al-Khaimah are be-
coming more popular among Indian 
travellers. Sharjah attracts Indian tour-
ists looking for cultural tours, while 
adventure tourism is picking up in Ras 
al-Khaimah,” said Kulwant Singh, CEO, 
Lama Tours. 

The SCTDA, meanwhile, also has its 
sights set on expanding into new Asian 
markets like Malaysia and Indonesia as 
it aims to attract 10 million international 
tourists by 2021. The authority is cur-
rently developing market intelligence on 
these markets to back its promotion and 
marketing strategies while shortlisting key 
outbound travel agencies in Malaysia and 
Indonesia to partner with.

Khalid elaborated: “We are looking at 
ways to reach out to Malaysia and Indo-
nesia where at present we’re attracting a 
small number of tourists. There is a lot of 
potential in these two markets, consider-
ing their sizeable Muslim populations. We 
will promote Sharjah by showcasing our 
rich Islamic culture.”

Naveen Saldanha, managing director, 
Royal Arabian, agreed: “There is a signifi-
cant number of tourists from Asian mar-
kets like Indonesia who transit in the UAE 
when visiting Saudi Arabia for Islamic 
pilgrimages. If a segment of these transit 
travellers can be attracted to visit northern 
emirates, the tourist numbers will grow 
significantly.” 

Lama Tours’ Kulwant added that he ex-
pects Sharjah will attract a “good number 
of Indonesian travellers” moving forward, 
attracted by Sharjah’s Islamic heritage. 

Other northern emirates Fujairah and 
Ras al-Khaimah are clearly not resting on 
their laurels either.

Like Sharjah, India and China will be 

focus markets for the Fujairah Tourism 
and Antiquities Authority, according to 
coordinator, marketing and exhibitions 
Omar Bani Hamour. 

“We will be opening our representa-
tion office in India and China within the 
next two years. We aim to increase inter-
national tourist arrivals to one million in 
the next four years,” he shared.

Last year, Fujairah recorded 700,000 
international tourist arrivals, a growth of 

There is a lot of potential in 
(Malaysia and Indonesia), 

considering their sizeable Muslim 
populations. We will promote 

Sharjah by showcasing our  
rich Islamic culture. 

- Khalid Jasim Al Midfa, chairman 
of Sharjah Commerce and Tourism 

Development Authority

mand from new markets like the US, Bra-
zil, South Korea and Japan,” he added.

Positive market sentiments are also re-
flected in the robust expansion plans of 
hotel chains already operating in the re-
gion. 

For instance, AccorHotels will debut 
the luxury So/Sofitel brand in the Mid-
dle East when So/Uptown Dubai opens in 
2020, while UAE-based hospitality chain 
Rotana has opened two new hotels in 
Dubai this year, and is preparing to open 
up another in Abu Dhabi as well. 

“With continuing investment in infra-
structure and appealing tourism offer-
ings, Dubai will continue to attract both 
business and leisure tourists,” stated David 
Prince, Rotana’s area vice president.

Sharing similar sentiments, Pradeep 
Kumar MG, corporate vice president fi-
nance, Roda Hotels & Resorts, comment-
ed: “The government of Dubai is doing a 
lot of promotion and we expect tourism 
inflow will grow strongly in the coming 
days. There has been a slight change in 
RevPAR but average occupancies remain 
strong.” 

Meanwhile, hotels in Sharjah recorded 
a 70 per cent occupancy rate from January 
to June last year. The emirate is looking to 
add an additional 1,000 four- and five-star 
rooms and suites by end-2020. 

The Ras al-Khaimah Tourism Develop-
ment Authority aims to have 10,000 hotel 
rooms in the destination by 2020, up from 
the current 5,400.

four per cent over the previous year, while 
Ras al-Khaimah achieved a 19 per cent 
growth in tourist arrivals. 

With plans to welcome one million 
visitors this year, the destination is focus-
ing on adventure tourism, following the 
opening of the world’s longest zipline on 
Jebel Jais, the UAE’s highest mountain. An 
observation deck with viewing spots and 
picnic areas is currently under develop-
ment in the mountain.
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What’s hOt

Airlines

Emirates heads to New Zealand; 
expands Sydney service
Emirates now flies daily from Dubai 
to Auckland via Bali. EK450 departs 
Dubai at 06.55, arriving at Denpasar 
(Bali) at 20.20, before departing at 
22.00 and arriving in Auckland at 
10.00 the following day. Return flight 
EK451 will depart Auckland at 12.40, 
arriving in Denpasar at 17.55; it will 
leave Denpasar at 19.50, arriving in 
Dubai at 00.45. 

The airline also added a fourth 
daily A380 service from Dubai to Syd-
ney in March. The aircraft offers 489 
seats in a three-class cabin configura-
tion with 14 private suites in First 
Class, 76 flat-bed seats in Business 
Class and 399 seats in Economy.

Qatar adds Penang connection
Qatar Airways has inaugurated its 
first non-stop flight to Penang, with 
plans to increase the frequency from 
thrice to four-times weekly. 

On Tuesdays, Thursdays and Satur-
days, QR850 departs Doha’s Hamad 
International Airport at 02.30 and ar-
rives at Penang International Airport 
at 14.30. QR851 then leaves Penang 
at 20.30 for arrival in Doha at 23.20.

New experiences
Indoor multi-sensory experience 
of planet Earth
Featuring a custom-built theatre, 
a 35m-wide screen, innovative 
audiovisual technology and interactive 

Tours & Activities
touchpoints, Orbi – located in Dubai’s 
Majid Al Futtaim shopping mall – 
allows guests to experience nature 
indoors with content from BBC Earth 
and SEGA’s cutting-edge technology. 

Tales from the past
This walking tour of  Dubai’s historical 
district by Dubai-based Desert Gate 
offers a fascinating insight into the 
country’s history. Walk through the 

souk, and learn about the nomadic 
lifestyle of  the Bedouin, then round 
off  the tour with a traditional Emirati 
lunch. info@dubaidesertgate.com

Bird’s-eye view of Dubai
Indulge in a bird’s-eye view of  Dubai’s 
man-made archipelagos and newest 
landmarks – such as The Dubai Frame 
and Ain Dubai – on a 45-minute 
scenic seaplane flight. A shorter 
20-minute version is also available. 
reservations@seawings.ae

Cruise along the coastline
This four-hour afternoon cruise on a 
17m-long luxury yacht takes guests 
through the waters of  the Arabian 
Gulf. Groove to the music, munch on 
canapes, go for a dip in the lagoon 
and admire the Dubai’s skyscraper-
dotted skyline from the water. info@
alphatoursdubai.com

Etihad ups frequency to Malé 
Ethiad Airways has added four more 
weekly flights to its Abu Dhabi–Malé 
route, raising the route frequency to 
11. The extra flights will operate year-
round, and will be operated using a 
two-class A320 aircraft, offering 16 
seats in Business Class and 120 in 
Economy.

Seaplane tours by Seawings
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Robin Yap, chairman emeritus, 
The Travel Corporation Asia: 
Lionel has been an outstanding 
CEO and one of  the most amica-
ble leaders I have worked with. 
He is a visionary leader with a 
clear sense of  direction. His abil-
ity to communicate with people 
at all levels has been outstand-
ing. Wishing him all the best. 

Anthony Chan, group managing 
director, Chan Brothers Travel: 
From the perspective of  a travel 
agency, Lionel identified talents 
who were able to support his vi-
sion. The team that manages the 
travel agent sector has been able 
to identify with the stakeholders 
and at the same time imple-
ment strategies that address the 
specific challenges in today’s 
evolving technology-enabled 
landscape. 

Margaret Heng, CEO, Singapore 
Hotel Association:
I think under Lionel’s leadership, 
the STB has been successful in 
driving visitor arrivals to Singa-
pore; for example, each of  the 
past two years achieved record 
highs in terms of  both visitor 
arrivals and tourism receipts.  
Also, during his tenure, there has 
been a push to leverage technol-
ogy to transform the sector as 
a whole – this is a good thing as 
it ensures that the destination 

Exit interview with 
Lionel Yeo 
Following six years in the CEO seat, 
Lionel Yeo recently left Singapore 
Tourism Board on a high note, with 
both visitor arrivals and tourism re-
ceipts at all-time highs. The former 
tourism chief tells Raini Hamdi that 
Singapore’s tourism is on the cusp of 
a travel boom, and why it’s critical for 
the small city to retain a big heart.   
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Travel Hall of Fame  
Since 2002, TTG Asia Media has honoured 
luminaries that have won the prestigious TTG 
Travel Award for at least 10 consecutive times for 
the same award title in the Travel Hall of Fame.

At present, these exceptional organisations 
and their years of induction are: 
• Singapore Airlines (2002) 
• Singapore Changi Airport (2002)
• Hertz Asia Pacific (2005) 
• Royal Cliff Hotels Group (2006)
• Star Cruises (2008) 
• Sabre Travel Network Asia-Pacific (2009)
• SilkAir (2010) 
• Lotte Tour (2011) 
• Hong Kong International Airport (2013)
• Raffles Hotel Singapore (2013)
• Regal Airport Hotel (2015)
• Banyan Tree Spa (2015)
• Qatar Airways (2016)
• Thai Airways International Public Company 
Limited (2016)
• Thailand Convention & Exhibition Bureau (2016)

TTG Asia Media is pleased to announce that it has set up a 
virtual TTG Travel Hall of Fame (www.ttgtravelhof.com), which will 
enable us to showcase the accolades, artefacts and memorabilia 
of the region’s most exceptional travel organisations in a far 
more effective way and to a global audience. 

MOST COMMENTED
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Lionel has 
been an 
outstanding 
CEO and one 
of the most 
amicable 
leaders I 
have worked 
with. He is 
a visionary 
leader with a 
clear sense of 
direction.
– Robin Yap, 
chairman emeri-
tus, The Travel 
Corporation Asia
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ng“It takes a lot 

of additional 
effort in 
sourcing 
alternative 
products 
that are 
competitive  
in pricing.”
– Thomas 
Singenberger, 
hotel manager, 
akyra Tas 
Sukhumvit 
Bangkok

Attention grabbers
stays relevant in a rapidly chang-
ing digital world. 

The pressure is on 
After years of pursuing growth by the 
numbers, the global travel industry is 
finally getting a grip of the problems 
that mass tourism brings as many 
trade players now begin to look at 
ways to lessen the impacts.

Jamie Wong: 
Heartening to read that Thailand 
will be adopting a different set of  
KPIs to measure success of  tour-
ism. Chiang Mai had changed a 
lot in the space of  1.5 years in 
between my visits, and I can’t 
bring myself  to imagine what it 
might be like now.   

Pattaya’s changing face  
The Tourism Authority of Thailand 
has been eager to promote Pattaya as 
a family-friendly and luxury travel 
destination, with the city hosting the 
Thailand Travel Mart Plus this year. 
Sentiments on the ground, however, 
were more mixed due to Pattaya’s en-
trenched reputation as a seedy desti-
nation.   

Ross Oswald: 
You cannot change the spots on 
a leopard. Pattaya will forever be 
tarnished with corruption from 
the council to the police, no mat-
ter who is in power. 

H
otels in Asia are getting 
more serious at adopt-
ing greener practices to 
attract a new-generation 

of sustainability-conscious guests 
and to play a bigger role in reducing 
their their environmental footprint.  

Bangkok-based Akaryn Hotel 
Group will soon launch akyra Tas 
Sukhumvit Bangkok Hotel as the 
first hotel in Asia to open without 
single-use plastic in its rooms and 
F&B outlets. Besides self-service 
drinking water dispensers located on 
each floor for easy refills, akyra Tas 
Sukhumvit Bangkok will also present 
essential oil-based bathroom ameni-
ties in locally made celadon ceramic 
containers, as well as toothbrushes 
and combs made from corn starch. 

Meanwhile, The Landmark Man-
darin Oriental, Hong Kong is col-
laborating with Swedish freshwater 
specialist Nordaq Fresh to produce 
water filtered on the hotel’s prem-
ises. This initiative enables the hotel 
to serve in-house filtered water to 
guests in glass bottles, while reducing 
the use of plastic bottles and the car-

The last straw: hotels ditch 
plastics for greener options

WE LIKE

bon emissions generated by trans-
porting bottled mineral water from 
Europe to Hong Kong. 

For 137 Pillars Suites & Resi-
dences Bangkok, not only is the 
hotel eliminating single-use plastic 
from its guest rooms and outlets, it 
is also converting all organic waste 
into compost or biochar, which are 
then used to fertilise its landscaped 

gardens and grounds. Fresh produce 
from its on-site herb and vegetable 
gardens are then used in Nimitr Res-
taurant, further growing the hotel’s 
farm-to-table ambitions.

Psst, tell us your favour-
ite ASEAN hidden gem! 
To mark TTG’s partnership with 
the ASEAN Tourism Competitive 
Committee to promote ASEAN as a 
leisure tourism and business destina-
tion, we are running a Facebook con-
test for all industry readers from July 
16 to 29, 2018. 

Simply like TTG Asia’s Facebook 
page and name your hidden gem spot 
selection in ASEAN, with the city and 
reasons clearly stated in the com-
ments. To increase your chances of 
winning, tag three colleagues. 

Visit our Facebook page for details. 
Terms and conditions apply.

In-house filtered water at The 
Landmark Mandarin Oriental

CONTEST




