
P
P

S
 1

8
8
5
/0

2
/2

0
1
7
(0

2
5
6
2
7
)

Growth beyond Bali 
Infrastructure and investment have to 
go hand in hand for Indonesia’s ‘10 
New Balis’ to grow in tourism stature 

Not a one-legged stool
ALHI’s CCO Tom Santora talks  
to Raini Hamdi about synergies 
from its WorldHotels purchase

Keeping the amusement
Asia’s integrated resorts continually 
reinvent the wheel to stay ahead of  
the curve as one-stop destinations
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TAKING OFF WITH NDC

As initial scepticism in the industry gives way to  

significant acceptance of IATA’s New Distribution Capability (NDC) among 

most of its member airlines and the major GDSs, Xinyi Liang-Pholsena takes a look at  

where the travel sector is today with NDC adoption, and what its trajectory and future will be



CONTENTS & OPINION  2TTG ASIA AUGUST 2018

can elevate the hotel guest experi-
ence to new levels 

13 Keeping the amusement
 A look at how Asia’s integrated 

resorts continually reinvent the 
wheel to stay ahead of the curve

15 Waterfront ambitions rising 
 Hong Kong’s harbourfront is un-

dergoing a facelift, bringing new 
‘mini destinations’ to the city 

19	 Fuelled	by	Olympic	fire	
 The Pyeongchang Winter Olympics  

and improving North-South rela-
tions have ignited growth for South 
Korea’s Gangwon province

23 Connect
 What readers say about our stories 

and news that caught our eye 

Raini Hamdi
Senior Editor, TTG Asia Media

 raini.hamdi@ttgasia.com
 twitter.com/rainihamdi 
 www.linkedin.com/in/rainihamdi

The joy of moveable assets 
But show me the meaning of real commitment

Clearly, 
NCLH now 

sees that the 
opportunity 

cost of 
being in 

China today 
is high...
But there 
is also an 

opportunity 
cost of 

leaving a 
fast-growing 

and fast-
changing 

market like 
China for a 
whole year.   

O
ne of the biggest advan-
tages of cruise companies 
that struck me the other 
day – like ships passing 

in the night – is that their assets are 
moveable. I was reminded of this 
convenient truth for these companies 
when Norwegian Cruise Line Hold-
ings (NCLH) decided to redeploy its 
China-centric ship, Norwegian Joy, 
from its homeport in Shanghai to the 
US (http://bit.ly/2LGNHFn). 

The move created for it a domino 
effect of positioning its ships around 
the world where revenues would be 
highest. NCLH is a listed company; 
it minced no words that it was mon-
etising strong global demand and 
driving higher shareholder returns. 

I can practically hear hotels moan-
ing how they, too, wish they could 
move their property elsewhere each 
time RevPAR was down; alas, they 
have to stick their neck out in the 
market. That not sticking-it-out 
come rain or shine, which other 
tourism sectors do, is what bothers 
me about NCLH’s decision, no mat-
ter how logical you may say it is.

This is particularly so when the 
Norwegian Joy has been profitable 
since entering the China market – 
and only for just a little more than 
a year at that. It received the high-

est satisfaction level of all Norwe-
gian Cruise Line fleet (NCLH also 
operates Oceania and Regent cruise 
lines), according to guest feedback 
surveys across all the line’s ships. 

A lot of effort and  progress have 
been made by the line to understand 
the Chinese consumers (even little 
things like shifting dining hours to 
17.00 onwards than 18.00); increase 
their spending onboard through 
WeChat marketing; educate smaller 
agents to sell cruises; plus there’s 
the exclusive partnership  between 
NCLH with Alibaba which has not 
even scratched its potential.

The ship itself was purpose-built 
for Chinese and its entry into China 
last year created a stir for cruising 
among Chinese travellers who love 
bells and whistles all the time. 

There are no fewer than 28 F&B 
outlets – the widest array of dining 
experiences yet on any new ship that 
has been purpose-built for China – 
accommodation offerings that make 
it attractive for multi-generational 
travel which is popular for Chinese, 
great facilities for gamblers and 
gamers alike, among others. Its hull 
artwork was painted by renowned 
Chinese artist Tan Ping, who picked 
the phoenix to symbolise supremacy 
over all birds of the world. Its god-

Malaysia Europe is high on the radar for Malaysia 
tourism, as the trade steps up efforts with airlines and 
cruises to shore up arrivals from the continent 

Airlines Competition from budget upstarts and Chi-
nese carriers are hitting Asian flag carriers even as the 
region’s demand for air travel continue to grow

Thailand The northernmost province of Chiang Rai 
found unexpected fame from the cave rescue mission, 
spurring tourism opportunities for the destination  

Macau No longer content with its integrated resorts 
fame, Macau looks to its festivals and culinary offer-
ings to broaden its appeal to international visitors
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father is Mandopop star Wang Lee-
hom. Now imagine this ship home-
porting in Seattle then Los Angeles. 
No wonder NCLH has to spend an-
other US$50 million to rejig the ves-
sel to suit a different customer set. 

What’s the point of the rigmarole 
of building a China-centric ship, of 
saying the company is bullish about 
China, as NCLH’s president & CEO 
Frank Del Rio did just last Febru-
ary, only to sink the plan all too soon 
even when the toddler is profitable? 

Granted, with only 26 ships, 
NCLH feels it is underserving many 
markets of the world. But that only 
means it has made a huge miscal-
culation of building a China-centric 
ship in the first place. 

Clearly, NCLH now sees that the 
opportunity cost of being in China 
today is high, considering other parts 
of the world can bring higher returns 
than the wholesale ship charter style 
that is still predominant in China. 

But there is also an opportunity 
cost of leaving a fast-growing and 
fast-changing market like China for 
a whole year.  As to which is the larger 
opportunity cost, only time will tell.

There’s also something to be said 
of real commitment in helping de-
velop a market – not just approach-
ing it like ships passing in the night.

Elena Erm
akova/shutterstock
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As the technology surrounding IATA’s New Distribution  
Capability (NDC) slots into place, initial scepticism in the industry  

is now giving way to significant acceptance among the three  
major GDSs and most of its airline members. Xinyi Liang-Pholsena 
 takes a look at where the travel sector is today with NDC adoption,  

and what its trajectory and future will be 

I
ATA and its airline protagonists 
have high hopes for the New 
Distribution Capability (NDC), 
which is touted as a new stand-

ard to connect airlines with interme-
diaries, with the promise of greater 
flexibility to sell ancillary products 
and introduce more personalised 
and dynamic offers. 

It has taken a while for the in-
dustry to warm up to NDC since its 
launch in 2012. Airlines were fairly 
slow to adopt NDC due to invest-
ments required in implementing 
NDC appplication programme in-
terfaces (APIs). GDSs, which were 
initially concerned about NDC’s po-
tential disruption to their traditional 
intermediary role, have adopted a 
more conciliatory stance and became 
adopters of NDC – an integral part 
of the NDC implementation process.

Six years on, there’s no doubt that 
NDC is finally beginning to take 
flight, albeit in a lumbering sort of 
way, clearly illustrating the work that 
still needs to be done by IATA and its 
supporters in championing for NDC 
integration. 

The party has started 
“It isn’t a question of ‘is NDC go-
ing to happen?’. It’s happening, and 
it’s more a question of how, what 
and why,” Travelport’s vice president 
product and marketing Ian Heywood 
asserted at the recent Travelport Live 

conference in Bangkok.
For an initiative that began fairly 

controversially, the narrative has 
turned largely positive as entities in 
the aviation sector agree that stand-
ardisation is needed to achieve trans-
parency and efficiency in the current 
distribution system. 

Already, 48 airlines are now cer-
tified to IATA NDC Level 3, and by 
end-2018 certified airlines are ex-
pected to account for 59 per cent of 
all passengers boarded. Also certified 
are 55 IT companies and aggregators, 
including those which help airlines 
to expose NDC content by providing 
the APIs, e.g. Farelogix, Datalex and 
OpenJaw. 

IATA has released a list of 21 air-
lines that are part of its Leaderboard 
initiative to push NDC adoption, 
with each carrier aiming to have 20 

per cent of their transactions via 
NDC by the end of the year 
2020. These include Finnair, 
Qatar Airways, Cathay Pacific 
Airways, China Southern Air-
lines, among others. 

Qantas, for ex-
ample, in May 
launched a new 
d i s t r i b u t i o n 
platform de-
veloped with 
Farelogix to 
enhance the 
airline retail-

ing, booking and servicing capabili-
ties for its trade partners and deliver 
a more personalised experience for 
customers, shared  the airline’s sen-
ior manager, distribution operations, 
Nathan Smeulders, during Travel-
port Live. 

“We are taking a positive approach 
and collaboration with agency part-
ners,” he said. “We want to grow NDC 
content as quickly as we can with the 
20 per cent (of transactions by NDC) 
by 2020 target.” 

Bryan Koh, vice president ecom-
merce, Singapore Airlines (SIA), 
conceded that the carrier was “a late 
starter to the NDC game with a lot of 
contemplation prior” but it has since 
been building merchandising engine 
and capabilities with travel technol-
ogy providers and agents. The airline 
launched its first NDC connection 
with Skyscanner in May this year. 

In addition to airline buy-in, the 
three major GDSs have committed to 
achieve Level 3 NDC certification as 
aggregators. Travelport was the first 
to get there in December 2017, fol-
lowed by Amadeus last month, while 
Sabre, already a Level 3 IT provider, 
is expected to attain the same level as 
an aggregator within this year.    

HRG, which has been awarded 
IATA level 3 certification for NDC, 
views the new standard as “ground-
breaking”, said Australia managing 
director, David Lorimer, as the TMC 
is now able to distribute new fares 
and deepen its relationships with cli-
ents while improving efficiency. 

Role of GDSs in post-NDC world
GDSs’ traditional role as the main 
intermediary between airlines and 
agents may have been challenged 
with NDC’s inception, but it is not 
realistic to think that they will disap-
pear. 

Although agents will be able to 
directly connect to all commercial 
information of airlines if they choose 
to do so in the post-NDC landscape, 
it may not always make sense. 

Industry executives were quick 
to point out that NDC content will 
still come through the GDS, which is 
much better at serving booking vol-
ume. 

Without the GDS, work efficiency 
will be compromised, shared HRG’s 
Lorimer. “If there are many APIs, I 
have to leave the GDS environment 
and I can’t afford to be less efficient,” 
he said. “We have created HRG One-
View system, piping in API inventory 
from all around the world.” 

Gawin Tsang, e-commerce man-
ager, IT department, Nan Hwa (Ex-
press) Travel Service, a B2B travel 
wholesaler in Hong Kong, also sees 
value in having GDSs to aggregate 
NDC content in order not to create a 
ridiculous amount of work. 

“We consolidate over 83 carriers, 
so it would be a tough job to have 
NDC connections with all airlines,” 
said Tsang. “(Connecting to) less 
than 10 APIs would still be possible, 
but it’s probably impossible to get all 
NDC solutions connected. Not only 
will such scenario be costly and less 
efficient, the outcome may not yield 
better returns too.”

While airlines like Lufthansa and 
British Airways – which have rolled 
out direct connect initiatives via 
NDC – have approached Nan Hwa 

ssuaphotos/shutterstock

on collaboration, Tsang said it’s still 
an “open verdict” on how the com-
pany will move ahead with NDC. 

Emphasising the aggregator role 
that GDSs now play in the new eco-
system, Heywood posed this ques-
tion to agents: “API connections are 
expensive, do you want 400 APIs 
coming to you?”  

No longer pure distribution plat-
forms, Travelport, Amadeus and Sa-
bre, have expanded their portfolio to 
become travel technology providers 
and content aggregators across air-
lines in the new ecosystem.

Industry in waiting
Following years of explanation and 
debate around its education blitz to 
build acceptance of the NDC, the 
positive traction gained among ma-
jor airlines has led IATA’s NDC pro-
gramme director Yanick Hoyles to 
claim that “2018 is a year of plumb-
ing” as the organisation expects to 
see “from mid-2019 to 2020 really 
strong growth in volumes.” 

But Heywood thinks it’s still “early 
stage experimentation” for the IATA-
led project as the industry feels its 
way around the new standard.

“It will be 2018 and 2019 as the 
sector puts NDC in place. But there’s 
still quite a lot of work, not just for 
the airlines and agencies but across 
the whole industry,” said Heywood. 

Even though many major airlines  
like Lufthansa and British Airways 
have forged ahead with the standard 
and some have applied a commer-
cial strategy, CAPA’s chief analyst 
Brendan Sobie notes that most carri-
ers are still “waiting and seeing”. 

Malaysia Airlines, for example, 
is still in the preliminary stages of 
embracing NDC, having just moved 
into a new PSS (passenger service 
system) last year, the airline’s sales 
manager of GDS management, Ab-
dul Razak Ab Hamid, told TTG Asia. 
“A lot of back-end work is needed to 
get NDC going,” he commented.

Smaller airlines, especially LCCs, 
are more inclined to sit on the fence 
regarding NDC uptake as they await 
alternatives. “There are some (air-
lines) who don’t even know what 
NDC is about,” Sobie remarked. 

The way forward
The adoption of NDC is unlikely to 
be resolute in the coming years, but 
industry experts generally believe 
that “embracing the NDC standard” 
is the way to go although implement-
ing brings its own set of challenges.  

“What we are seeing at the mo-
ment is not what we are going to see 
in two, three years’ time,” said Hey-
wood, projecting that the NDC tran-
sition is a multi-year effort involving 
a “carrot and stick” process. 

Acknowledging the flux that will 
likely characterise the NDC land-
scape in the next 18 months, Hey-
wood urged agents to join forces 
with Travelport and airlines to work 
out NDC’s benefits. “Please come on 
board to work together on solutions 
that you need,” he recommended.  

SIA’s Koh puts forth a similar mes-
sage. “Many agents have talked about 
airlines taking away their business, 
but NDC offers agents to be part of 
the new norm. 

“Come join the party and bring it 
forward,” he implored.   

It will be 
2018 and 

2019 as the 
sector puts 

NDC in place. 
But there’s 
still quite a 
lot of work, 
not just for 
the airlines 

and agencies 
but across 
the whole  
industry.

– Ian Heywood, 
vice president 

product and 
marketing, 
Travelport

Taking off  
with NDC 
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Catalysing growth beyond Bali
Infrastructure development and investment have to go hand in hand in order for Indonesia’s ‘10 New Balis’ 

to take off, finds Mimi Hudoyo as she looks at the tourism progress in a few emerging destinations

T
he Indonesian govern-
ment’s ‘10 New Balis’ direc-
tive is poised to open up 
myriad tourism opportu-

nities across the country, but inves-
tors, hotels and tour operators are 
seeing varying levels of readiness on 
the ground that are as distinct as the 
destinations themselves. 

Dadang Rizki Rahman, deputy 
minister for destination and industry 
development, Indonesia Ministry of 
Tourism, said: “Based on our experi-
ence in the last three years, there is 
a strong correlation between invest-
ment and the growth of arrivals. The 
more arrivals a destination gets, the 
bigger the investment poured into it. 

“That explains why Bali, Jakarta 
and Riau Islands (the top three des-
tinations in the country) continue to 
attract investments and the number 
of hotel rooms keeps growing.”

Belitung, an island east of Suma-
tra, is a clear illustration of this. The 
destination rose to fame among In-
donesian travellers after Belitung 
novelist Andre Hirata’s Laskar Pel-
angi (The Rainbow Troops) trilogy 
became a bestseller and movie hit.

The close proximity of Belitung 
to Jakarta (an hour’s flight away) 
facilitated its growth as a tourist des-
tination, attracting hotel brands like 
Golden Tulip, Fairfield by Marriott 
and Santika Premiere.

Adjie Wahjono, operation man-
ager of Aneka Kartika Tours & Travel 
Services said: “It was the domestic 
market that fostered the growth of 
the island’s tourism, attracting inves-
tors to open hotels to meet demand.”

The government’s strong promo-
tion of the ‘10 New Balis’, which Be-
litung is part of, has helped to draw 
interest of both travellers and opera-
tors to the destination. 

Indonesia’s Sriwijaya Air launched 
a charter service from Singapore 
between December 2017 and Janu-
ary 2018, while Garuda Indonesia is 
planning a daily charter service be-
tween Belitung and Bali in October 
using CRJ aircraft with 100 seat ca-
pacity.

Garuda Indonesia, director of 
cargo and international commercial, 
Sigit Muhartono, said: “We will start 
with a chartered service to create de-
mand and support the government’s 
efforts to open up new tourist desti-
nations.”

Sigit said it is part Garuda’s net-
work development strategy to con-
nect the “New Balis” with the world, 
and Singapore’s hub status will also 
be tapped to drive traffic into these 
emerging destinations.

And with Belitung queries from 
overseas partners now on the uptick, 
Adjie sees the need for more attrac-
tions and activities suitable for in-
ternational travellers to be launched, 
in order for the island to continue 
down its tourism growth trajectory.

Similarly, Komodo is seeing pent-
up demand for the destination since 

the tourism authority started pro-
moting the island intensely since the 
late 2000s, but infrastructure and fa-
cilities still lag behind.

With Komodo Airport’s passenger 
traffic growing at 30 per cent annu-
ally, the authorities are expanding the 
runway of the airport from 2,250m 
to 3,200m to accommodate wide-
body aircraft, coming on top of the 
new and bigger passenger terminal 
opened in 2015.

More hotels are opening in 
Labuan Bajo, the gateway to Komo-
do, and mid- and upmarket cruises 
are entering the market to offer day 
and live-aboard cruises around Ko-
modo National Park. 

Set to open on September 15 is 
the five-star, 205-key Ayana Komodo 
Resort, which will be followed in Oc-
tober with the launch of Ayana Lako 
di’a, a specially built phinisi ship for 
cruising around Komodo Islands.

Amid the visitor surge, Komodo 
needs better management to prevent 
visitor congestion and strains on the 
infrastructure, cautioned Ng Sebas-
tian, managing director of Incito Va-
cations. 

“Management needs to be stepped 
up. For example, the pier (at Rinca 
Island) can be overcrowded with 
boats at times. There needs to be a 
queue management system or sched-
ule for boats.”

However, infrastructure develop-
ment alone does not always immedi-
ately convince investors to put their 
money into a destination. 

Lake Toba has been improving its 
infrastructure in recent years, with 
the Silangit International Airport 
now in operation connected by di-
rect flights from Singapore and the 

Kuala Tanjung harbour built. 
The Lake Toba Tourism Authority 

has reportedly received domestic and 
foreign investment interest, but is yet 
to announce any materialised hotel 
or projects.

It’s a similar story for the Manda-
lika Mega Project in Lombok, which 
took a long time to take off. For more 
than a decade the government has 
undertaken numerous ways to attract 
investment, but despite the growth of 
arrivals to the destination, the flow of 
investment in facilities did not pour 
in as expected.

Hospitality investors and opera-
tors TTG Asia interviewed over the 
years were often quick to paint Lom-
bok as an up-and-coming destina-
tion with a bright future, but in real-
ity they would adopt a wait-and-see 
stand when it comes to actual invest-
ment on the ground.

Seeing this, Indonesia Tourism 
Development Corporation (ITDC), 
which spearheaded Mandalika’s 
development in 2015, took the ini-
tiative to invest in hotels by working 
together with state-owned develop-
ers Wijaya Karya and Pembangunan 
Perumahan, as well as international 
operators Accor (for the Pullman 
brand) and Club Med. Both hotels 
are now under construction with a 
targeted opening in 2020.

Henri Giscard d’Estaing, CEO of 
Club Med, said in a statement re-
garding the Lombok property: “We 
foresee Club Med Lombok to receive 
a high volume of international at-
tention and clients, and raise global 
awareness for Lombok as a premium 
holiday destination.”

Abdulbar Mansoer, president di-
rector of ITDC, said: “By investing in 

akedesign/shutterstock

these hotels, we expect international 
travellers, hotel operators and inves-
tors to develop properties in Manda-
lika.”

ITDC’s hotel investment strategy, 
which comes on top of the govern-
ment’s incentives for investors – like 
providing land title for up to 80 years 
and one-stop licencing office on site 
– appears to have built up the con-
fidence of hospitality investors and 
operators.

Edwin Darmasetiawan, director 
of ITDC said: “Today, we have 2,500 
hotel rooms in the pipeline within 
the next five years, attracting interna-
tional investors (among others) from 
the US, South Korea and France.”

Other hotels coming up in the 
pipeline include Royal Tulip, Aloft, 
Mysk by Shaza and Shaza hotels.

Overseas tour operators have dif-
ferent views on how these develop-
ments would work for them.

Karine Hosan, owner and man-
ager of Travel Truck France, opined 
that tourism stakeholders in Indo-
nesia needed to promote these new 
destinations extensively to create 
international awareness, even at this 
stage when the developments were 
still under progress.

“Clients look for new destinations 
and we believe Indonesia has a lot to 
offer, but we need to be informed of 
these destinations,” she said.

Ram Samtani, general manager 
of Singapore-based Ramesh Travel 
Service, said: “There needs to be the 
right (supporting) infrastructure in 
the destinations. There is no need for 
an (international) airport if airlines 
do not see it feasible to fly to a des-
tination, for example.” – additional 
report by Tiara Maharani

Clockwise from 
above: Belitung 
Island; the 
soon-to-launch 
Ayana Lako 
di’a, a phinisi 
ship that will 
sail around the 
Komodo Island; 
Batak houses in 
Samosir Island, 
Lake Toba 

It was the 
domestic 

market that 
fostered the 

growth of 
(Belitung’s) 

tourism, 
attracting 

investors to 
open hotels 

to meet 
demand.

– Adjie Wahjono, 
operation man-

ager, Aneka 
Kartika Tours & 

Travel

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

Robert Claudiu Vasile/shutterstock
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Let’s go back to the beginning. Why 
did Associated Luxury Hotels buy 
WorldHotels 18 months ago?
We compete with the bigger chains, 
but we were a one-legged stool do-
ing only meetings and incentives 
(the parent owns Associated Luxury 
Hotels International or ALHI, an in-
dependent global sales organisation 
serving the North American MICE 
market). We should also be doing 
corporate travel and leisure. Either 
we build or we buy. So we bought 
WorldHotels.

Why WorldHotels?
We have the same ethos, i.e. to prop 
up independent hotels for success. 
The portfolios were almost opposite, 
so there wasn’t an overlap from a 
distribution perspective. ALHI at the 
time had over 170 hotels in North 
America and 50-60 hotels interna-
tionally, while most of the 350 mem-
bers of WorldHotels are predomi-
nantly in Europe and Asia, with only 
over 30 hotels or so in the US. 

From the sales perspective, no 
one does MICE like ALHI, while 
WorldHotels is the ALHI of corpo-
rate travel. So we have two portfolios 
covering the globe. We’re now a full-
service soft brand, not just a MICE 
global sales organisation.

ALHI has existed over 30 years. 
Why is it important to be a full-
service soft brand today? How do 
ALHI members react to your be-
ing global, from US-centric previ-
ously?
It is a delicate but important subject 
in that in both groups, I don’t think 
members always want to see you 
grow. They want all the attention, so 
as we keep growing the organisation, 
sometimes they may feel they won’t 
be getting as much revenue as they 
used to get. 

But if, say, our sales person talks 
to a customer and the customer 
says, ‘We need to have a meeting in 
Shanghai, what do you have there?’ 
If we don’t have anything there, well 
guess what? They are going to call 
Marriott or Hilton or someone else. 

If you join ALHI, you probably 
don’t want the sales person run-
ning around selling 600 hotels (the  
combined number of hotels, rough-
ly), but remember, the 600 hotels are 
not all MICE hotels, only a portion. 

Do you see a day when the two 
portfolios will combine? 
What we might see is the ALHI col-
lection and the WorldHotels collec-
tion coming under one name. In 
some cases members might be in 
both (depending on the product). A 
lot of WorldHotels’ members in Asia 
are upper upscale hotels that need 
MICE, while the ones in Europe 
and the US typically have 150 rooms 
with three meeting rooms. There are 

...they (in-
dependent 
travellers) 

feel they get 
inconsistent 
recognition 

at independ-
ent hotels. 
Say, when 

they arrive, 
they’re asked 

‘is this your 
first stay with 
us?’ when it’s 

their third.

already 35-40 WorldHotels members 
that have also become part of ALHI. 

Give me an example how the pur-
chase has benefited ALHI. 
It gave us literally overnight an infra-
structure to put more MICE people 
on the ground. 

On our own, to hire someone to 
work for ALHI in Singapore would 
mean us knowing who the experts 
are, setting up an office, under-
standing the requirements such as 
medical benefits, etc. Now, they can 
start working in Shanghai or Beijing 
(WorldHotels has over 30 sales offices 
globally) and that’s the plan. 

We’re going to put more MICE 
people on the ground globally. If you 
rewind to 18 months ago, everybody 
was in the US; today, we’ve already 
opened offices in London and Frank-
furt, and Paris next, with offices in 
Asia and South America following.

Back to the two portfolios, how are 
you growing them going forward? 
Our CEO (Josh Lesnick) stands be-
hind the mantra that we’re not in 
the membership business; we’re in 
the revenue-generation business. We 
have always been a sales-focused or-
ganisation that highly incentivises 
our sales people to perform (http://
bit.ly/2KhCrie). We’re not about the 
plaque; we want to be behind the 
scenes driving revenue and helping 
guide our hotels be successful. 

So our combined portfolio mov-
ing forward is to have the right qual-
ity hotels in locations our customers 
want be, and to make sure we have 
the sales support to make those ho-
tels successful. 

That means saying no to ho-
tels (that are not the right fit). In 
the past year, we have turned away 
over 10,000 rooms inventory from 
people who came to us (for World-
Hotels membership). When we did 
the background, we didn’t think we 
could support them, so we didn’t 
want to take their money, or we felt 
their quality wasn’t where we’re go-
ing. 

Apart from shifting WorldHotels’ 
culture towards more revenue-
generation and sharper member-
ship fit as you’ve just described, 
how else are you strengthening 
the new child?
We’re investing over US$10 million 
in WorldHotels alone this year on 
technology and people. 

One of the big initiatives we’re 
taking is relaunching the loyalty pro-
gramme. We’ve sunsetted Peak Points 
(the previous WorldHotels loyalty 
programme) and are launching an 
entirely new one, TheList, this fall.

There’s a focus among independ-
ent chains on loyalty programmes, 
as the big chains launch soft 

brands and other new threats 
such as home-sharing emerge. 
What gives your new loyalty pro-
gramme an edge?
Our CEO Josh is the gentleman that 
came up with no blackout dates. He’s 
either launched or redefined maybe 
five different loyalty programmes 
from major chains like Hyatt, Star-
wood, Wyndham, plus he launched 
a loyalty coalition on Broadway, ad-
dressing issues such as how to get 
members to go to the different thea-
tres’ shows – in short he’s Mr Loyalty, 
he gets it. 

I redefined Omni’s programme 
(Santora was Omni Hotels & Re-
sorts’ CMO and SVP of sales) but I 
also launched Global Hotels Alliance 
(GHA) which brought together 35 
brands and 600 hotels around the 
world. Omni was a shareholder in 
that, so I had the chance to work with 
the CEOs of GHA to develop (the al-
liance). 

And now we have a chance to 
launch a loyalty programme from 
the ground up, without 
being handcuffed by 
old technology or 
legacy programme.

How does one go 
about launching 
a new loyalty 
programme?
Understanding 
what our custom-
ers want is one 
of the first steps. 
In 4Q2017, we did 
a quantitative study 
of 100,000 independ-
ent travellers across the 
globe. 

And here’s a really 
interesting finding: 
they feel they 
get incon-

sistent recognition at independent 
hotels. Say, when they arrive, they’re 
asked ‘is this your first stay with us?’ 
when it’s their third.

Then we went to the GMs and 
owners and did a similar survey. 
Guess what, the first thing they said 
was they needed to improve recogni-
tion for their guests – they know they 
don’t know their own customers. 

So tied to our loyalty programme 
is a new CRM that will create ex-
tremely valuable profiles of every 
guest. This will provide them with 
better service when they travel and 
stay with our members. 

We’re going to go back to the hotel, 
take three years of the customer his-
tory, and dedupe it. So instead of five 
times Santora (record), it becomes 
one, and that profile would say eve-
rything about me, not just where I’ve 
stayed – and that it’s not my first time 
at the hotel but third – but what my 
preferences are. We’re providing our 
members with technology that on 
their own, as independent hotels, will 

be expensive to have.
We’re still fine-tuning the 
programme and will roll 

it out in the fall, after 
the new WorldHotels 
website is launched 
this summer. There, 
too, the change won’t 
just be the skin of the 
website but an entire-
ly different architec-

ture. It will be fantastic 
from the functionality 
perspective, communi-

cations perspective 
and so on.

Not a one-legged stool anymore
Orlando-based Associated Luxury Hotels has morphed into a full service independent hotel chain 
with its purchase of WorldHotels 18 months ago. Its chief commercial officer Tom Santora, also 

executive chairman of WorldHotels, talks to Raini Hamdi about the acquisition synergies
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SAY THAT AGAIN

OVERHEARD

OVERHEARD

Living the high life in Russia
A group of  six high-ranking artists wanted to be inspired by 
Russia, seeking the unusual, spectacular and memorable for 
their trip. 

 My research team did a lot of  hard work and we came up 
with the Volga Dream river cruise. Sailing with activities, quizzes 
and lectures on board was wonderful. We went to the Mariinsky 
Theatre (right) in St Petersburg and many museums showcas-
ing rich Russian cultural heritage.

 My group enjoyed the tour tremendously, aided by free flow 
of  wine at meals and excellent Russian cuisine.

 Crystal Sim, president & CEO,  
Albatross World Travel & Tours

“The Internet 
doesn’t call 
you back.”

Erika Richter,  
spokesperson for the American  

Society of  Travel Agents, on the case 
for more human travel agents

TROUBLESHOOTING

Wild on service
Marcus Heng, chief human resources officer of Mandai Park Holdings, the holding company of 

Wildlife Reserves Singapore, shares with TTG Asia the organisation’s journey to building a strong 
service culture at its four zoological attractions

T
o inspire an appreciation of 
wildlife among the five million 
guests that spend a day in our 
immersive wildlife parks – Ju-

rong Bird Park, Night Safari, River Safari, 
and Singapore Zoo – we go beyond pro-
viding a beautifully landscaped physical 
environment and curating a diverse living 
collection. 

We look within ourselves and believe 
that the heartware would add a Midas 
touch to transform a fun day out for our 
guests into a truly memorable wildlife ex-
perience. 

Over the last few years, WRS has fo-
cused on three areas:

Guest-centricity 
The guest is at the core of everything we 
do, and the key is active listening: feed-
back forms, focus groups, surveys, social 
media, phone interactions and face-to-
face engagements. Listening helps us 
identify key strengths and map out areas 
of improvement. 

Guest satisfaction at our parks is a 
shared responsibility across the organisa-
tion, thus multidisciplinary teams are en-
gaged to look into service enhancements. 

Heart campaign
We believe in serving from the heart; a 
warm greeting as guests walk through 
our gates, a zookeeper personally explain-
ing more about the animals to guests, or 
a caring operations executive offering an 
ice-cream to a distressed child who tem-

The organisation also holds internal 
service awards to recognise and appreci-
ate staff who display excellent service at-
titudes and actions, as well as those who 
have gone above and beyond for our 
guests, embodying all the Heart values. 

Empowerment 
Extending a degree of responsibility to 
guest-facing staff is the organisation’s way 
of showing that they are trusted with the 
on-the-ground decisions they make. In 
return, this trust would create a sense of 
accountability towards our common goal, 
and empowers and motivates staff to de-
liver service excellence.

porarily lost sight of her parents. 
Such service takes time and effort to 

cultivate, and it must begin with a moti-
vated team.  

That is what we sought to spark with 
the Heart service campaign. Over several 
months, we inspired and imbued staff 
across various levels of the organisation 
with the values of Heart: happy, empa-
thetic, attentive, reliable and timely. 

The Heart service campaign stretches 
beyond service skills and focuses on the 
core of why we do what we do in a wildlife 
park – to inspire our guests to love and ap-
preciate wildlife – and thereby go the extra 
mile to engage our guests. 

With motivated and dedicated employ-
ees, it will inevitably lead to better guest 
experience and satisfaction. 

Our efforts at service excellence were 
recently recognised at the Singapore Tour-
ism Awards 2018, where Night Safari was 
awarded Best Attraction Experience, and 
one of our stellar team members from 
Night Safari, Emmey Mohamed bin Nen-
pari, won the Best Customer Service for 
Attractions. 

Such success does not come over-
night, and certainly is the culmination of  
many people, processes and culture. We 
will continue to strive for service excel-
lence. 

Finding Murakami in Japan
A couple who were both big fans of  renowned Japanese author Haruki 
Murakami wished to travel to Japan. The couple told me that they wished 
to visit places that were related to Murakami. The clients were quite dif-
ficult to handle since their request was very unique and it took time for 
me to do the research. At that time, I had heard of  this writer’s name, but 
I hadn’t had a chance to read any of  his books. I needed to search and 
read his biography including the fan pages and blogs, etc, and I even went 
to the bookstore to check his books. 

The itinerary created was very personalised and I’m pretty certain 
that it cannot be found in regular trips. After all the research, I be-
came fascinated by this writer and I’m now a big fan of  Murakami 
too! Anyway, the best thing was the clients enjoyed the trip and 
said they were going to recommend our agent to their friends and 
family. 

Kwanporn Vienravee, sales supervisor, Backyard Travel 

Rob Brown, Travelport’s group vice president and man-
aging director – OTA, discussing the merits that Air New 
Zealand’s travel chatbot Oscar has brought for the airline 
by successfully answering 75 per cent of  questions, up 

from seven per cent when it first debuted

“Oscar probably 
won the  

customer  
service of the  
year award.” 

An affable zookeeper will foster meaningful interaction with visitors

Extending a degree of 
responsibility to guest-facing 

staff is the organisation’s 
way of showing that they are 

trusted with the on-the-ground 
decisions they make.
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Tapping into networks
Vasudevan Venkatakrishnan, director of business development at Ruckus Networks Asia Pacific,  

lays out how an efficient network system can elevate the hotel guest experience to new levels

Through ju-
dicious use 
of technol-
ogy, hotels 

can find ways 
to maximise 
guest satis-

faction

W
ith increasing compe-
tition and demanding 
tech-savvy, modern 
consumers, hoteliers 

are facing technology pressures to in-
novate on dual fronts: retaining cur-
rent customers, while also attracting 
new ones by utilising their existing 
networks. 

Amazon recently announced a 
partnership with Marriott Interna-
tional to roll out their voice-con-
trolled Echo devices across select 
properties in the US, aimed at deep-
ening guest engagement through 
seamless voice-first experiences. 

However, as much as technology is 
the next big thing that will transform 
the hospitality industry, the technol-
ogies used are incredibly fragmented. 
These include systems for property 
management, central reservation, 
customer relationship, revenue man-
agement or channel management 
systems. Global trade association 
Hotel Technology Next Generation, 
for example, lists just under 50 prod-

uct categories on its website for sys-
tems commonly used in hotels. 

There is also resistance to change 
and adopt newer technologies such  
as IoT, artificial intelligence and ro-
botics, not just because of the techni-
cal challenges and added cost in in-
tegrating these systems, but because 
we need to be convinced that new 
technology can positively impact the 
bottom line. 

At the same time, hotels of today 
are also being reminded that custom-
ers and a committed staff remain at 
the heart of hospitality. At a recent 
international hospitality forum, Pe-
ter Verhoeven, global director of 
partner services at Booking.com, 
said: “Everything you do has to be 
customer-centric. If the customer 
doesn’t find what they want, they will 
leave and never come back.” 

The message is clear: The hospi-
tality industry is a business where the 
bottom line matters, and at the cen-
tre of the business is the customer.

For hotel employees and manage-

ment, sensors throughout the hotel 
can help track guests’ locations, the 
facilities currently in use, as well as to 
signal staff when additional ameni-
ties are needed. Hotels can now de-
ploy service robots for example, to 
deliver items to guestrooms, allowing 
for staff to be deployed elsewhere.

Through judicious use of technol-
ogy, hotels can find ways to maximise 
guest satisfaction. Hotels can look to 
apps and sensors to streamline the 
guest registration process and un-
lock a room door. Once checked in, 
guests might request for extra towels, 
or order room service via a mobile 
app. IoT-enabled technologies like 
LED lighting and automated climate 
controls help make for a personalised 
and comfortable stay, while smart 
TVs allow guests to catch their fa-
vourite TV shows. 

Whether for the guest or employ-
ee, seamless experiences should be 
built on the back of an efficient net-
work system – from the Wi-Fi access 
points to the switch, cloud and IoT. 

Studies have shown that free Wi-
Fi is the hotel amenity travellers want 
the most, while 65 per cent of guests 
log in to the Wi-Fi within seven min-
utes of arriving. With mobile and 
online customer service channels, 
staff can quickly jump on top of any 
customer issues that might pop up. 
For hotel staff involved in back-end 
operations, the ability to access criti-
cal work applications via mobile and 
handheld devices make for a more 
flexible and agile way of working.

Looking beyond technology, ho-
teliers shouldn’t forget that their cus-
tomer-facing employees, who work 
closely with both the hotel systems 
and guests, can be tapped on to pro-
vide deeper insights into the gaps ex-
isting within the various systems and 
processes of a hotel business. 

At the end of the day, when used 
right, technology can not only trans-
late knowledge of guest preferences 
into crucial action plans to help ho-
teliers improve the guest experience, 
but also be the difference between 
the guest having a good or a great 
stay. And if hoteliers can consistently 
ensure great experiences for their 
guests, they’ll keep coming back. 

Ruckus Networks, an ARRIS company, 
builds secure wired and wireless access 
networks for organisations that place a 
premium on connectivity experiences 
for end-users with their partners.
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Keeping the amusement

MACAU 
A flurry of luxury hotel openings 
Despite a raft of new hotel openings 
in Macau, particularly in the luxury 
segment, tourism players believe 
there is still room for more integrat-
ed resorts (IRs) in the territory.

The US$3.4 billion MGM Cotai 
– the company’s second property in 
Macau – officially opened in Febru-
ary this year, offering 1,390 rooms 
and suites, plus a wide array of retail 
and F&B offerings in a 35-storey, 
multi-hued exterior that resembles 
stacked jewellery boxes.

The centrepiece of MGM Co-
tai’s entertainment attractions is the 
Spectacle, a 2,000-seat theatre with 
the world’s largest permanent indoor 
LED screens. 

Two unique luxurious hotel types, 
Skyloft and the Mansion, are expect-
ed to be ready later this year, both 
featuring a hotel-within-a-hotel con-
cept first introduced at MGM Grand 
Las Vegas. 

Melco Resorts’ US$1.1 billion 
Morpheus, which opened its doors 
on June 15, marked a cornerstone 
of City of Dreams’ Phase III devel-
opment. Designed by the late Zaha 
Hadid, the luxury hotel has been 
dubbed an architectural icon for Ma-
cau with 770 rooms, suites and villas 

wrapped in a free-form exoskeleton-
bound high-rise structure. 

Morpheus also makes a clear play 
for the premium market through its 
dining and leisure amenities – in-
cluding an entire floor is dedicated 
to two Ducasse restaurants and a bar; 
the Pierre Hermé Lounge, the first 
collaboration between Maison Pierre 
Hermé Paris and a hotel in Greater 
China; Morpheus Spa, featuring an 
in-house spa butler concept and a 
snow garden installation; plus a sky-
high pool perched 40 stories above 
the ground. 

Melco Resorts & Entertainment’s 
CEO Lawrence Ho commented: 
“Looking back a decade ago, nobody 
believed Macau needed 30,000 to 

Average 
occupancy (in 

Macau) hit 
over 80 per 

cent, even 
with a length 
of stay of less 

than two days. 
If tourists 

stay longer, 
there will not 

be enough 
rooms.

- Andy Wu, 
managing 

director,  
Gray Line Tours

40,000 hotel rooms. Today, the city is 
home to almost 40,000 rooms, with 
occupancy rate well above 90 per 
cent, so I believe there is still capacity 
for IR growth in future.”

The recent boost in Macau’s hotel 
supply has not exerted a downward 
pressure on room rates, asserted 
Gray Line Tours’ managing director 
Andy Wu. 

Wu said: “Average occupancy hit 
over 80 per cent, even with a length of 
stay of less than two days. If tourists 
stay longer, there will not be enough 
rooms, so additional IRs are needed. 

“However, it would be healthy to 
have more three- to four-star hotels 
since over 50 per cent of Macau’s 
40,000 rooms fall into the luxury 

five-star grade.” 
And given Macau’s proximity to 

China, a huge market source, Ho 
believes that Macau will remain “the 
number one IR destination”.  

Furthermore, Macau is set to 
“benefit immensely” when the Hong 
Kong-Zhuhai-Macau Bridge opens 
this year, he stated.  – Prudence Lui

SINGAPORE  
Established icons keep innovating 
Eight years since they began op-
erations, Singapore’s two major IRs, 
Resorts World Sentosa (RWS) and 
Marina Bay Sands (MBS), are pulling 
out all the stops to stay ahead of the 
game.

RWS’ key attractions, Universal 
Studios Singapore (USS) and S.E.A. 
Aquarium, have rolled out themat-
ic marquee events to boost repeat 
visitor volumes. For USS, these fea-
ture intellectual property such as 
TrollsTopia, Jurassic World: Explore 
& Roar, as well as Stranger Things 
content in the upcoming Halloween 
Horror Nights. 

Meanwhile, S.E.A. Aquarium 
this year ran the month-long Ocean 
Fest!, a marketplace showcasing 
ocean-friendly products, immersive 
art installations, underwater perfor-
mances and upcycling workshops to 
promote ocean conservation. 

Outside of these key attractions, 
RWS has maintained a calendar of 
events to keep visitors hooked, in-
cluding Football Fever 2018 to screen 
live World Cup matches, as well as 
food festivals RWS Street Eats and 
the GREAT Food Festival. In total, 
the IR sees more than 20 million visi-
tors annually.

“From guest feedback, we found 
that visitors are drawn to lifestyle 
events that are immersive, engaging 
and offering experiences unique to 
Asia. RWS continues to reinvent our 
offerings and develop more unique 
and exciting programmes so we can 
differentiate ourselves from the com-
petition,” said a spokesperson.

Likewise, MBS has kept a schedule 
of constant innovations. Following 
the refurbishment of its 2,561 rooms 
and suites, the IR has been leaning 
on a suite of technological enhance-
ments with new multimedia attrac-
tions such as the Digital Light Canvas 
and Spectra.

Mike Lee, its vice president, sales, 
shared that “refreshing the diverse 
programming” has been a key in-
vestment for MBS. For example, the 
ArtScience Museum has been host-
ing “blockbuster exhibitions” featur-
ing popular franchises like Marvel.

The Lavo Italian Restaurant and 
Rooftop Bar opened in January, and 
2019 will see MBS launching the 
Marquee nightclub, which will span 

Asia’s integrated resorts are not just casinos with auxiliary  
facilities attached, but destinations offering 

seamless leisure and entertainment  
attractions. Here’s a look at how they  

continually reinvent the wheel  
to stay ahead of the curve

Above: Jurassic World: Explore and Roar, the latest attraction at Universal Studios Singapore. Below, from left: The Zaha Hadid-
designed Morpheus hotel and The Spectable, MGM Cotai’s entertainment centrepiece, make up Macau’s latest IR offerings 
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and regional markets – most notably 
China, South Korea and Japan.

Jeff Redl, managing director of 
Diethelm Travel Vietnam, said the 
success of IRs in destinations such as 
Dubai and Singapore has fuelled the 
market’s growth in Vietnam.

He added: “The success of IRs 
in various locations has proven this 
particular model is pertinent and 
profitable. It has already found its 
clientele in certain markets and with 
the growth of Asian travellers, de-
mand will surely increase. Vietnam 
has understood the needs for offer-
ing such IRs.”

Vinpearl is one of the country’s 
major players with its resorts in Nha 
Trang and Phu Quoc – two desti-
nations where IR development is 
prominent. Other areas include Da-
nang and Hoi An, Nha Trang and 
Cam Ranh, and between Hoi An and 
Tam Ky.

Another game-changer in the 
country’s IR market came in 2017 
when the government lifted a long-
time ban on Vietnamese nationals 
allowing them to gamble in two ca-
sinos on Phu Quoc, and at Van Don 
Special Economic Zone in Quang 
Ninh province. Both casinos are cur-
rently under construction.

In April, Laguna Lang Co beach 
resort near Hue was also awarded 
a casino license and is expected to 
welcome both foreign and domestic 
players by 2022.

Said Redl: “Gaming companies are 
interested in the casino business in 
Vietnam because the industry is still 
new, there’s little competition and 
those that arrive here first can easily 
dominate the market and maximise 
their profits.”

A study by academic Augustine 
Ha Ton Vinh, who extensively re-
searched Vietnam’s gaming industry 
in late 2017, revealed Vietnamese 
spend an estimated US$800 million 
each year gambling abroad in places 
such as Macau, Singapore and across 
the border in Cambodia, making it a 
lucrative business.

Anton Jurgens, general manager 
of Exo Travel Vietnam, predicts that 
if gambling is fully legalised in Viet-
nam, there would be a huge growth 
in IRs with casinos. He added: “For 
now, we think this will be focused on 
Asian tourists and looks to be a strat-
egy in developing the industry.” 

Oleg Shafranov, general manager 
of Khiri Vietnam, commented: “This 
(lifting of the ban) will contribute to 
increasing the role, so far insignifi-
cant, of IRs for the domestic market,” 
she said. – Marissa Carruthers

Clockwise from 
top left: Hilton 
Manila’s gues-
troom; aerial 
view of Vinpearl 
Resort; Resorts 
World Genting’s 
SkySymphony 
attraction

three floors and feature a full-sized 
indoor Ferris Wheel.

Maunik Thacker, senior vice 
president – marketing, shared that to 
reach out to guests, particularly the 
millennials, MBS has “shifted (its) 
marketing efforts to focus on more 
digital advertising”.

For example, data from MBS has 
shown that “the Chinese market is 
price sensitive, and discounts work 
well in driving bookings”. 

To cater to audiences in China, 
Thacker explained that MBS “teamed 
up with WeChat to roll out (its) mar-
keting messages and promotions via 
the app”.

Although IRs remain “hot” attrac-
tions for Chinese tourists, in particu-
lar for their shopping lures, Joseph 
Sze, project director, CSI Marketing, 
noted that tourist spots in Singapore 
must work harder to “create an at-
mosphere and environment inte-
grated with attractions” as the Chi-
nese market begins to skew towards 
“authentic and local” areas like the 
heartlands. – Pamela Chow

PHILIPPINES
Still more rooms coming up
Resorts World Manila (RWM) will 
swamp the market with 900 new 
rooms with the opening of three 
hotels – on top of the existing four 
within the IR compound – in the 
coming months, but industry ob-
servers believe the additional inven-
tory can be absorbed by the growing 
number of business and leisure trav-
ellers to the metro.

The 357-key Hilton Manila is 
scheduled to open in 3Q2018, fol-
lowed by a 191-key Okura, and a 
350-key Sheraton, adding to four 
existing hotels including a Maxim 
(to be rebranded Ritz-Carlton next 
year), Remington (to be rebranded 
Holiday Inn Express), Marriott 
which added 227 rooms in late 2016, 
and homegrown brand Belmont.

Kevin Tan, executive director of 
Alliance Global Group, Genting 
Group’s partner in RWM, said in 
a recent CNBC interview that the 
new openings will be part of RWM’s 
phase three expansion, which also 
includes a new casino set to “almost 
double the current gaming capacity 
we have right now”.

Colliers International research 
manager Joey Bondoc said RWM’s 
new hotels are in keeping with his 
recommendation for operators to 
continue developing four- and five-
star accommodations in key business 
districts, as he foresaw continued 
arrivals from major visitor source 

The Skytropolis Indoor Park will 
boast 24 rides and attractions, while 
the Twentieth Century Fox World 
Malaysia Theme Park will feature 
rides and attractions based on mov-
ies such as Ice Age, Rio and Night at 
the Museum.

Several developments have already 
been launched, such as the SkyAv-
enue mall offering diverse shop-
ping and dining options as well as 
SkySymphony, an orchestra of audio, 
visual and motion graphics using 
1,001 winch balls suspended from a 
four-storey-high ceiling. 

Other attractions include the 
Awana SkyWay cable car system with 
99 gondolas that ply along a 2.8km-
long track to allow visitors a bird’s-
eye view of the 130-million-year-old 
rainforest. 

In terms of accommodation, 
RWG currently has seven hotels to-
talling over 10,000 rooms. The five-
star Crockfords opened in early 2018 
with 140 keys, adding to existing ho-
tels Awana, Genting Grand, Maxims, 
Resort Hotel, Theme Park Hotel and  
First World Hotel.

Rocky Too, senior vice president 
of sales & marketing at RWG, told 
TTG Asia: “Our target is to attract 
more people to come see the new 
RWG. Last year, we had over 23 mil-
lion visitors. We believe that when 
the new theme parks open, there  
will be more tourists coming from 
India, China and neighbouring 
countries.”

Too further shared that RWG is 
working closely with key markets 
and travel agents to keep them up-
dated on the resort’s offerings, and 
will be participating in tradeshows 
and travel fairs in target markets like 
China and India when the attrac-
tions are almost ready. 

“As FITs and daytrippers are our 
priority market segments, we will 
also be working with OTAs and con-
sidering partnering with some ho-
tels in Kuala Lumpur to offer room 
plus theme park tickets packages,” he 
added.

Inbound tour operators like Ally 
Bhoonee, executive director at World 
Avenues, believes that a “more excit-
ing” RWG will “add value to the des-
tination and make it easier for us to 
market internationally”. – S Puvane-
swary

VIETNAM
Playing catch-up in the IR game
The IR market is gaining momentum 
in Vietnam, as the country welcomes 
a swathe of developments to cater to 
growing demand from the domestic 

Gaming 
companies 

are interested 
in the casino 

business 
in Vietnam 
because the 
industry is 
still new...

- Jeff Redl, man-
aging director of 
Diethelm Travel 

Vietnam

markets thanks to the improvement 
of the country’s infrastructure and 
aggressive tourism marketing.

Bondoc also said RWM’s new ho-
tels will be “propelled by expanding 
activities in key business districts” in 
Manila, including the growing num-
ber of business process outsourcing 
offices, and an ideal complement to 
RWM’s gaming and retail shops.

Mike Hain, groups manager of 
Corporate International Travel 
and Tours, said RWM’s new hotels 
are ultimately good for the market, 
where “hotels dictate the price” due 
to the limited choices. That’s why 
“if you compare hotels here with 
those in Asia, even for the same ho-
tel brand, we’re more expensive,” he 
remarked.

Hilton Manila general manager 
Simon McGrath said that apart 
from the corporate sector, the lei-
sure market including staycationers 
and tour groups will be drawn to the 
area’s proximity to airports, high-end 
shopping, F&B options, and what he 
says is the hotel’s unique selling point 
– a huge swimming pool and large 
jacuzzi that will be shared by Hilton 
and Sheraton. – Rosa Ocampo

MALAYSIA
Massive remake of RWG underway
Since the launch of the Genting In-
tegrated Tourism Plan in December 
2013, Resorts World Genting (RWG) 
has undertaken major expansion and 
refurbishment efforts throughout 
the IR. 

As part of the capital investment 
of RM10.4 billion (US$2.6 billion), 
upcoming attractions include the 
Skytropolis Indoor Park and Twen-
tieth Century Fox World Malaysia 
Theme Park. No opening dates were 
given for these two much-anticipated 
offerings but TTG Asia understands 
that both would “open soon”. 
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Above: Victoria Dockside is a new waterfront landmark in Tsim Sha Tsui

T
he Hong Kong government’s in-
itiatives to develop the harbour-
front have begun to bear fruit as 
new visitor attractions spring up  

in the area, promising to breathe new life 
into the the city’s tourism scene.

Against the backdrop of change, there 
has also been a growing focus on the pro-
tection and enhancement of both sides 
of Victoria Harbour – including Central, 
Tsim Sha Tsui, West Kowloon, Kwun Tong 
and Kai Tak – to make the waterfront area 
more vibrant and accessible for public en-
joyment. 

Dotted along the Central waterfront are 
tourist attractions including Tamar Park, 
Star Ferry, Hong Kong Maritime Muse-
um, Hong Kong Observation Wheel and 
Central Harbourfront Event Space. 

Tiffany Yiu, general manager of Cen-
tral Venue Management (CVM), which 
runs the Central Harbourfront Event 
Space, said events have made the Central  
waterfront more vibrant, giving locals and 
tourists more reasons to visit the harbour-
front. 

“Our vision has always been to provide 
a diverse range of events to suit the differ-
ent interests and preferences of the local 
population and visitors to Hong Kong,” 
Yiu said.

Since the outdoor venue was officially 
launched in May 2014, it has seen an aver-
age of 30 outdoor events annually. Events 
which had taken place in this space in-
clude cultural festivals, sports events, clas-
sical and popular music concerts, exhibi-
tions, carnivals, fairs, markets as well as art 
and food events. 

Apart from attracting visitors, events  

have also “significantly enhanced Hong 
Kong’s reputation internationally”, Yiu 
added, citing the examples of Art Central, 
Clockenflap and Formula E. 

Over in Tsim Sha Tsui, former New 
World Hotel was recently redeveloped into 
a new landmark called Victoria Dockside. 
The same developer is also responsible 
for the revamp of adjacent tourist spots – 
Salisbury Garden and Avenue of Stars. 

Last December, Salisbury Garden was 
reopened to feature an elliptical lawn that 
serves as a venue for visitors to relax or for 
celebrations and performances. 

Meanwhile, the Avenue of Stars is 
scheduled to reopen by February 2019. 
New features include digital screens that 
show photos and related artist informa-
tion, plus mobile carts and kiosks offering 
merchandise that promote local culture 
and creativity.   

Said  Shaun Campbell, Langham, Hong 
Kong’s managing director: “I can’t think 
of a major city in the world which has the 
advantage of opening up three large new 
downtown spaces to the local public and 
international tourists. 

“They represent unique mini-destina-
tions in their own right. This is already 
evident with some examples of current 
usage as these venues open to the public, 
such as the Formula E and Hong Kong 
Wine & Dine Festival in Central.”

He added that West Kowloon will also 
provide a number of new world-class arts 
and culture venues – including Xiqu Cen-
tre (Chinese opera), M+ Museum (visual 
arts), Hong Kong Palace Museum and 
Lyric Theatre (for international dance and 
theatre). 

Waterfront 
ambitions on  

the rise

Hong Kong’s harbourfront is undergoing a facelift, bringing 
new ‘mini destinations’ to the city and injecting a new 

vibrancy and character to the tourism scene through events 
and festivals, reports Prudence Lui

Destination

“An additional opportunity for these 
new areas is to increase water transport 
around the inner harbour – both for 
tourists and for locals. Plans are already 
underway to expand the current ferry ac-
cess points in these key locations, with the 
potential for an inner harbour water taxi 
service.”  

However, a bus tour manager who 
declined to be named pointed out that 
these new promenade attractions hardly  
benefit their business as they are free ac-
cess.

“We have stops in West Kowloon and 
Central but no plan to add or amend 
existing routes to fit in these new spaces. 
However, if guests ask us what’s interest-
ing around the stops, we may mention to 
them.”

On the other hand, Uni Asia Tours’ 
managing director David Luk will “defi-
nitely add these waterfront spots to tour 
itineraries”, especially in view of the short-
age of new visitor attractions in the des-
tination. 

He said: “The only concern is whether 
the tourism facilities are well-equipped. 
In the past, the Avenue of Stars was not 
tourist friendly at all as there was only one 
spot for restrooms and a café. Hopefully, 
we’d see more facilities like alfresco din-
ing options, especially during autumn and 
winter times, to create a pleasant tourist 
atmosphere. 

“Additionally, FITs will be a travel trend 
so it’s also vital to have easy access and 
clear signage.”
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W
hile the rebound of 
mainland Chinese 
traffic in 2H2017 up-
lifted the hotel busi-

ness in Hong Kong, fluctuating and 
dynamic room rates remain a con-
cern in the travel industry.

Last year, average room occupancy 
grew 2.3 per cent to 90.8 per cent and 
average room rates increased 3.4 per 
cent to HK$1,220 (US$155). And 
in April this year, average room oc-
cupancy hit 92.4 per cent with aver-
age room rates up by 13.3 per cent to 
HK$1,396. 

Some in the industry anticipate 
further growth in Chinese traffic 
following the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-
Macau Bridge and Express Rail  
Link, heightening concerns of rate 

Hotels

“So far, only local hotels still stick 
to contract rate with us to promote 
their brand overseas but in the long 
term, I don’t think this partnership 
will last long once they establish their 
name with overseas clients.”

Simple Travel Services’ direc-
tor Vandana Sachdeva pointed out 
that fluctuating room blocks and 
rates, while not a new trend, pose an  
added challenge for markets such as 
India. 

She said: “It becomes more chal-
lenging (for the Indian market) as 
the contracts signed for a period go 
for a toss and then the agents in In-
dia lose trust in DMCs as the quotes 
given don’t hold any value after a pe-
riod of time.

“With greater connectivity, the 
mainland market is bound to over-
take other markets. The hotels need 
to evaluate which market/business 
they would like to support in the 
long run. If short-term profit is the 
only objective then it will definitely 
have an impact on the hotels in the  
long run when the Chinese market 
dips during any economic down-
turn,” Sachdeva added.

While Chiu is sceptical that the 
new connectivity infrastructure 
would drive up hotel demand, since 
easy accessibility promotes same-day 
return, he still welcomes new hotel 
supply especially in the underserved 
four-star category. 

increases and fluctuations.
This is an especially salient mat-

ter for agents such as PC Tours and 
Travel’s general manager Cary Chiu, 
faced with the challenge of dynamic 
pricing with the rise of OTAs and di-
rect booking. 

“Hotels have scrapped traditional 
contracts for room allotment ar-
rangements. Room rates can be 
double the contract rate after the 
cut-off period. Some hotels even ask 
us to tell clients to switch travel dates 
in order to suit the available room 
dates,” Chiu said.

“As a B2B operator, how can I 
sell rooms to overseas agents with a 
markup, when clients can book di-
rect? We can’t do much and just pray 
for ourselves,” he lamented.

Facing the rate challenge  
The Chinese are returning to Hong Kong, but this is not relieving agents of 

challenges they face with dynamic room rates, finds Prudence Lui

Left: The new 
Hong Kong-
Zhuhai-Macau 
Bridge is likely 
to shore up 
Chinese traffic 
into the city 

Direct Brussels flights
Air Belgium’s inaugural flight 
from Brussels South Charleroi 
touched down at Hong Kong 
International Airport on June 
7. The airline will raise the fre-
quency from thrice to four-times 
weekly from October onwards. 

Every Monday, Wednesday, 
Thursday and Sunday, flights 
will leave at 14.00 for arrival in 
Hong Kong at 07.30. For the re-
turn sector, flights depart Hong 
Kong on Mondays, Tuesdays, 
Thursdays and Fridays at 11.30 
and arrive in Brussels at 18.30.

Cathay boosts network 
Cathay Pacific will begin flights 
to Washington DC and Cape 
Town before year-end. Mean-
while, its subsidiary Cathay 
Dragon will launch services to 
Davao (Philippines) and Medan 
(Indonesia). 

Virgin flies from Sydney
Virgin Australia has launched 
a daily service between Hong 
Kong and Sydney. Operated  
with Airbus A330-200 aircraft, 
the flight departs Sydney at 
10.00 each day, arriving in 
Hong Kong at 17.40. It then 
leaves Hong Kong at 19.50, 
landing in Sydney at 07.10 the 
following day.

Kumamoto-HK becomes a 
regular service
HK Express has commenced 
regular flights to Japan’s Ku-
mamoto in May, operating the 
twice-weekly service on every 
Sunday and Thursday.  
The Hong Kong-Kumamoto 
route previously operated as a 
charter service. 

As a B2B 
operator, 

how can I 
sell rooms 

to overseas 
agents with 

a markup, 
when clients 

can book 
direct? We 

can’t do 
much and 

just pray for 
ourselves.
- Cary Chiu,  

general manager, 
PC Tours and 

Travel

F
our years ago when Ho Ho 
Go Experience was launched 
to offer in-depth local cul-
tural tours, traditional oper-

ators were sceptical about the niche 
product.

It did not help that founder Ling 
Ho was an outsider without any 
trade network and experience. Un-
like ordinary tours, Ho’s involve a 
fair bit of walking – and sometimes 
sweating too.

Yet this was just the kind of tours 
that Hong Kong needed, Ho said.

Ho Ho Go Experience offers walks 
as well as foodie, lifestyle and private 
tours that bring participants closer to 
local life. 

“From the start in 2015 I found 
the city’s tour product develop-
ment at a crossroads and lack-
ing high quality and person-
alised tours. Having enjoyed 

Going in-depth 
Many have hopped on the bandwagon since trails were blazed into Hong 

Kong’s local enclaves. Ling Ho, a pioneer, tells Prudence Lui she has 
more to give when it comes to showing off Hong Kong’s authentic side

Fresh Eyes various insightful tours overseas, 
I decided to establish one here in 
Hong Kong,” she recounted.

“Tourism is a window to a city, and 
Hong Kong abounds in local neigh-
borhood experiences and resources 
that not many tourists ever see.”

Ho’s company prides itself on em-
ploying passionate guides with in-
depth local knowledge and insights. 

Once, a Taiwanese girl chose a 
Yau Ma Tei tour but turned out to 
be the sole participant. Rather than 
follow customary business practice 
and cancelling the tour, Ho decided 
to proceed with the one-person tour.

“I later found out she had earlier 
joined a similar tour for free but the 
guide hardly answered her questions. 
That’s why she didn’t mind to pay 
and learn about the neighborhood,” 
Ho recounted. 

“I always treat clients as friends 
as they come all the way from other 
parts of the world and are willing to 
spare few hours on our tours. There-
fore, we must give them back some-
thing good. I hope international 

visitors remember such cultural 
characteristics even when they are 
back home and know that Hong 
Kong has a soul.”

Ho opined that new ideas tend 

Airlines

WHAT’S NEW

to get copied swiftly. Rather than 
simply following trends, she contin-
ues to seek out local flavour and the 
“soul” of Hong Kong at the heart of 
tours, all the while adding new, unu-
sual stops in her programmes. 

When it comes to the eat and 
play theme, for example, she takes 
participants on a six-hour journey 
comprising a hiking route to Lai Chi 
Wo in Taipo with abandoned villages 
along the way. 

For the two-hour Choi Hung 
Public Housing Estate, participants 
are brought close to the pulse of eve-
ryday life in Hong Kong, visiting ar-
eas enjoyed by locals.

Ho said: “Today, even traditional 
tour companies offer cultural tours. 
Two years ago I asked the Hong 
Kong Tourism Board how many tour 
operators there were like Ho Ho Go 
and the answer was two. Today, there 
are many agents claiming to provide 
such experiences.”

With more tour companies offer-
ing cultural tours, Ho says a prior-
ity is to stay away from crowds and 
keep tours intimate. Ho Ho Go Ex-
perience’s downtown tour takes a 
maximum of 15 people, and a stu-
dent helper is assigned for every five 
participants.

Hong Kong abounds in local 
neighborhood experiences and 
resources that not many 
tourists ever see.

Ling Ho
Founder
Ho Ho Go Experience
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Housed in a 1969 government 
building, The Murray, Hong Kong, 
a Niccolo Hotel shows it is the 
full package for luxury travellers, 
delivering decadence and style 
with finesse, plus impeccable 
service and destination expertise 
to boot. By Prudence Lui

 
LOCATION The hotel’s convenient 
location between Cotton Tree Drive 
and Garden Road is a hard one to 
beat. This building situated in the 
CBD is a stone’s throw from key 
tourism attractions like Hong Kong 
Park, Peak Tram Station and St John 
Cathedral. 

The premises was converted from 
a government office block under a 
revitalisation project. 

Or simply ask the concierge for 
recommendations of the city’s best-
kept secrets. I tested a concierge’s 
knowledge on private clubs and tem-
ples. He demonstrated his expertise 
and patience, giving a rare insider’s 
view rather than just mentioning off-
the-mill touristy spots.

VERDICT It was with mixed feelings 
revisiting what I once knew as an of-
fice block and place of work – now 
as a hotel guest. Still, a thumbs up to 
the architect who gave the historical 
building new life without stripping it 
of its timeless features. 

No. of rooms 336
Rates From HK$4,800++ (US$612++)
Contact details
Email: themurray@nicolohotels.com
Tel: (852) 3141 8888 

tel, the 90-seat Cantonese restaurant 
Guo Fu Lou is a partnership with 
Fook Lam Moon Restaurant. 

In July, Popinjays opened on the 
hotel’s topmost 26th floor, offering 
panoramic and spectacular views. 
The 355m2, 120-seat entertainment 
space includes an indoor dining area, 
a private dining room and a bar. 

For an exclusive experience, The 
Aviary, a private dining room with a 
glass facade, will be available for inti-
mate events for up to 14 guests.

FACILITIES There are ample choices 
of indoor and outdoor venues for 
events. For instance, a dedicated 
MICE floor – Murray Room on 25th 

floor – provides 425m2 space for 
small to mid-scale events. Though 
there are no windows on this floor, 
the space benefits from great light-
ing equipment and event-friendly 
set-ups. 

The Arches is a semi al-fresco ven-
ue, and there are seven boardrooms 
on level two to suit different needs. 

While the hotel pool will only be 
ready this month, the spa already has 
two couples rooms and three treat-
ment rooms in operation. Half or 
full day customised spa rituals are 
available.

SERVICE The hotel provides an in-
house guide of hand-drawn maps to 
help you explore the district. 

Tried & Tested  The Murray, Hong Kong
ROOMS My N2 Grand room affords 
ample space at 50m2. I also appreci-
ated the extra touches of luxury like 
in-room check-in rather than just a 
cold towel upon arrival. 

I was also surprised by the turn-
down amenities – a hydrating face 
mask made by the hotel. This will be 
changed regularly to items such as a 
chocolate bar and face mist. 

Moreover, 75 per cent of rooms 
are 50m2 or bigger. All oversized ac-
commodation features uniquely re-
cessed windows allowing abundant 
daylight without direct heat from the 
morning sun. 

F&B While four outlets (The Tai Pan, 
Garden Lounge, Murray Lane and 
Popinjays) are managed by the Ho-
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Ramada 
Sokcho saw 

100 per cent 
occupancy 
during the 

Olympic 
Games, and 
now reports 

an average of 
over 80 or 90 

per cent.
– Michael Kim, 

director franchise 
operations, South 
Korea, Wyndham 

Hotel Asia-Pacific

Left: Gangwon 
is popular for 
ski tourism; 
Vivaldi Park ski 
resort pictured

T
he Pyeongchang Winter 
Olympics and recent in-
ternational affairs have 
launched the Gangwon 

province into a momentum of 
growth, with tourism stakeholders 
rolling out programmes and infra-
structure expansion for the region.

Most notably, the games brought 
the high-speed rail (KTX) to the qui-
et seaside city of Gangneung. Travel-
lers can now commute to and from 
Seoul in just 1.5 hours, compared to 
the previous 4.5 hours.

Chung Man Ho, vice governor of 
the Gangwon Provincial Govern-
ment, told TTG Asia that transporta-
tion accessibility for the province has 

“improved dramatically”. 
Some 2.4 trillion won (US$2.1 bil-

lion) was spent for the Pyeongchang 
Olympics, and of that 1.5 trillion won 
went towards social overhaul – in-
cluding the construction of highways 
and cleaning up of streets – which 
“had a huge benefit for Gangwon as 
a whole”, he described.

The area has also seen a slate of 
hospitality developments, among 
them Ramada Gangwon Sokcho 
by Wyndham Hotel Group, Lakai 
Sandpine Resort, St John’s Hotel and 
Gangneung Tourist Hotel.

Michael Kim, director franchise 
operations, South Korea, Wyndham 
Hotel Asia-Pacific, shared: “Sokcho 

an average of over 80 or 90 per cent. 
Tourism is booming in the Gang-
neung area too, so we have opened 
properties... such as in Chuncheon.”

More is still to come. Leanne 
Harwood, InterContinental Hotel 
Group’s vice president operations, 
South-east Asia and Korea, hinted 
that the group is eyeing develop-
ments that can “cater to guests (such 
as) winter sports enthusiasts” visiting 
Alpensia Pyeongchang. 

Beyond the Winter Olympics, 
stakeholders believe that the improv-
ing North-South political climate 
has also instilled confidence in tour-
ism to Gangwon, which lies along the 
border with North Korea.

Yoon Seung Hwan, Korean Tour-
ism Organization’s (KTO) director 
of Singapore office, said the impres-
sion of North Korea as a safe destina-
tion is “getting better”, and that KTO 
is working to incorporate the Korean 
Demilitarized Zone into more tour 
itineraries. 

He added that KTO is also pro-
moting Gangwon as an outdoor des-
tination through “complementary 
activities to skiing and more experi-
ences using the new facilities”.

To support an anticipated visi-
tor influx, Gangwon is working on 
expanding tourism infrastructure, 
said Chung. This includes facilities in 
the mountainous regions, a marine 
tourist complex on the east coast and 
Legoland Korea in Chuncheon. 

Of the 100 million visitors to 
Gangwon annually, three million 
are foreigners. The province hopes 
to grow this to four million this year, 
and five million by 2020. 

With the help of the upcoming 
international events, Chung is confi-
dent that arrival numbers will grow 
“beyond expectations”.

Fuelled by Olympic fire
The recent Pyeongchang Winter Olympics and improving North-South relations have ignited a host of 

developments for the once-secluded province of Gangwon, reports Pamela Chow 

Destination

and the whole of Gangwon have re-
ceived huge benefits from the Olym-
pic Games. Ramada Sokcho saw 
100 per cent occupancy during the 
Olympic Games, and now reports 

  K-drama, Olympic sites and more in Gangwon
K-Drama Filming Locations 
Tour in Gangwon
Curated by the Gangwon Province 
and Korea Tourism Organization, 
this series of  self-guided tours 
visits filming locations of  popular 
drama series such as Descend-
ants of the Sun, the Legend of the 
Blue Sea and Saimdang: Memoir 
of Colors. Some recommended 
spots include Anmok Coffee 
Street and the Ojukheon House. 

Private PyeongChang Eco Tour 
Experience Pyeongchang’s natu-
ral landscapes on this itinerary 
that begins at Guyrongsa Temple, 

where participants can learn 
temple etiquette, make prayer 
beads or have tea with a monk. 
The tour continues to Daegwal-
lyeong Sky Ranch, before ending 
with a visit to the ski jump tower 
used in the PyeongChang Olym-
pics. www.tours4fun.com

Gangwon Province Train Tour
Cruise through Gangwon and 
experience its diverse attractions 
from the comfort of  a train. The 
tour includes a sunrise stop 
at Jeongdongjin, lunch at the 
Jumunjin fresh seafood market 
and a visit to Pyeongchang’s only 

sheep ranch, which has appeared 
in the movie The Man from Mars. 
www.packagekorea.com

Nami Island and Petite France
This Klook tour brings travellers 

From left: 
Ojukheon 
House; Nami 
Island

WHAT’S HOT

Tours & Activities

to the peaceful Nami Island in 
Chuncheon, Gangwon, and Petite 
France, a mini French-style town. 
Activities include cruising down 
a tranquil river on the Gangchon 
Railbike. www.klook.com
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I
mproving international rela-
tions and exposure gained from 
global events have spurred a 
burgeoning hospitality scene 

in Seoul and provinces beyond. In 
the capital city alone, 15 hotels with 
4,451 rooms will be expected to open 
from this year to 2020.

In October last year, South Korea’s 
first “lifestyle hotel-plex” Seoul Drag-
on City opened with 1,700 rooms 
across four AccorHotels brands: 
Grand Mercure Ambassador Seoul 
Yongsan, Novotel Suites Ambassador 
Seoul Yongsan, Novotel Ambassador 
Seoul Yongsan, and ibis Styles Am-
bassador Seoul Yongsan. 

Seoul was a prime location for the 
group to launch four hotel brands 
to target four segments of the travel 
market from luxury to economy, 

Hotels

areas such as Cheonan, Cheongju 
and Incheon Airport, raising its total 
South Korea portfolio to 36.

“There is huge demand for South 
Korea, especially by tourists from 
Mainland China, Malaysia, Singa-
pore and Taiwan. We have seen a 
dramatic increase in Chinese tour-
ists in our Seoul properties; for ex-
ample, Ramada Seoul Dongdaemun 
has seen an average occupancy of 85 
to 90 per cent,” said Michael Kim, 
director franchise operations, South 
Korea, Wyndham Hotel Asia Pacific.

He added: “Sokcho and the whole 
of Gangwon have received huge 
benefits from the Olympic Games. 
Ramada Sokcho saw 100 per cent oc-
cupancy during the Olympic Games, 
and now sees an average of more 
than 80 or 90 per cent. Tourism is 
booming in the Gangneung area too, 
so we have opened properties in line 
with this, such as in Chuncheon.”

As the hotel scene heats up, play-
ers are also stepping up to develop 
luxury offerings in South Korea. For 
example, Hyatt will bring boutique 
brand Andaz to Gangnam in 2019, 
and AccorHotels has announced 
plans to open the 326-room luxury 
property Fairmont Ambassador 
Seoul in 2020.

In April last year, Lotte Hotels and 
Resorts launched the six-star hotel 
Signiel Seoul, the country’s latest lux-
ury landmark standing at 101 storeys 
atop the Lotte World Tower.

Morten Andersen, general man-
ager, Signiel Seoul, said: “A lot of 
Russian and Middle-Eastern clien-
tele come for shopping and medical 
treatments. South Korea is getting 
very popular (in these markets), 

shared Hasmin Hwang, hotel man-
ager, executive office, Grand Mercure 
Ambassador Seoul Yongsan.

The four-brand “hotel-plex” al-
lows each hotel to tap on the fa-
cilities and services of the others, 
said Hwang. AccorHotels has since 
opened Novotel Ambassador Seoul 
Dongdaemun in July.

This year, Marriott International 
has four new projects in Seoul and 
Busan. Hotels are also debuting in 
secondary locations, such as the 
Gangwon province where the Pyeo-
ngchang Winter Olympics were held 
earlier this year.

For Wyndham Hotel Group, there 
are seven hotels just opened or in the 
pipeline across the country. Besides 
two Ramada properties in Seoul, the 
group is setting up camp in other 

Kicking into high gear 
As political tensions ease, hospitality players launch projects across South 

Korea and extend feelers into the luxury segment. By Pamela Chow 

Le Méridien Seoul
In November last year, Le Mé-
ridien Hotels & Resorts made 
its South Korea debut with a 
336-key hotel in Bongeunsa-
ro, one of  Gangnam’s major 
thoroughfares. Le Méridien 
Seoul brings 109 club rooms 
and 29 suites, and offers a 
range of  facilities from spa 
and indoor golf  range to three 
F&B options. 

Ryse, Autograph Collection
Autograph Collection Hotels 
in June launched Ryse in the 
Hongdae neighbourhood, the 
collection’s second hotel in 
Seoul. Designed by Michaelis 
Boyd, Ryse boasts 272 gues-
trooms including 14 suites, 

Above: Grand 
Mercure Ambas-
sador Seoul 
Yongsan

NEW HOTELS

Left: Novotel 
Seoul Ambas-
sador Dong-
daemun, one 
of the newest 
properties in 
the city

There is huge 
demand for 

South Korea, 
especially by 

tourists from 
Mainland 

China, 
Malaysia, 
Singapore 

and Taiwan.
- Michael Kim, 

director franchise 
operations, South 
Korea, Wyndham 
Hotel Asia Pacific

and we are also seeing visitors from 
China and Japan. With the Michelin 
Guide now in its second year, a lot of 
gourmands are coming, especially 
wealthy Europeans.”

Andersen noted that his hotel’s 
guests are slightly more conservative 
in exploring South Korea, largely re-
maining in Seoul for three nights and 
at most venturing to Jeju or Busan.

When asked about standing apart 
from competition, president & gen-
eral manager of Grand Ambassa-
dor Seoul associated with Pullman, 
Bruce Lee, shared that the hotel has 
developed a Namsan Trekking Pack-
age that “has been a steady seller 
for over five years”, as well as trans-
formed all 25 guestrooms on the  
16th floor into Internet of Things 
Smart Rooms. This allows guests 
to control functions from lighting 
to room temperature on their own 
smart phones.

Lee stated: “To attract more lux-
ury guests, Korean hotels need to 
enhance personalised service and 
authentic Korean experiences. One 
of the best ways to approach guests 
(in a personal way) is with recogni-
tion, which can lead to casual talks 
(where) the hotel staff can learn what 
guests want.

“Also, authentic Korean experi-
ences need to be developed. For in-
stance, when Korean War veterans 
visited the hotel, our hotel’s con-
cierge associates wore Korean tradi-
tional gatekeeper’s attire to welcome 
them. This kind of service can guests 
give extraordinary experiences to at-
tract more to Korea.”

To complement the trade’s move-
ments into the luxury market, the 
Korea Tourism Organization (KTO) 
released an updated version of its 
luxury travel guide, which now fea-
tures an expanded list of products 
such as traditional craft experiences 
and Michelin-star restaurants.

Yoon Seung Hwan, director of 
KTO’s Singapore office, noted that 
the destination’s mass market image 
has posed a challenge in pursuing the 
luxury segment, but it can be sur-
mounted by intensified marketing 
efforts and potential special interest 
tours involving North-South diplo-
macy.

each designed to highlight an art 
piece from an exclusive collection 
for the hotel. 

For instance, the 217m2 Execu-
tive Producer Suite, located on 
the 20th floor, features handpicked 
artwork and a graphic wall by re-
nowned Korean graphic designer 
Na Kim. The property also fea-
tures four F&B options, a fitness 
centre and a 500m2 retail store.

Four Points by Sheraton Seoul, 
Gangnam, South Korea 
The second Four Points in Seoul 
has opened in the Gangnam dis-
trict. It features 199 rooms and 
two penthouse suites. Each room 
is furnished with a 49-inch ultra 
HDTV, complimentary Wi-Fi and 
an egg chair. Facilities include a 

gym, sauna, the all-day dining 
restaurant Evolution and The 
Lounge & Bar, which boasts the 
brand’s signature craft beer pro-
gramme. Over 106m2 of  meeting 
and event spaces are available on 
the second floor.

Seoul Dragon City
Korea received its first “hotel-
plex” (hotel complex) in the 
Yongsan district in October 2017. 
Seoul Dragon City features four 
AccorHotels brands that bring 
1,700 rooms, 11 restaurants and 
bars, 17 meeting rooms, two mul-
tifunction grand ballrooms and 
four floors of  entertainment in a 
Sky Bridge suspended between 
two towers. 

The four AccorHotels brands, 

ranging from luxury to economy, 
are Grand Mercure Ambassador 
Seoul Yongsan serviced resi-
dences, Novotel Suites Ambas-
sador Seoul Yongsan for long-stay 
guests, Novotel Ambassador Seoul 
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Airlines

Incheon gets smarter
Biometric data will soon arrive 
at Incheon Airport, replacing the 
manual passport and boarding 
pass checks in all areas except at 
the immigration checkpoint. The 
new system will include finger-
prints and facial scans to shorten 
the departure process and im-
prove airport security. Incheon In-
ternational Airport announced the 
service will be piloted early next 
year before launching in 2020.

As well, Incheon’s smart airport 
ambition is further enhanced 
with the introduction of  Airstar, 
a second-generation robot that 
helps airline passengers navigate 
the airport. The robot is equipped 
with ICT technologies such as 
voice recognition and artificial 
intelligence. Airstar has entered 
into service on July 21, in time for 
the summer peak season. 

Daily Incheon-Johor flights
LCC Jin Air announced plans to 
operate daily Incheon-Johor Bahru 
flights from June 18 to August 
26, switching to four-times weekly 
from August 28. Original plans 
were for four-times weekly service 
from June 19 to October 27. 
The LCC in January commenced 
seasonal twice-weekly flights on 
the route.

PAL links Palawan to Incheon
Philippine Airlines is operating 
flights between South Korea’s 
Incheon Airport and Puerto Princ-
esa International Airport in Pala-
wan, Philippines till October 27. 
Flight PR474 departs from Puerto 
Princesa at 05.00 and arrives at 
Incheon by 06.30. PR475 departs 
Incheon at 08.25 and arrives in 
Puerto Princesa at 12:05. The 
route is serviced by a 199-seater 
Airbus A321.

Korean Air to launch scheduled 
Croatia flights
Korean Air is slated to launch direct 
flights between Seoul’s Incheon and 
Zagreb in Croatia in September 2018.
Operated with a 218-seater Airbus 
330-200, flight KE919 will depart 
Incheon at 11.05 and arrive in Zagreb 

WHAT’S NEW

Airport guide robots like Airstar will 
help travellers navigate the terminal

Yongsan and ibis Styles Ambas-
sador Seoul Yongsan.

Signiel Seoul
Signiel Seoul – a portmanteau of  
“signature” and “Lotte” – opened 
in South Korea’s tallest building, 
Lotte World Tower. The hotel is 
located on the 76th to 101st floors 
and boasts 235 individually de-
signed guestrooms with panoramic 
views of  Han River and the capital. 

Besides Stay restaurant man-
aged by three-star Michelin chef  
Yannick Alléno and one-star 
Michelin restaurant Bicena, Signiel 
Seoul also offers private butler 
services, a lounge for hotel guests, 
premium Rolls Royce or helicopter 
transfers, personal shoppers and 
more. 

at 15.45. On the return, KE920 will 
depart Zagreb at 17.20 and arrive in 
Incheon at 11.30 the next day. 

The new route will mark the first 
regular service connecting Croatia 
and Asia. Before this, Korean Air had 
been operating charter flights from 
Seoul to Zagreb since 2010.
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Rating 6 stars
No. of rooms 235
Rates From 380,000 won (US$340)
Contact details
Tel: (82) 2-3213-1000
Email: concierge.signiel.se@lotte.net

brand siblings, Lotte World, Lotte Depart-
ment Store and Lotte World Mall.

ROOMS There are nine room types, 
crowned by five suite categories. All rooms 
offer sweeping views of the city skyline 
and the Han River. 

I stayed in the cosy yet spacious Grand 
Deluxe Room on the 91st floor that pam-
pered me with a host of treats such as free 
access to the Salon de Signiel lounge, pre-
mium bedding, Diptyque toiletries and an 
automatic bidet.

Tall windows flood the room with the 
glow of daylight, illuminating its subtle 
Korean aesthetics: a cherry blossom mu-
ral painted and embroidered by hand, and 
framed by blue accents. 

F&B Apart from the rooms, lobby and Sa-
lon de Signiel, Stay restaurant on the 81st 
floor affords panoramic vistas of Seoul 
and its surrounds. It is run by three-
Michelin-star chef Yannick Alléno, who 
brings a creative blend of modern French 
cuisine to the restaurant.

Epicureans will be delighted to learn 
that chef Alléno also directs the hotel’s 
entire F&B division, from banquets to in-
room dining.

For my breakfast at Stay, I was given 
an à la carte menu from which to order 
my main course, and I helped myself to a 
buffet line of cold cuts, cheese and oats. I 
was then presented with my own basket of 
fresh fruits to end the meal with.

Also situated on this level is Bar 81, 
which serves more than 80 varieties of 
champagne and chef Alléno’s contempo-
rary Parisian menu. One-Michelin-star 
Korean cuisine restaurant Bicena has also 
recently moved into Signiel Seoul.

FACILITIES I was treated to a multisensory 
therapy session at the signature Evian Spa 
on the 86th floor. The massages are indul-
gent, and incorporate French skincare and 
ambient audio and visual immersion into 
the entire treatment experience.

In between appointments, I lounged 
in the quiet and private Salon de Signiel, 
which is fully stocked with beverages and 
afternoon snacks, including tasty green 
tea cookies.

Signiel Seoul also houses a gym and 
studio, an indoor pool and a sauna.

SERVICE Every staff member is attentive 
and amicable. From entering the lift lob-
by to my room, I was escorted by name, 
served welcome tea and offered assistance 
if needed. The concierge was also help-
ful in calling for taxis and advising about 
travel around Seoul.

VERDICT A truly opulent yet modern re-
treat in a comparatively quiet district of a 
busy global city.

Towering above the bustling city 
from the uppermost floors of South 
Korea’s tallest building, Signiel Seoul  
boasts some of the country’s most 
luxurious suites. Pamela Chow  
spends an indulgent night at Lotte’s 
newest luxe offering 

LOCATION Signiel Seoul packs 235 
guestrooms on the 76th-101st floors of  
Lotte World Tower – South Korea’s tall-
est skyscraper and the world’s fifth-tallest 
building – in the premium district of 
Jamsil.

The hotel is directly connected by un-
derpass to Jamsil Station, as well as Lotte-

Tried & Tested Signiel Seoul
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Former Shang EVP in 
new startup selling hotel 
ancillaries
Former Shangri-La Hotels & Resorts’ 
executive vice president South-east 
Asia Cetin Sekercioglu, has laid down 
his corporate suit and is developing 
Upgrading.cc, an online platform 
that sells hotel ancillaries – room up-
grades, lounge access, club room and 
suite promotions. This area is a huge 
income stream for hotels, he said, but 
one they are neglecting.

 Ofelia Blanco: Love this – 
beyond rooms, opportunities 
for transport revenues (mostly 
overlooked and customer 
driven rather than hotel), 
spa services, anniversaries, 
birthdays, advance holiday 
bookings, etc. Hotels have 
to rethink pricing where so 
many options abound. As the 
sad fate of  the minibar has 
proven.

MOST READ

Lumpur to request for the earlier fee 
of RM194.60 to be reinstated.

 Dass: Please change your 
tourism promotion slogan 
from “Incredible India” to “Ter-
rible India”.  

Thailand comes out of closet 
and rolls out LGBT carpet
Long perceived as a top destination 
for LGBT+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender/transsexual plus) travel-
lers in Asia, Thailand has been quietly  
pursuing this niche market segment, 
but it is only this year that the Tour-
ism Authority of Thailand (TAT) 
is openly coming out to target the 
pink dollar by spearheading the first 
LGBT+ Travel Symposium in Bang-
kok in July.

 David Kevan, partner, Chic 
Locations: Nice feature on the 
LGBT conference. I think this 
market has massive potential, 
and of  all the countries in the 
region Thailand is undoubtedly 
the most open minded and 
suitable.
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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. 

C C TO EN N

“We have a 
complex rela-
tionship with 
Google.”
–James Marshall, 
vice president, 
transport partner 
services, Asia-
Pacific, Expedia

Attention grabbers

A 
pair of beluga whales will 
move from their current 
home in China to a seclud-
ed bay in Iceland, in an un-

precedented move that anti-captivity 
campaigners hope will pave the way 
for more entertainment parks to re-
lease captive animals into natural en-
vironments.

Nicknamed Little Grey and Lit-

Beluga whales in sky and water 
WE LIKE

tle White, the two 12-year-old fe-
male cetaceans are currently living at 
Shanghai’s Changfeng Ocean World 
under the management of the Sea 
Life Brand, which is owned by Brit-
ish-based Merlin Entertainments. 

The Sea Life Trust picked Kletts-
vik Bay in Iceland’s Westman islands 
– the filming location for the film 
Free Willy – to provide a more natu-

Marked increase in India’s 
visa fees could deter M’sians 
from visiting
India’s sudden hike of the tourist 
visa fees for Malaysians to RM462.60 
(US$156.30) from July 1 has taken 
the trade by surprise, with some 
members speculating that leisure 
outbound interest to the destination 
may suffer. Malaysian Indian Tour & 
Travel Association is appealing to the 
Indian High Commissioner in Kuala 

MOST COMMENTED

From left: 
The captive 
beluga whales 
will move to Ice-
land next year; 
Airbus’ first 
BelugaXL takes 
to the sky 

Above: Thai-
land steps 
up tourism 
marketing 
campaign for 
LGBT travel-
lers

Asiatravel says it can weather 
the storm
Asiatravel.com Holdings, which was 
forced to suspend trading on the Sin-
gapore Stock Exchange in early July, 
believes there is a turnaround oppor-
tunity for the company and assures 
creditors it is committed to settling 
its debts when the sources of funds it 
is actively sourcing materialise.

Tech giants Google and 
Alibaba are bigger travel 
threats than ever
While much attention in the travel 

industry has been given to “disrupt-
ers” like Airbnb and Uber, the con-
tinual foray of tech giants into the 
travel space is increasingly posing a 
bigger worry for industry players in 
the longer term.

Data is new oil in travel, 
but extracting its value still 
confounds agents
Travelport executives at the recent 
Travelport Live conference in Bang-
kok stressed the need for travel agents 
to adopt technology and data-centric 
strategies into their businesses, but 
what’s standing in the way of agents 
are the costs of turning information 
into intelligence. 

New tourism minister from 
Sabah stokes hopes for revamp
Mohamaddin Ketapi from Sabah has 
been named Malaysia’s new minis-
ter of tourism, arts and culture – re-
placing Mohamed Nazri Abdul Aziz 
– renewing optimism in a sector 
concerned with issues such as gov-
ernment spending and Sabah’s image. 

Travellers visit Philippines 
despite Boracay’s closure
The impact of Boracay’s temporary 
closure is not as widespread as an-
ticipated, with foreign arrivals to the 
Philippines still increasing and filling 
up other resort destinations in the 
country, said tourism stakeholders.

ral sub-Arctic environment for the 
whales for the rest of their lives. The 
open water sanctuary, which meas-
ures 32,000m2, will also have a care 
facility and visitor centre. 

The two whales are expected to 
undertake the land-and-sea journey 
of more than 10,000km and 35 hours 
from China to Iceland in spring 2019.

Meanwhile, ‘whales’ can be called 
in to transport a plane part from one 
location to another. Airbus’ mas-
sive new BelugaXL –  a cute, oddly-
shaped transport aircraft so named 
for its resemblance to the beluga 
whale – recently completed its maid-
en flight in Toulouse. 

The first of five that Airbus expects 
to build by 2023, the BelugaXL pro-
gramme was launched in November 
2014 to address Airbus’ transport 
capacity requirements as the A350 
XWB ramp-up and single-aisle pro-
duction rate increases.



     

Best Western® Opens at Hokkaido’s Main Airport

Best Western Plus Hotel Fino Chitose provides the perfect base
for visitors exploring Japan’s northern island.

Hotel Fino Chitose
13-3, Chiyoda, Chitose-Shi, 066-0, Japan  P: +81 123-40-0033 

bestwesternasia.com

Each Best Western® branded hotel is independently owned and operated.

Wherever Life Takes You, Best Western Is There.®


