
Growing demand for personalisation in travel has put DMCs and travel 
operators’ expertise into sharper focus, but at the same time the tailor-made 

wave has opened up new concerns for players and even put traditional 
industry relations under question. By Xinyi Liang-Pholsena 
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Personalisation made right
The art of making travellers feel at home

Herein also lies the 
personalisation challenge 

- how can hotels hyper-
personalise without being 

hyper-personal or even 
becoming ‘creepy’?

P
ersonalisation, a concept that lies 
at the very heart of the travel in-
dustry, is no longer a trend but an 
obligation, as every player in the 

travel industry now looks to market itself 
as an experience rather than a product. 

Hotels are taking the personalisation 
message to heart to create a memora-
ble guest experience and stand out from 
competitors. The proliferation of lifestyle 
hotels (see pages 16-17) is a reflection of 
the increasing emphasis hotels are putting 
on creativity and innovation in the shar-
ing economy era, as they seek to accom-
modate the changing preferences of a new 
generation of digital-savvy travellers seek-
ing non-cookie cutter experiences. 

But in an era where consumer tech-
nologies barrel forward, hotels also face a 
challenge in keeping up with ever-chang-
ing consumer preferences and behaviour.  
As guests nowadays are likely to have more 
advanced technology in their own homes 
(or hands) than what is offered in a gues-
troom, pressure is mounting on hoteliers 
to adapt to the new era of personalisation, 
i.e. the hyperconnected guest experience. 

Oakwood’s Asia-Pacific managing di-
rector Dean Schreiber thinks “customisa-
tion” will be the future of the guestroom 
experience, sharing his observations on 
the sidelines of the Serviced Apartment 
Summit Asia in Bangkok last month.

“Twenty years ago, hotels were where 
technology was more advanced, but 

homes have caught up quickly. Now the 
trend is reversed,” Schreiber stated. Oak-
wood has hence been looking at innovative 
ways to enhance the guest experience, and 
is set to unveil game-changing concepts in 
the coming weeks, he shared. 

At the same time, the rise of technology 
and big data has enabled hotels to gather 
the information necessary to build accu-
rate customer profile and deliver personal-
ised experiences. 

But while giving data may be second 
nature for a younger generation used to 
giving data in return for tailored content, 
services and experiences, their willingess to 
offer data is not shared equally across the 
travel demographics.

Herein also lies the personalisation chal-
lenge – how can hotels hyper-personalise 
without being hyper-personal or even be-
coming ‘creepy’? There is also the broader 
concern of hyper-personalisation en-
croaching on guest privacy, as recent data 
breaches in the airline and hospitality sec-
tors have shown. 

Striking the right balance between ef-
fective personalisation and respect for 
consumer privacy can be a challenge. How 
can hotels offer each customer a tailored 
experience with the right level of relevance 
and value as they seek to build a long-term 
relationship with guests? 

The art of making guests feel at home 
remains a fine art, even in this hypercon-
nected age.

Cruises Despite the growth potentials of 
the cruise market in Asia-Pacific, travel 
agents have yet to find their sea legs. What 
are cruise lines doing to change this?

Serviced residences As serviced 
residences enjoy greater popularity among 
leisure travellers, operators are redesign-
ing their offerings to meet the growing 
demand for shorter stays and smaller units

Malaysia Amid rising interest in the state, 
Selangor is giving stronger attention on 
promoting rural and ecotourism attractions

Maldives A growing variety of accommo-
dation options is opening up new market 
segments to the once-exclusive destination 
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Growing demand for personalisation in travel has put DMCs and travel 
operators’ expertise into sharper focus, but at the same time the tailor-

made wave has opened up new concerns for players and even put 
traditional industry relations under question. By Xinyi Liang-Pholsena 

At the same time, the growing 
tailor-made wave has opened up a 
more “interesting” career path for 
reservations staff, noted Scaramuz-
zino. As reservations staff acquire 
industry knowledge and hone their 
skills by “learning tricks to create the 
right package for the right people”, 
they can eventually rise up to be-
come travel designers. 

“You cannot be a chef without 
learning to chop onions,” he added, 
drawing the analogy to a professional 
kitchen.  

Travel experts also spoke of con-
straints in delivering quotations for 
a customised itinerary within a short 
turnaround time, the result of con-
sumers having constant access to in-
formation and their mobile devices 
in a hyperconnected world. 

Said Scaramuzzino: “(In an age) 
when booking flights take longer 
than five seconds, replying (to cli-
ents) within 24 hours is considered a 
long time.” 

The ever-shortening response time 
expected of travel agents is some-
thing Roussel is all too familiar with. 
“But a la carte tours don’t happen 
with clicks, it would take more time 
(for us) to get back (to requests),” 
he stressed. “(Furthermore), it takes 

about 10-15 requests to translate 
into one booking.” 

That said, travel experts told 
TTG Asia said that totally fresh 
demands that require conceptu-
alisation from scratch are far and 
in between, with most customised 
requests falling in an area where 
existing itineraries can be used 
and adjusted to customers’ prefer-

ences. 
Scaramuzzino shared: “Anyone re-

questing for something entirely new 
are very few. You can classify custom-
ers into a few broad profiles – nature, 
beach and culinary – and from there 
send them sample standard pro-
grammes (according to their profile 
types) to gauge interest.

“There’s usually a 50-50 chance of 
acceptance,” he said.

Wither the DMC-tour operator 
relationship?
As more tourism players get into the 
personalisation game, the supplier-
DMC-tour operator-retail agent-

You need to 
know the 

psychology 
of custom-

ers and ask a 
lot of ques-

tions in order 
to provide 

the correct 
products... 

It’s like put-
ting pieces 
of a puzzle 

together.
– Nicola 

Scaramuzzino, 
country man-

ager, Panorama 
Destination 
(Thailand)

G
one are the days where 
travel agents are needed 
to plan and book simple 
beach vacations or run-

of-the-mill packages, a trend that 
DMCs and tour operators are only 
too keenly aware of.

But the earlier prediction of travel 
agents going obsolete with the rise of 
the Internet and OTAs did not en-
tirely come true. While some agents 
died out, quite a few remain in busi-
ness and offer a stronger value prop-
osition than before. 

The growing demand for immer-
sive, authentic experiences tailor-
made to individual liking and pref-
erences actually bodes well for travel 
expert, driving many tour operators 
to carve our clearer positionings and 
niche segments for themselves, any-
thing from VIP services and expert-
led itineraries to bona fide, once-in-
a-lifetime voyages of discovery. 

David Kevan of UK-based Chic 
Locations believes that “there is still 
good scope for tour operators but 
(they) cannot be all things to every-
body”. 

“For Chic Locations, independ-
ent experience-led touring holidays 
is the way to go, combining at least 
three different places and maybe us-
ing three different airlines – things 
that clients have neither the confi-
dence or expertise to arrange them-
selves,” said Kevan.  

The ability to curate and “find 
gems that (clients) can’t find on 
the Internet” is precisely how Asie 
Voyages’ Philippe Roussel sees his 
strengths as a French tour operator 
specialising in the Far East. 

Particularly in South-east Asia, 
it’s “not easy to find gems” without 
guidance from a travel expert, he is 
quick to point out. 

That is where the local destination 
knowledge and expertise of DMCs 
come in, said Stephan Roemer, CEO 
of Diethelm Travel Group. 

“We cannot sell (standardised 
tours) anymore,” he said. “But what 
I can sell is a simple noodle shop, 
where locals sit on stools for lunch. 
It’s an authentic experience and (our 
clients) love it. It’s our job to find the 
best noodle shop (in a destination)... 
and that’s how we make a difference 
and create added value.”

Personalisation: harder work, but 
greater profitability
Travel players speak of the greater 
dividends found in customising 
tours, an area where many compa-
nies have devoted attention and ef-
forts to. 

Even though classic tours still 
make up business “volume” for Go 
Vacation Thailand, the demand for 
classic group series and SIT tours 
have declined over the years, shared 
business development director To-
bias Fischers. 

In place, Fischers sees a clear pivot 
towards private group tours as trav-
eller can better dictate what they 
want in their itineraries and elements 
adjusted to their liking. 

Along with “bigger profit mar-
gins” that tour customisation has 
brought is “more work”, admitted 
Fischer, who added that Go Vacation 
has a tailor-made department to ca-
ter to such requests. 

“But that’s precisely where the fu-
ture of DMCs and travel agents lie. 
It’s the future of what the market 
wants, especially for repeaters,” he 
emphasised. 

Likewise, Nicola Scaramuzzino, 
country manager of Panorama Des-
tination (Thailand) noted that the 
tailor-made market, which is char-
acterised by organic growth, has 
yet to deliver volume for the com-
pany. In the mean time, he assert-
ed DMCs still need both segments 
to stay viable, with group series 
generating quicker cashflow 
while tailor-made tours offer big-
ger opportunities in profitability. 

Complexity in ‘fitting puzzles’ 
The growing demand for customised 
travel has opened up several con-
cerns for travel experts, including 
greater time, effort and knowledge 
needed to draw up a value proposi-
tion for their clients. 

Creating a customised pro-
gramme requires strong industry 
knowledge as well as interpersonal 
skills, pointed out Scaramuzzino, 
as travel designers “need to know 
the psychology of customers and 
ask a lot of questions in order to 
provide correct products”. “It’s like 
putting pieces of a puzzle together,” 
he opined.   

travel customer chain also comes un-
der greater scrutiny.  

Kevan argues that the need for a 
DMC is now lesser in a mainstream 
destination like Thailand, which has 
a high repeat visit factor and where 
clients’ itineraries  are generally less 
complex – characterised by longer av-
erage length of stay, fewer stops and 
local sightseeing booked on the spur 
of the moment – than ‘newer’ desti-
nations the likes of Vietnam and Sri 
Lanka. 

“If you are established in (a desti-
nation), you probably have a direct 
rapport with your main hotel part-
ners, so from a financial and opera-
tional view you have more control of 
the booking, which in turn leads to 
a better (and more seamless) experi-
ence for the clients,” said Kevan.  

He added: “Most DMCs work to 
set office hours and (outside of that 
are) contactable via an emergency 
number, but that would not include 
booking tours. By contrast, the hotel 
concierge is available at least 18 hours 
a day and can arrange something to-
tally personalised within 30 minutes.”

But hotels’ encroachment into of-
fering personalised travel services 
could pose existential concerns to 
tour operators too, Kevan acknowl-
edged, while stressing that competi-
tion is not new in the travel sector.

“The days of tour operators work-
ing in tight collaboration with airlines 
and hotels are gone; in many ways we 
are competing against each other,” he 
remarked. 

While tour operators worth their 
salt would have built up personal re-
lations with hotels and have some 
kind of data protection agreements in 
place to limit the scope that hotels can 
approach clients directly” the reality 
is that many of the hotels want direct 
bookings, he opined.  

Ultimately, the best form of in-
surance for business survival will be 
“added value”, stressed Roemer. 

“Any link in the value chain has 
to provide visible additional value, 
and that goes from the travel agent 
to the DMC and the provider. The 
client can nowadays book his hotel 
and transportation directly without 
travel agent. The added value however 
makes the difference and has to prove 
its value for money.” 

Personalisation  
for good measure





Quarter Page
114mm x 180mm [H]

4 column

AnAlysis  6TTG ASIA MARCH 2019

Making  
most of social 

media
In the age of social media, many destinations have yet 
to fully engage with today’s travellers in meaningful 

and potentially lucrative ways. Rachel AJ Lee  
looks at how travel players can  

catch up in their game

them. This is a win-win relationship.”
Travel stakeholders think there is also 

value in using social media as a tool for 
visitor dispersal and overtourism, driving 
travellers to Instagram-worthy locations 
that are lesser-known and promoted.

Willem Niemeijer, CEO of Thailand-
based Yaana Ventures implores destination 
marketeers to move away from promoting 
“perceived highlights” in South-east Asia.

Bagan, which is now overrun with visi-
tors, continues to receive heavy promo-
tion in Myanmar, while other unique but 
lesser visited places in the country such as 
Mrauk U deserves greater marketing and  
visitor attention, said Niemeijer. 

It’s a similar story in Cambodia, where 
an icon like Angkor Wat continues to re-
ceive millions of tourists each year, while 
a short distance away lie other untouched 
temple complexes such as Banteay Srei. 

Even in Phuket, whose beaches see daily 
throngs of crowds, Niemeijer contends 
that there remains unseen aspects on the 
popular island, varying from a gibbon res-
cue centre to turtle release programmes.

Moreover, destination marketeers can 
also turn to social media as a means to 
manage visitor traffic flow and volume, as 
every publicly shared image comes with 
location data.

For instance, Cook shared the example 
of tourism authorities using a heat map 
created from Instagram to ascertain the 
most popular timings and sections among 
hikers on the Appalachian Trail, which 
extends between Springer Mountain in 
Georgia and Mount Katahdin in Maine in 
the US. 

Through the map, authorities could 
easily see where all the hikers were at a 
given point in time, and built a strategy to 
thin out the traffic by offering alternative 
hiking routes and trip start dates. 

The heat map is held up as a great visi-
tor dispersal tool by Cook, who sees its 
application for any landmark or attraction 
where tourists tend to accumulate.

Despite the common association of so-
cial media with the millennials and hence 
the greater online efforts targeted at this 
segment, Richard Cutting-Miller, execu-
tive vice president of US-based Resonance 
consultancy, sees a prospective gold mine 
in digital travel marketing lying on the 
other end of the age spectrum. 

“Everyone is crazy about the millenni-
als,” he said. “But the reality is there’s a lot 
of old people, and the difference between 
millennials and seniors is that (the latter) 
have already paid off their house and put 
their kids through college.

“These seniors have time, money, 
means and health to travel. We’re talking 
about 20 to 30 more years of leisure travel 
consumption, but (instead of just focus-
ing on millennials) destinations have to be 
ready for seniors as well, who aren’t going 
to be bungy jumping for instance.”

Urging travel marketers to understand 
the social media preferences and online 
behaviour between the different gen-
erations, Cook added: “Social media is a 
powerful tool when it comes to targeting 
audiences. People don’t use social media 
in the same way. You have to push the cor-
rect content to the correct audience.” 

One way to target these seniors could 
be through the use of Twitter, suggested 
Cook. He advised: “What social media is 
replacing for these seniors is the newspa-
per. It is a good way for them to stay up to 
date, with numerous links to click through 
for articles. This generation still likes to 
read and consume text, and Twitter is a 
great way or propagating links to text-
based content for their consumption.”

D
estinations could do more to 
exercise greater creativity and 
innovation in leveraging social 
media for destination market-

ing, with a tremendous amount of content 
now available online as an increasingly 
digital-savvy generation seeks out share-
able experiences during their travels.

Damian Cook, CEO and founder of 
Kenya-based E-Tourism Frontiers, said: 
“Travel has become a shared experience. 
When people travel, they have an intense 
desire to share that experience constantly. 
Put smartphones and Wi-Fi into the mix, 
and you will have constantly shared con-
tent. That content is by-and-large publicly 
posted, accessible and visible to us.”

Cook shared that Kenya is tagged in 
some 26,000 photos a week on various so-
cial media platforms, of which about 4,000 
are usable. This translates into “thousands 
of copyright-free, quality, authentic im-
ages” that can be turned into daily social 
media updates or campaigns for DMOs, 
he pointed out. 

“(Travellers) feel it’s an honour for a 
destination to take their image and use it 
to market the destination, especially when 
(they are) given credit,” said Cook. 

Tapping user-generated content is ex-
actly the path the Philippine Department 
of Tourism (DoT) has taken, having just 
rolled out the refreshed It’s More Fun in 
the Philippines campaign, which is entirely 
built on crowd-sourced photos and vid-
eos shared by tourists through the hashtag 
#itsmorefuninthePhilippines.

A creative example is also seen in Visit 
Scotland’s launch of a pop-up travel agen-
cy in London to sell holidays in Scotland 
– via Instagram photos, no less. The DMO 
created touchscreens with aggregated Ins-
tagram photos, allowing walk-in custom-
ers to simply tap five photos they like and
place them into an itinerary that could be
booked on the spot.

 Visit Scotland is using “visual inspira-
tion” to drive the decision-making process 
for travellers, explained the DMO’s senior 
market manager, Christina Bruns. “What 
is key especially for consumers today is 
participation and authenticity. What we 
have is authentic online content from 
consumers, their memories and experi-
ences of Scotland, and we’re sharing that 
to create new memories and experiences 
for people coming through our door.” 

The Mekong Tourism Coordinating 
Office (MTCO) has also created a collabo-
rative storytelling platform, Mekong Mo-
ments, that draws destinations articles and 
reports from various sources. This initia-
tive was driven in part by marketing budg-
et constraints, as well as a way to build its 
digital marketing capacity through social 
media sharing, revealed MTCO’s execu-
tive director, Jen Thraenhart.

He also envisions Mekong Moments 
becoming a visual content sharing plat-
form that could drive “social commerce”. 
For instance, visitors to the platform 
could click on a picture and use the #Me-
kongMoments tag find out more about 
the destination and service provider.

“The more (travel operators) encour-
age their guests to share their experiences, 
the more content created, the more the 
Mekong region is promoted. This in turn 
also drives exposure for the business, and 
the region as a whole,” Thraenhart noted.

Cook agreed: “Once these (active links) 
start working and people receive booking 
enquiries, that really incentivises the in-
dustry to get their customers to take more 
photos and tag them – because they know 
the photo may end up being used by the 
DMO, which in turn drives business to 
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■ Who’s in your family? Two rabbits, two girls and me.

■ What do you do for fun? Sports is fun for me – skiing, 
running – which I compensate with fine wine and dine.

■ Your ideal vacation? I do not need much. It can be hik-
ing, a roadtrip or simply some days at the beach.

■ How do you book your own leisure trips? Luckily I 
have travel professionals around me. They know best how to 
do and they’ve never failed me.

■ What are you reading right now? The 2018 business 
figures, (a pleasure to read)! On my side table, there are 
numerous business papers. 

■ How do you stay healthy? Happiness is the key to 
health. I am a happy person. I am grateful I was never really 
sick in my life.

■ Favourite food? I am a foodie. Food should be comple-
mented with an adequate drink. I love wines.

■ A bad habit you cannot kick? You better ask my col-
legues. I know my impatience always drive people mad.

■ Your pet peeve, something that never 
fails to annoy you? Cats are boring to 

me. Snakes and insects are not my 
real friends.

■ Most people don’t know 
that you… have been married 
for 23 years and my wife still 
accepts me the way I am.

How did the merger of Diethelm 
and Tourasia come about?
The owners (Keller family) of 
Diethelm and I met from time to 
time; they saw what Tourasia did and 
I knew what they did. It was late 2016 
when they approached me and asked 
‘why not bring our ideas together?’

At that time Diethelm had a differ-
ent focus and we had a different fo-
cus. I don’t need to be a big player but 
I need to be a special player. Tourasia 
was like a handicraft – we offered 
small details which others probably 
would not go that far for. That were 
the niches of our companies, and we 
were very successful with that. 

When Diethelm offered me an op-
portunity to merge with each other, I 
was quite quickly convinced because 
(Tourasia’s) model was such a small-
scale niche that we couldn’t scale up 
or develop further; and for Diethelm 
I didn’t see at the time much chances 
for them to grow with their model 
(otherwise). 

The business (of travel) has 
changed completely and that made 
me decide (to take) Diethelm and 
our smaller companies into the 21st 

century with a clear strategy.

What were the first things you did 
following the merger?
The first thing after I came here was to 
start a clear positioning turnaround 
at Diethelm – what do we want and 
where do we stand? Diethelm didn’t 
have a clear positioning at that time, 
they were doing everything. I was 
convinced you cannot do everything. 

Number two was Diethelm’s or-
ganisation structure – it was not a 
modern organisation any more and 
nobody changed that. If you want to 
steer forward, you need to have the 
vehicle to steer forward, not with a 
huge truck behind, which was the 
case with Diethelm.

After the repositioning I started 
to work on the organisation. Our or-
ganisation is now much faster, much 
leaner and much more accurate. We 
underwent a complete change and 
had considerably less executives.

 
What are the results of this flatter 
organisation structure?
We have considerably less manage-
ment positions, but the positions we 
have are now entrepreneurs; they are 
not just managers any more. I have to 
change the mindset of the company 
and management. It’s a process; it’s 
not done from today to tomorrow.

We changed the organisation com-
pletely by giving competences to the 
front. I knew from the beginning it’s 
a risk because mistakes would hap-
pen and mistakes have happened but 
there will be less and less with time. If 

Diethelm didn’t 
have a clear 

positioning at that 
time; they were 

doing everything. 
I was convinced 

you cannot do 
everything.
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I do my calculations, it certainly costs 
me less at the end of the day to have a 
smaller (reporting) chain than a big-
ger one, and in the future there will 
be less mistakes. 

Can you imagine if you’re close to 
the client and you (want to) make a 
decision in favour of them, but if you 
have to refer the decision (upwards), 
most likely the (outcome) will (not) 
be made in favour of the client. Staff 
closer to the clients think, act and 
decide for them – this is what we see 
already. We are much, much more 
client driven. 

 
So the recent changes were more 
about introducing a clearer posi-
tioning for Diethelm.
Yes, very much so. Actually it was 
more a consolidation. We let certain 
clients go and we gained a number of 
new clients – and quite a big number 
of new clients and even some for-
mer clients of Diethelm came back. 
Because they see what we do and we 
can show them where our position is 
nowadays – it’s a hard fact. 

And within a year at the driver’s 
seat, you managed to steer the 
company of the doldrums.
Yes, we did. The two quarters (1Q 
and 2Q in 2018) were the best over 
the past 10 years in terms of profita-
bility. I expect to come close to a bal-
ance out in the fiscal year, and we’re 
aiming for profitability, which was 
not the past case. 2019 will be profit-
able. 2018 will certainly be on a solid, 
balance out level, considering the 
losses that were written out before. 

What about the recent merger 
with Travel Center Asia (TCA)? Has 
that brought any synergy?
There are synergies, yes. TCA is ex-
actly following an added value phi-
losophy, which fits ours. TCA also 
has a succession question – owner 
Thomas Maurer is of retirement age 
– but their clients are not willing to 
move somewhere and are looking for 
someone who can provide what they 
had in the past. Maurer has a high 
responsibility and would certainly 

Shaking a legacy culture
Since taking over the reins as CEO of Diethelm Travel Group (DTG) in September 2017, Stephan Roemer 
has been trying to bring the “handicraft” spirit of his Asia-focused Swiss travel outfit Tourasia to the 
Bangkok-based DMC, one of the region’s oldest and most storied. Roemer tells Xinyi Liang-Pholsena 

how he is reinventing the legacy DMC into one with a leaner structure and sharper positioning

not just let his clients go, and he ap-
proached us with the idea if we could 
provide what he’s doing. 

We saw an opportunity in TCA. 
One, we can take over the business 
aspect. Two, we can give a future for 
their staff and we needed profession-
al staff. Third, Diethelm has been in 
this building* for 30 years, and we 
questioned being in such a prestig-
ious but expensive location in Bang-
kok, (when the office) did not have 
more modern facilities. I need an 
office that’s 21st century compatible 
with daylight and modern air-condi-
tioning system, so we reconstructed 
our office there (at TCA premises).

What do you see in the future of 
tour operating? 
One, we have to be much closer to 
the clients, and two, our jobs have 
changed with digitalisation; if you 
don’t add value you’re out of the 
chain and not needed anymore. You 
have to consider that every client can 
book a hotel directly – whether they 
book it with me or the hotel they get 
the same bed. So I need to put added 
value to every service or entire 
package. The 21st century 
business is added value, 
otherwise we don’t need 
to exist anymore, and 
that is what I’ve been 
changing (at DTG).

We  make holidays 
the way clients want it. 
What I’m giving (to 
clients) is the com-
plete package on an 
added value. He ex-
actly tells me what he 
likes to do and we do 
it the way he wants, we 
provide him all the fa-
cilities that we have and he 
benefits from that, he actu-
ally enjoys his holiday much 
more than he would had he 
done it by himself.  

*Editor’s note: DTG 
was still based in its 

old office at Kian Gwan 
II Building on Bangkok’s 
Wireless Road at the time 

of interview. The company 
has since relocated to its new 
premises at ITF Tower on Si-

lom Road.
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Asia’s thrills and spills

Malaysia - more fun, longer stays 
The opening of two new theme parks 
in Johor, the indoor MCM Studio  
and outdoor Desaru Coast Adven-
ture Waterpark, has helped agents 
sell extended itineraries that include 
Malaysia’s southern region.

Adam Kamal, general manager at 
Tour East Malaysia, said Johor was 
previously a day trip option for fami-
lies travelling to Singapore by land, 
or as for those travelling from Singa-
pore to Kuala Lumpur.

With the opening of both theme 
parks last year, it is now easier to 
promote Johor for one- or two-night 
stays, especially to Asian families. 
He said: “They could spend one day 
in Desaru and another day in Johor 
Bahru, visiting MCM Studio and 
other attractions in the city.”

Ally Bhoonee, executive director at 
World Avenues, is promoting Johor 
as a destination to Middle Eastern 
families, using the two new parks as a 
draw. “However, the main challenge 
is that the destination is not well-
known to Middle Eastern travellers, 
who are more familiar with Kuala 
Lumpur, Resorts World Genting and 
Penang,” he said. 

“There are other theme parks in 
Johor such as Legoland Malaysia 
Resort, Sanrio Hello Kitty Town and 
Angry Birds Activity Park, but those 
are for young children.

“However, MCM Studio and De-
saru Coast Adventure Waterpark 
have opened the destination up to 
millennials and adults from Asia and 
Africa, which are also our core mar-
kets. Besides the theme park, there 
are also surrounding attractions that 
will make appeal to tourists from 
Asia and Africa such as shopping, 
soft adventure activities and food.”

Meanwhile, theme parks, new and 

old, are working to keep things fresh 
for visitors.

Arokia Das Anthony, director at 
Luxury Tours Malaysia, said theme 
parks are leveraging augmented and 
virtual reality experiences to stand 
out from the competition.

He pointed out: “Sunway Lagoon 
Theme Park in Sunway City, Petaling 
Jaya, is the oldest theme park in the 
Klang Valley but it remains relevant 
and popular as it caters to all ages 
and segments, including business 
events. Its Surf Beach, for example, is 
a popular venue for gala dinners and 
live concerts. 

“(Sunway Lagoon) keeps up with 
times and constantly introduces new 
attractions and activities in line with 
current trends and festivities to make 
it a top-of-mind destination for 
theme park goers.

“(Their efforts) have made it easi-
er for us to package Sunway Lagoon 
into our itineraries,” said Anthony. – 
S Puvaneswary

Hong Kong – ruled by duo
While Ocean Park Hong Kong and 
Hong Kong Disneyland (HKDL) 
remain the city’s key theme parks in 
the absence of new players, inbound 
agents are urging greater promotion 
of these two destinations in South-
east Asian markets.

Holiday World Tours, managing 
director Paul Leung, noted that the 
new developments expected to open 
this year at both parks “are not huge” 
and may not be enough to attract 
new visitor sources or sustain traffic.

“After Ocean Park debuted its 
new hotel (Hong Kong Ocean Park 
Marriott Hotel) last year, the park 
doesn’t have many new facilities 
coming online this year,” said Leung. 
“Meanwhile, Hong Kong Disneyland 

suspended the fireworks at night and 
lost its charm.”

Likewise, W Travel, managing di-
rector, Wing Wong observed no big 
change on source of clients, explain-
ing that new park additions appear 
to be driving more repeat visits.

Ocean Park plans to launch a ride 
enhancement, a new ride and a new 
animal exhibit in the fiscal year of 
2019/20. The Lagoon area will also 
welcome additions including new 
light shows, a Thai restaurant and 
Neptune’s Restaurant.  

Meanwhile, the long-awaited Wa-
ter World will be introduced in 2019.  
Along with the new Ocean Park Mar-
riott Hotel, these are expected to put 
the park in a better position to attract 
more visitors. 

HKDL’s vice president for com-
mercial strategy Edward Goh told 
TTG Asia: “We will present a new at-
traction almost every year under the 
ongoing multi-year expansion. This 

year, Ant-Man and The Wasp: Nano 
Battle! will debut on March 31, 2019. 
This will be the world’s first attrac-
tion featuring Marvel Super Heroes 
Ant-Man and the Wasp, and the first 
Marvel-themed attraction to feature 
a female superhero as a lead charac-
ter, available only at HKDL. The at-
traction will appeal to guests of all 
ages and genders, especially young 
adults.”

On top of these enhancments, 
agents agreed that  more overseas 
promotion is needed, especially in 
South-east Asian markets. 

Leung further called for greater 
collaboration on package design 
within the industry. “(Without a 
push for) group tour business, in-
dustry cooperation is vital. This is es-
pecially true as OTAs compete head 
to head with us... Stakeholders such 
as hotels, airlines and attractions 
should create packages rather than 
depend (all on) inbound agents.” – 
Prudence Lui

Singapore – a virtual state of fun 
While large-scale openings are rare 
in land-scarce Singapore, the nation 
has seen a slate of new technological 
additions to established parks, as well 
as smaller, contained attractions en-
tering the scene.

Judy Lum, general manager of 
Diethelm Travel (Singapore), said 
such advancements in theme parks 
have “increased the product range” 

As some countries anticipate new openings, others see familiar faces upping their game with the help of 
technology, new rides and attractions. TTG Asia reporters find out what this all means to the travel trade

Clockwise from 
above left: The 
Kubarango in 
Sunway Lagoon; 
HeadRock VR 
opened 11 VR 
rides in Resorts 
World Sentosa; 
artist impres-
sion of Ant-Man 
and The Wasp: 
Nano Battle! 
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Above: Chime-
long Heng Qin 
Island
Below: Giant at 
Studio Ghibli 
Museum

for families and young adults and 
that the “technology-driven activi-
ties are ahead of (Singapore’s) neigh-
bours”.

In November last year, Korean vir-
tual reality (VR) theme park Head-
Rock VR made its footprint in Singa-
pore, opening 11 VR rides in Resorts 
World Sentosa. The rides span dif-
ferent concepts from adventure to 
horror, and will be updated every six 
months to a year.

“VR experience has become the 
new play culture all over the world. 
There is a demand for VR attractions 
for both tourists and locals,” said 
Park Hong Que, founder and CEO 
of Mediafront, the parent company 
of HeadRock VR.

Neighbouring attraction Univer-
sal Studios Singapore (USS) has been 
stepping up its game with seasonal 
events that employ VR and augment-
ed reality (AR) technology.

For example, its TrollsTopia event 
– based on DreamWorks Anima-
tion’s movie Trolls – featured two im-
mersive VR experiences where guests 
could play a music video game and 
create 3D virtual art. In a subsequent 
Jurassic World: Explore & Roar 
event, USS guests could interact with 
dinosaurs on a screen with the help 
of AR technology.

During last year’s Halloween 
Horror Nights 7 event, USS also 
employed AR in its queueing areas, 
where guests could use an app to 
scan real-world locations to uncover 
iconic horror characters on their 
phones and activate a game.

“It aided in storytelling behind 
each haunted house and kept guests 
occupied in the queue,” a Resorts 
World Sentosa spokesperson told 
TTG Asia. 

“In this day and age, there is no 
running away from experiment-
ing with new technology in creating 
memorable, fun experiences.”

As VR and AR rise in popularity, 
the technology must be relevantly 
employed, opined Lum. She said: 
“Most importantly, parks need to 
stay current and ahead with constant 
enhancements to sustain the interest 
of target markets. (Agencies) want 
to see quality, and not quantity.” –  
Pamela Chow

 
China – robust development  
Theme park development is continu-
ing to swell in China, with large-scale 
attractions by both local and foreign 
players opening at a rapid pace. 

Industry sources indicated about 
64 projects are in the pipeline and 
will be subsequently opened between 
2019 and 2020. According to AE-
COM, China theme park visitation 
will reach 221 million, surpassing 
levels in the US.

Last November, Haichang Ocean 
Park inaugurated the Shanghai Hai-
chang Ocean Park. Its Sanya Hai-
chang Fantasy Town opened on Jan-
uary 20, 2019. 

Their spokesperson noted: “This 
means more choices for visitors in 
Sanya, especially for visitors who 
spend the night in Haitang Bay area.”

Apart from plans to launch Qingy-
uan Chimelong Resort in late 2019 
or early 2020, the Chimelong Group 
has also finetuned existing offers. 

For instance, the second phase of 
Zhuhai Chimelong, including a new 

hotel and museum, is targeted to 
open in mid-2019, while a new cir-
cus entertainment centre will launch 
in Zhuhai in 2Q2019. 

She said: “Agents can create a 
variety of packages to target differ-
ent customers (including families).” 
Customised programmes for corpo-
rate and MICE customers, as well as 
for students, will also be rolled out.

Meanwhile, Wanda has mapped 
out an aggressive expansion plan for 
themed entertainment, hotels and 
resorts. For instance, the Guangzhou 
Wanda City is scheduled to open in 
2019, featuring the biggest indoor ski 
facility in Southern China with four 
ski trails. 

Century Holiday International 
Travel Group, deputy general man-
ager, Kin Qin, believes there is more 
room for growth in the sector.

She said: “It’s because of our huge 
population and extensive territory. 
More establishments are opening 
up in second-tier cities riding on 
local culture or ancient tales. I hope 
to see these local brands find their 
positioning and direction, just like 
Chimelong Group’s successful mar-
keting promotion in South-east Asia. 
They don’t have to be a Disneyland 
but must make sure to meet interna-
tional standards in their facilities.

“I look forward to Universal Stu-
dio opening in Beijing as we haven’t 
had new attractions to sell the capital 
city for years. Theme parks provide 
opportunities to draw repeat visi-
tors.” – Prudence Lui

Japan – land of plenty 
Amid the flurry of developments in 
Japan’s theme park industry – in-
cluding park enhancements and 
Chinese investment – tourism stake-
holders remind that theme parks 
should retain a distinct concept and 
local elements to continue appealing 
to travellers.

In March, the Moomin Valley Park 
will open in Hanno, Saitama Prefec-
ture to the north of Tokyo, allowing 
visitors to meet fairytale creatures 
from the books by Finnish illustrator 
Tove Jansson. A park extension offer-
ing a “Scandinavian lifestyle experi-
ence” opened in November.

Significant expansion work is also 
underway at Tokyo Disneyland, with 
US$656 million pumped 
into the Tomorrow-
land and Fantasyland 
zones, plus a Beauty 
and the Beast mini-
land with a ride 
that uses next-
generation ani-
matronics.

Meanwhile, the 
Chinese owners 
of the Hamleys 
chain of toy stores 
have entered the Ja-
pan retail market 
with two large new 
stores, in Yokohama 
and Fukuoka, with 
merry-go-rounds, play 
spaces and gaming 
areas. The US$381.7 
million project is a joint 
venture with Japanese 
video game firm Ban-
dai Namco.

The operator of the 
Huis Ten Bosch theme 

park in Nagasaki Prefecture, south-
ern Japan, has accepted an offer 
of investment from China’s Fosun 
Group. Domestic travel giant HIS 
will remain the largest shareholder 
in the park, but the Fosun Group is 
purchasing a 25 per cent share.

“New and better theme parks give 
us an opportunity to attract new cus-
tomers to Japan, especially those who 
are interested in original Japanese 
content,” said Takashi Okamoto, 
head of inbound marketing strategy 
for travel giant JTB Corp, citing the 
Tokyo One Piece Tower and Studio 
Ghibli Museum as good examples of 
parks that appeal to foreign visitors.

“International theme parks like 
Universal Studios Japan (USJ) and 
the Disney parks are also popular 
with people from countries that do 
not have theme parks, while Disney-
Sea and the new Nintendo Land that 
is to open at USJ in 2020 are expected 
to boost their popularity,” he said.

Okamoto stressed that key to sus-
taining growth in this sector is to 
continue to provide facilities “with a 
clear concept and featuring contents 
that can only be enjoyed in Japan”.

Similarly, Denis Morozov, manag-
er of the inbound division of Tokyo-
based JIC Travel Centre, said: “A park 
like the Studio Ghibli Museum or 
Edo Wonderland, which are unique 
to Japan, are incredibly popular es-
pecially with families.” – Julian Ryall

Thailand – lack of icons
Although Thailand saw the number 
of amusement parks soar in recent 
years, some industry sources say 
these local attractions still lack the 
selling power of international brand-

ed options available in regional 
rivals.  

The Thai Amusement 
and Leisure Park Associa-
tion (TAPA) reported that 
the surge in water parks in 
the past five years resulted 

in about 40 such facilities 
nationwide.

Pronthip Hirunk-
ate, managing direc-
tor of Destination Asia 
(Thailand), argued that 
the additional choice for 
tourist “helps extend the 
length of stay, especially 
among Asian repeat 
tourists”.

Adith Chairattana-
non, honorary secretary-
general of the Association 
of Thai Travel Agents 

(ATTA), remarked that 
the high competition 

within Thai-

land’s theme park sector has been 
beneficial for tour operators and 
tourists.

Local theme parks “give the best 
value for money in Indochina”, ac-
cording to TAPA president Wuthi-
chai Luangamornlert .

Despite the sector’s expansion, 
Wuthichai observed that for tourists, 
theme parks were just an additional 
option on top of the country’s main 
selling points of culture, shopping 
and nature.

Adith pointed out that local parks 
cannot compete with international 
theme parks in the region, such as 
Legoland in Malaysia and Universal 
Studios in Singapore.

“We want world-class theme 
parks in Thailand. They will be pow-
er magnets to attract tourists and al-
low the creation of interesting tour 
packages,” said Adith.

This, however, could be a chal-
lenge, with Wuthichai noting that 
the heavy investment to bring inter-
national branded parks to Thailand 
is infeasible, given the country’s cap 
on ticket prices. – Chadamas Chin-
maneevong

India – world-class parks needed 
The recent emergence of theme 
parks in India is allowing agents to 
offer more than just cultural attrac-
tions, although many opine that 
theme parks in the country still lag 
behind their overseas counterparts.

“India is known as a tourist des-
tination primarily for culture and 
heritage. However, new theme parks 
offer us an opportunity to provide 
other entertainment and recreation 
options to  guests,” said Subash Goy-
al, chairman, STIC Travel Group.

Many in-mall themed attractions 
are opening in India. The Grand 
Venice Mall launched its entertain-
ment and gaming zone – Mastiii 
Zone, featuring the first zip line ride 
of its kind in India. 

Ski India, the indoor sci-fi themed 
Snow Park was also launched at DLF 
Mall of India, Noida, a ski resort rep-
lica offering ski rides, tubing, tobog-
gan, bob sledge, penguin shows and 
a snow play area.

According to The Indian Asso-
ciation of Amusement Parks and 
Industries, the country’s amusement 
and theme park industry has been 
growing at a compounded annual 
growth rate of more than 17.5 per 
cent with annual revenue of approx-
imately Rs17 billion (US$239 mil-
lion), estimated to grow to at least 
Rs40 billion by 2020.

“Apart from Delhi NCR, the west-
ern Indian region has also seen the 
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opening of good theme parks like 
Adlabs Imagica which is close to No-
votel Imagica Khopoli, making it ide-
al for family holidays,” said Rajat Sin-
ghal, director, Leisure World Tours.

However, Singhal added that in 
terms of quality and scale, theme 
parks in India still lag behind those 
in Singapore and the UAE.

“We can’t compete in terms of 
theme parks. Our cultural and na-
ture products will be the prime at-
traction for international travellers,” 
said Singhal. “If India has world-class 
theme parks like Disney World, it will 
be an added advantage for the Indian 
inbound segment,” added Goyal. – 
Rohit Kaul

Indonesia – wildlife over thrill rides
While theme parks are opening at 
a steady pace in Indonesia, amuse-
ment parks tend to be left out of tour 
programmes by the country’s major 
operators in favour of wildlife attrac-
tions.

In Jakarta, Ancol Dreamland has 
been continuously introducing new 
attractions, while the Jakarta Aquari-
um opened a couple of years ago.

Trans Property, which owns the 
Trans Studio Makassar and Band-
ung, is adding its third theme park in 
Cibubur in eastern Jakarta.

And in Batu, a small city in East 
Java, the Jawa Timur Park Group 
launched three Jatim Parks (named 

Jatim Parks 1, 2, 3). Jatim Park 3 re-
cently saw the addition of the Dino 
Park, with 17 zones.

Meanwhile, Indonesia’s MNC 
Land, the developer of a 2,000ha 
leisure, entertainment and lifestyle 
MNC Lido City in Bogor, West Java 
has a new world-class theme park 
in the works. Among the attractions 
will be the favourite MNC TV’s ani-
mated programmes and movies.

Similarly, a Cartoon Network-
branded park will soon open in Bali, 
while Mandalika Development in 
Lombok is also planning to add an 
internationally branded theme park.

However, many of the country’s 
theme parks are focusing on the 
huge domestic market and direct-to-
consumer sales. 

Renato Domini, CEO of Panora-
ma Destination, said: “Theme parks 
attract travellers, but are not seen as a 
priority, (but a) value-add.”

Umberto Cadamuro, COO In-
bound of Pacto, added: “The (top-
performing parks) in our pro-
grammes are Taman Safari Indonesia 
and the Bali Bird Park. They have 
been able to (offer) an experience 
coupled with a high standard of 
animal care, with the first being suit-
able for any market and the second 
very popular in Europe. (The latter 
is) now becoming a must-visit in 
nearly all Indian tour operator pro-
grammes.” – Mimi Hudoyo

Raaj Navaratnaa, general manager, New Asia Holiday Tours & Travel, Malaysia
“Shanghai Haichang Ocean Park. It is still very new, exciting and educational. It pro-
vides an opportunity for Malaysians to see marine life which they would otherwise not 
encounter, such as dolphins, sharks and whales. At the same time, they indirectly in-
still values of  conservation and.combating global warming... There are also thrill rides 
that appeal to adrenaline junkies. For Malaysians drawn to Shanghai for shopping, 
diverse cuisine and sightseeing, the theme park is a complementary attraction.”

Praveen Chugh, COO, agency sales, Via, India
“Shanghai Disney Resort. Apart from offering a range of  attractions, entertainment, 
dining and shopping options, it is the fastest-expanding Disney resort ever. The resort 
has (enhanced the appeal of  Shanghai) for visitors and its immense success since 
opening is a testament to this.”

Ng Hi-on, director, CTS International Services Technology & Culture Exchange, 
Hong Kong 
“I vote for Lionsgate Entertainment World, located in Novotown (phase one), Zhu-
hai. Set to open in 1H2019, the attraction boasts Asia’s first movie-themed indoor 
experience and (places an emphasis) on technology, which suits young travellers 
from Hong Kong. As it’s located close to Chimelong Ocean Kingdom, visitors may be 
drawn to the prospect of  experiencing (both 
parks) in one trip.  

Chotechuang Soorangura, associate manag-
ing director, NS Travel & Tours, Thailand
“I think the newly opened Legoland in Nagoya 
is interesting. It may not be so popular as 
the Disneyland in Tokyo but it is an interest-
ing choice for foreign tourists because it 
combines European and Japanese styles. 
The combined atmosphere is attractive. The 
overall atmosphere is different from Legoland 
parks elsewhere”.

Hottest theme park openings in APAC

Legoland Nagoya
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New lifestyle in making

The rise of a millennial generation and 
Airbnb have unleashed many changes in 
the global hospitality sector, with hospi-
tality players recognising the need to offer 
more than just a hotel room but a lifestyle 
experience for today’s travellers.

Enter lifestyle hotels, a trend that is 
gaining popularity among global travel-
lers and the hospitality sector alike, with 
most major hotel companies having 
jumped onto the bandwagon to launch 
new brands that are ostensibly targeted at 
the millennial demographic.  

A CBRE report defines a lifestyle hotel 
as one that has many of the characteris-

concepts in a significant way”, said Sashi 
Rajan, senior vice president - strategic ad-
visory and asset management, Asia at JLL 
Hotels & Hospitality Group, attracted by 
Asia’s large millennial base which are ex-
pected to make up a strong potential mar-
ket for lifestyle hotels. 

Marriott’s Aloft, Hyatt’s Andaz and In-
terContinental Hotels Group’s Indigo are 
clear examples of hospitality giants’ foray 
into Asia’s lifestyle hotel space, noted Ra-
jan, while international boutique brands 
like The Standard, SBE, Dream Hotels and 
ACE have either expanded or announced 
their intentions to venture into the region.  

What comes after W  
But lifestyle hotels are not an entirely new 
phenomenon for Asia, industry watchers 
pointed out.

“You can call it LAW or Life after W,” 
Bill Barnett, founder and managing di-
rector of Phuket-based C9 Hotelworks 
said. “W was a game changer, but in Asia 
groups here already know hospitality so 
the development of groups like Alila, Up-
per House, etc, have cut the institutional 
mold,” opined Barnett.  

“In Thailand, 137 Pillars, Sala and 
Burasari are all expanding their non-
standardised approach to good success. 

Lifestyle hotel brands are an emerging trend in Asia’s hospitality sector, as hospitality operators big and small 
and even players from outside the field roll out new brands to accommodate the changing preferences of 

millennials and Gen Z. Xinyi Liang-Pholsena checks in on the new trend

tics of a boutique hotel, with a strong em-
phasis on being creative and innovative, 
in addition to having the potential to be 
replicated and rolled out across the globe.

Starwood Hotels & Resorts’ W Ho-
tels was widely accepted among industry 
practitioners as the first mainstream life-
style hotel when the brand was launched 
in New York in 1998. Similar brands and 
concepts have since popped up in the US 
and Europe, and Asia is now beginning 
to see the proliferation of lifestyle hotel 
brands too. 

“Most international hotel operators 
have started rolling out their lifestyle 

Indonesia is another exciting space – Ar-
totel is one and Potato Head with Katama-
ma and other new offerings in the works.”

Barnett added: “Design and lifestyle 
hotels are now across most Asian mar-
kets and strong performers but it’s not so 
much a standalone trend but a reflection 
of changes in travel taste. Be it in technol-
ogy, design, food, fashion or social media, 
it’s now about getting out of the box.” 

Major hospitality companies in Thai-
land have also joined the lifestyle fray. 
Onyx Hospitality Group entered into a 
partnership with UK-based Yoo Hotels & 
Resorts to grow its footprint into the life-
style hotels segment, with the first two Yoo 
Asia hotels expected to open in Phuket 
and Bali in 2019. 

Dusit International has unveiled Asai, 
its “millennial minded” brand which has 
already found management contracts 
inked for properties in Bangkok, Cebu 
and Yangon. 

Singapore has been a hotbed of activity 
for lifestyle hotel brands in recent years, 
including M Social, whose eclectic and 
playful style was the brainchild of famed 
designer Philippe Starck; and Yotel, a cap-
sule-style hotel which appeals to tech and 
design fans with its guest service robots 
and futuristic Tron-like aesthetics. 

The world’s first Monopoly-themed 
hotel will open in Malaysia in 
2Q2019 as the 270-key 
Monopoly Mansion by Si-
rocco, Kuala Lumpur, 
taking its inspiration 
from the famous 
board game by 
Hasbro.

Lea Chan, CEO 
of  Sirocco Hospital-
ity Group, comment-
ed: “When we came 
across Hasbro two 
years ago in Las Vegas, we 
instantly knew this was the right 
brand to collaborate with. We went 
through their brand identity and 
we realised that Monopoly can be 
turned into an elegant product, so 
we decided to make Mr Monopoly 
the subject. 

 “Mr Monopoly, a fictional 
character from the board game, 
is a well-travelled man who loves 
to explore life. Thus the hotel and 
brand is designed for guests to 

Building a Monopoly
experience the fabulous lifestyle of  
Mr Monopoly by visiting his mansion, 

which will also take them back to 
the nostalgic Roaring 1920s, 

for an elegant ‘Gatsby’ 
experience.”

Monopoly Mansion 
will comprise 14 guest 
room floors, with each 
floor featuring traits 
of  a particular country 

that Mr Monopoly had 
visited, Lea shared.
“However, we don’t 

plan on taking too much of  
the Monopoly brand and placing it 
everywhere in the hotel. We just want 
‘a kiss of  the brand’. The important 
thing is to understand the brand DNA 
of  Monopoly and find those interest-
ing nuances in amazing and creative 
ways, which will delight guests.” 

The property will be operated 
and managed by Sirocco Hospitality 
Group, the hospitality arm of  Malay-
sia property developer M101 Hold-
ings. – S Puvaneswary 

137 Pillars Suites & Residences in Bangkok
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(Lifestyle hotels are) not so much 
a standalone trend but a reflection 
of changes in travel taste. Be it in 
technology, design, food, fashion 

or social media, it’s now about 
getting out of the box. 

- David Barnett, founder and managing 
director, C9 Hotelworks

Coming up next in mid-2020 will be 
The Clan – a 324-room property target-
ing millennials and tech-savvy travellers 
– which is touted as Far East Hospitality’s 
(FEH) answer to the “new demand for 
hotels that offer an optimal combination 
of value for money, quality hospitality ser-
vice, stylish design, and a strong sense of 
place”, said Arthur Kiong, CEO of FEH. 

“Guests will be treated like a member of 
an exclusive club that is reflected through 
the hotel’s highly customised services. 
These include special privileges at popu-
lar lifestyle establishments, staff members 
recognising guests by names and be-
ing served traditional Chinese tea upon 
check-in,” described Kiong.

Non-sector players make a beeline
Even non-traditional players are foray-
ing into the lifestyle hotel segment, with 
notable examples being Japanese lifestyle 
giant Muji extending its minimalist life-
style ethos to its hotel ventures in Japan 
and China, and toymaker Hasbro’s plans 
to launch a Monopoly-themed hotel in 
Kuala Lumpur (see sidebar below).

Another Japanese retail brand, Koe, 
has launched its flagship store-and-hotel 
complex in Tokyo’s Shibuya district in 
February 2018 to bring “stay, fashion, mu-
sic and food” together, Naomi Shinonaga, 
the brand’s creative director, shared.

Its “new basic for new culture” philoso-
phy is also reflected in the hotel decor, 
which abstains from the use of leather, 
fur or other materials from real animals. 

new definition of east-meets-west luxury 
while echoing Grand Lisboa Palace’s de-
sign theme.

The Palazzo Versace Macau, under the 
creative direction of the renowned design-
er Donatella Versace, will feature classical 
style interiors, such as traditional mosaic 
and terrazzo flooring, with all furnishings 
and amenities supplied by or following 
Versace’s stylistic and artistic direction. 

Singapore may also soon be home to 
a development tagged to nightlife brand 
Zouk. Andrew Li, CEO, Zouk Group, re-

Japanese no-frills brand Muji diversi-
fied into the hospitality space when 
it opened its first hotels in Shen-
zhen and Beijing in 2018. 
Muji is scheduled to open 
its first domestic hotel, 
in Tokyo’s Ginza dis-
trict, this spring.

“The hotel has been 
designed to reflect 
our ‘anti-gorgeous, 
anti-cheap’ concept,” 
said Yasuaki Inoue of  
the company’s corporate 
planning office. 

“The goal is to offer a great 
night’s sleep at the right price, to 
provide a space that support both the 
body and the soul while away from 
home, and to connect travellers to lo-
cal communities,” he said.

“Travel has become part of  our 
daily lives. It has evolved from the 
extraordinary to the ordinary, from 
something in which we participate 
to something we create,” he added. 
“Muji Hotel is an answer to this shift 

A hotel with ‘no brand’
in demand.”

The hotel is cooperating with 
Muji stores, cafes and restau-

rants “to provide a physical 
experience of  the Muji 

philosophy,” Inoue 
added.

Hotel rooms 
also provide an 
opportunity for the 
company to show-

case its products, 
which guests can then 

purchase at Muji shops 
located in the same build-

ings as its hotels.
“The Muji Hotel can offer cus-

tomers an opportunity to become 
more acquainted with Muji goods 
and services through experience,” 
Inoue said. “And we would like to 
refer to their feedback to assist 
new product development.”

Asked if  the company plans to 
open more hotels in the near fu-
ture, Inoue said: “No, we don’t, but 
the door is open.” – Julian Ryall

W Shanghai The Bund

vealed to TTG Asia that the group is “ex-
ploring opportunities that will hopefully 
come into fruition within 2019”.

He shared: “Since the acquisition (by 
Genting), the focus for us is to grow Zouk 
beyond the realm of nightlife, expanding 
its offerings into the lifestyle realm. The 
primary audience we are targeting is the 
millennials. We see Zouk’s move into life-
style as a natural progression of growing 
the brand by expanding to different verti-
cals, such as F&B, merchandise and more 
to come. This fits into Genting Hong 
Kong’s vision of cultivating holistic life-
style spaces for millennials to wine, dine 
and play.”

Hotel analysts expect such cross-over 
brands to proliferate and bloom. 

Barnett commented: “Owning the cus-
tomer is key, as you can see from Accor’s 
investment into other brands they want to 
be in front of consumers’ faces at all time, 
or Sansiri’s investments in The Standard 

Rooms, like Koe clothing, are divided into 
four sizes – S, M, L and XL. 

Meanwhile, Macau is the staging 
ground for acclaimed fashion designers to 
showcase their forays into lifestyle hotels. 

Legendary late designer Karl Lager-
feld’s creative and modern take on mixing 
Sino-Western styles will be demonstrated 
in every single detail of the first-ever Karl 
Lagerfeld Hotel, creating a completely 

Hotels and Monocle magazine, and (for) 
JustCo co-working (scaling) the vertical is 
key.” 

Rajan added: “We are seeing several 
bold entrants who believe they can in-
novate and further disrupt the already 
disrupted traditional hotel experience. 
We have seen restauranteurs go into ho-
tels like Nobu, fashion accessory specialist 
Shinola opening their first hotel and more 
recently AliBaba with FlyZoo (embracing 
AI technology in collaboration with Mar-
riott International). 

“Travellers today are always on the 
lookout for something different so I be-
lieve there’s enough room for everyone to 
make their mark. To stand out however, 
lifestyle hotels have to ensure that they 
have clear brand identity,  service differ-
entiator and value proposition in their 
micro-market,” he summarised. – Ad-
ditional reporting from Pamela Chow, 
Julian Ryall and Prudence Lui

Hotel Indigo Bali Seminyak Beach
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New developments 
coming ashore

Destination

With sweeping changes afoot for Sentosa and its surrounds, expectations are 
high that the new developments will step up the destination’s appeal to a 

wider market segment and extend visitors’ length of stay. By Pamela Chow

T
he island of Sentosa 
will soon welcome a 
host of developments  
that are expected in-

crease the destination’s appeal to 
a wider market segment, partic-
ularly families and visitors with 
mid-tier budgets.

Sentosa Development Cor-
poration’s (SDC) assistant chief 
executive and chief financial of-
ficer, Chin Sak Hin, told TTG 
Asia that the nearby Pulau Brani 
will also be “transformed” as part 
of Sentosa’s rejuvenation blue-
print, which will see the former 
retaining its idyllic charm while 
new attractions and nature zones 
are added.

As well, Sentosa will be jointly 
developed as part of the Greater 
Southern Waterfront precinct 
which will bring a host of new 
attractions, improved transport 
connectivity, enhancements to 
its beaches and more MICE fa-
cilities, added SDC’s chief mar-
keting officer Lynette Ang.

The SDC is now working 
closely with other government 
agencies to draw up develop-
ment plans for the whole area, 
which will form part of the Sen-
tosa 2030 masterplan that it is 
currently developing. 

Said Chin: “We always say that 
we are a world-class destination, 
but this will bring us to another 
level.” 

Sentosa’s hardware over-
haul has already begun, with 
reburbishment of the island’s 
main north-south pedestrian 
thoroughfare set to complete by 
completed by 2021. 

Next month will see Far East 
Hospitality (FEH) opening the 

Plans are well underway to reshape and rejuvenate Sentosa

Village Hotel at Sentosa, offer-
ing 606 rooms including family 
rooms, as well as The Outpost 
Hotel, a new adults-only brand 
featuring 193 keys and a stylish 
colonial island concept. Come 
3Q2019, the old-school luxury-
styled Barracks Hotel will ac-
company its sibling properties 
along Artillery Avenue, bringing 
40 rooms within a conserved co-
lonial building. 

The trio of FEH properties 
will raise Sentosa’s total room 
count to 4,200 and make Sentosa 
more accessible to more tourists 
with its mid-range prices.

Arthur Kiong, CEO of FEH, 
said: “Sentosa is a driver of busi-
ness and is very popular, but it’s 
interesting that 90 per cent of its 
3,200 rooms are in the luxury 
class. (Our new cluster) caters 
to families, groups, MICE and 
niche segments. Visitors may be 
encouraged to extend their stay 
in Singapore and Sentosa from 
one to two days.”

He added that rooms will be 
“egalitarian” and “priced effec-
tively”, as FEH works on “estab-
lishing key partnerships with at-
tractions on Sentosa”.

Inbound tourism players are 
hopeful that the new proper-
ties will entice foreign visitors to 
extend their stay in Sentosa and 
Singapore. 

Guy Allison, director of pro-
curement, Tour East Holdings, 
remarked: “Sentosa’s becoming 
quite a family destination. It’s 
starting to attract people to stay 
in Singapore for not just one or 
two nights, but three or four – 
maybe even a week. With the 
new developments, it might even 

become a destination in itself.”
He also expressed confidence 

that despite Singapore being a 
costlier destination compared 
to its neighbours, the country 
is “becoming more value-for-
money” and more affordable 
than five years ago.

Meanwhile, to position the 
island as a holistic destination, 
SDC has been rolling out a year-
round calendar of diverse events 
to attract visitors, said Chin. 
These include family-friendly at-
tractions such as Sentosa Sand-
sation: Marvel Edition and Sen-
tosa GrillFest. The destination 
recently launched a night light-
up event, Island Lights, featuring 
the first Pikachu Night Parade 
outside of Japan.

Chin added that SDC is mar-
keting these programmes ac-
cording to themes such as beach, 
music, food, sports and festivals 
to help visitors gain awareness of 
the island’s suite of offerings.

The SDC has also teamed up 
with Singapore Tourism Board 
(STB) for a consumer co-brand-
ing campaign Epic Adventures 
from the Island Beyond, which 
is aligned with the Passion Made 
Possible brand to markets such 
as Indonesia, Thailand and the 
Philippines.

Lynette Pang, assistant chief 
executive, marketing group, STB, 
described: “Through our mar-
keting promotions, we continue 
to position Sentosa as an exciting 
island destination, ideal for fami-
lies with young kids, with plenty 
of activities and offerings avail-
able to visitors from the foodie, 
explorer, action seeker and so-
cialiser passion tribes.”

For more information, please visit www.itb-asia.com
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Hotels

Hotels in Singapore are jumping on the tours and activities 
bandwagon, seeing opportunities to lure guests and connect with 

them on a deeper level, finds Pamela Chow

Dipping into 
experiences

H
otels in Singapore are diversi-
fying their portfolio of offer-
ings and services by adding 
day tours and activities, with 

several joining hands with local tour op-
erators and booking platforms. 

This comes as Singapore’s occupancy 
levels reportedly hit an all-time high in 
2018, the first since 2012. According to 
data from STR Global, average occupan-
cy rate rose by 3.1 per cent from 2017’s 
numbers to 83.7 per cent in 2018; aver-
age daily rate by 0.7 per cent to S$271.49 
(US$199.80); and revPAR by 3.8 per cent 
to S$227.35.

Grand Copthorne Waterfront (GCW), 
for instance, launched a year-long cam-
paign, Live Like a Local, offering hotel 
guests weekly neighbourhood tours and 
monthly cultural activities. These include 
a half-day tour with Tour East through 
one of Singapore’s oldest housing es-
tates, Tiong Bahru, and dumpling mak-
ing workshops. GCW and Tour East have 
also partnered and built a Premium Tour 
Lounge on the hotel’s third floor.

Roping in tours into hotel offerings is 
an “innovative approach” in the face of 
Singapore’s competitive hospitality land-
scape and technological disruption, which 
is “threatening the viability of the tradi-
tional hospitality model”, opined Gilbert 
Ong, director of marketing and commu-
nications for Millennium Hotels and Re-
sorts, the operator of GCW.

He added the rise of FITs and demand 
for smaller group tours have spurred “a 
more intimate, immersive, meaningful 
and authentic experience”. 

Other hotels like Amara Sanctuary Re-
sort Sentosa leverage the storied past of 
the compound it occupies to offer a per-

manent tour in the Amara Heritage Trail, 
which takes guests on a walk through old 
soldier quarters and Sentosa’s World War 
II air raid shelters on the hotel’s grounds. 

Six Senses Maxwell, on the other hand, 
has paired with Jane’s Singapore Tours 
to bring guests through locales such as 
MacRitchie, Botanic Gardens and the 
Civic District. Similarly, sister property 
Six Senses Duxton offers local heritage 
tours, complimentary traditional Chinese 
medicine consultations and tea apprecia-
tion sessions.

In the case of Shangri-la Hotels and Re-
sorts, the luxury hotel group entered into 
a total product and marketing partnership 
with booking platform Klook. Guests at 
Shangri-La Hotel Singapore can now book 
experiences offered by Klook on a tablet 
with the Klook Concierge service. Both 
companies are set to jointly launch various 
marketing initiatives and unique experi-
ences to Shangri-La on the platform. 

Such a move has also helped to shine 
light on lesser-known experiences possi-
ble in Singapore’s tours, said Anita Ngai, 
chief revenue officer, Klook. 

She elaborated: “Foreign guests know 
the top sights and activities in Singapore, 
such as Universal Studios and the Singa-
pore Zoo, however, there are always more 
interesting and unique activities that de-
serve more exposure.”

As this movement burgeons, it may 
spark further collaborations between ho-
tels and local tour providers. Six Senses 
Singapore’s general manager Murray Ait-
ken and GCW’s Ong have indicated that 
this is a possible path they would take, in 
a bid to promote the local tourism sector 
while delivering unforgettable guest expe-
riences.

The Capitol Kempinski  
Hotel Singapore
Housed in the restored Capitol 
Building, The Capitol Kempinski 
Hotel Singapore opened its doors 
as Kempinski’s debut in the 
country. The 157-room property 
features a blend of  timeless herit-
age with modern luxury, spanning 
almost 50 unique room configura-
tions each marked by intricate de-
tailing and light-filled high-ceiling 
interiors. In all eight room catego-
ries, guests can expect amenities 
such as a Sonos audio system, 
complimentary non-alcoholic 
beverages from the minibar and 
complimentary Wi-Fi.
 
Grand Park City Hall
Grand Park City Hall reopened last 
year after a complete revamp of  
its hardware and software, which 
includes a suite of  technological 
enhancements through its mobile 
app. With this app, guests can now 
use facial recognition technology 
to check in on the go and skip 
the front desk queue with a selfie; 
enable the user’s smartphone 
to be used as a key; as well as 
perform as an in-room electronic 
controller for room amenities.

Holiday Inn Express  
Singapore Serangoon
Located within walking distance 
of  the Little India cultural district, 
this contemporary hotel of  119 
keys offers convenient access to 

NEW HOTELS

Farrer Park and Jalan Besar MRT 
stations and is also only a few min-
utes’ walk from the famous 24-hour 
Mustafa Shopping Centre.

Six Senses Maxwell
Last December, Six Senses Maxwell 
opened in the historic Tanjong Pagar 
district, accompanying sister prop-
erty Six Senses Duxton to complete 
the brand’s first city hotel project. 
Housed in a colonial-style 1929 
heritage building, Six Senses Maxwell 
accommodates 138 guest rooms 
and suites across four floors, all 
outfitted with custom furnishings and 
original artwork. Amenities include 
an outdoor rooftop lap pool, gym, two 
restaurants and three bars.
 
Oakwood Premier OUE Singapore
Originally available only for long-stay 
guests, luxury serviced apartment 
Oakwood Premier OUE Singapore has 
now opened its doors for daily stays. 
The 268-key property has successful-
ly obtained a hotel license whereupon 
the guests are no longer required to 
have a minimum of  six nights’ stay.

 
New hotels

From top: Holiday Inn Express Singapore Serangoon; The Capitol 
Kempinski Hotel Singapore
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The past and future Singapore
Behind the curtains
Visitors can now learn about 
The Art of  Chinese Teochew 
Opera by meeting with one 
of  Singapore’s last remaining 
Teochew Opera & Puppetry 
troupes. 

Xperience Singapore goes 
behind the scenes to give 
guests a glimpse at how the 
troupe’s third-generation per-
formers apply their expressive 
makeup and wear their cos-
tumes; to learn the meanings 
behind the costumes and cho-
reography; and don a costume 
before performing a skit under 
guidance from the masters.

Revel in the rush
Crafted for adventurers and 
adrenaline junkies, the Fear 
Factor Tour from Monster Day 
Tours features three thrilling 
challenges – indoor skydiving, 
zipline, high-element swing 

Tours & Activities

WHAT’S HOT

From left: A 
mural in the 
Tiong Bahru 
district; learn 
about Chinese 
Teochew Opera

– on Sentosa Island. Daredevils 
can choose to add another heart-
stopping activity, the AJ Hackett 
Bungy Jump, if  they so wish.  

Experience the virtual world
Resorts World Sentosa has 
opened Singapore’s first virtual 
reality (VR) theme park, and 
one of  the biggest of  its kind in 
South-east Asia. 

HeadRock VR brings 11 
Xtreme VR attractions across 
different themes, from extreme 
outdoor adventures to high-action 
firearm combat. Admission is 
open to all except children young-
er than six years and infants.

A dose of local culture
Grand Copthorne Waterfront 
Hotel launched a year-long 
campaign entitled Live Like a 
Local, which offers guests weekly 
experiential local tours and 
workshops. 

Until November 31, compli-
mentary half-day tours depart 
every Saturday, taking guests 
through the storied Tiong Bahru 
residential estate to visit wall 
murals and sample old-school 
local pastries. Additionally, 
on every first Saturday of  the 
month, guests can participate in 
hands-on activities in celebration 
of  Singapore’s cultural festivals.

An intricate Peranakan story
Journey back to the 15th century, 
when the Peranakans first settled 
in Singapore, in the heartlands 

of  Katong. Here lies the main 
factory of  Kim Choo Holdings 
– which was a finalist for Best 
Shopping Experience in the Sin-
gapore Tourism Awards 2018 
– where visitors can participate 
in a Curated Boutique Tour. 

During the tour, visitors get 
to sample mini nyonya treats, 
witness a shoe-beading demon-
stration and learn more about 
Singapore’s Peranakan herit-
age. Other activities available 
include porcelain shopping and 
a beadwork workshop.

Unwind in the spacious comfort of our apartments with the new 
Weekend Staycation o er where you can enjoy daily rates from 
USD209++ per night.

Visit OakwoodAsia.com/Singapore-CBD for more information.

OPEN FOR DAILY STAYS

6 Shenton Way, OUE Downtown 1, Singapore 068809
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Positive connections
Destination

M
ajor connectivity de-
velopments in Hong 
Kong have allowed 
travel trade players to 

better leverage tourism resources 
of the Greater Bay Area and China’s 
mainland cities to develop more 
multi-destination itineraries, seen as 
a strong draw for longhaul travellers.

Since the opening of the  
Hongkong-Zhuhai-Macau Bridge 
(HZMB) and the Hong Kong section 
of the Guangzhou-Shenzhen-Hong 
Kong High Speed Rail (HSR), the 
Hong Kong Tourism Board (HKTB) 

Connectivity enhancements open up extended itineraries to more destinations beyond the territory, 
which could be just what agents need to grow longhaul business, reports Prudence Lui

has been encouraging the travel trade 
to develop more tourism products 
featuring the Greater Bay Area.

A spokesperson from HKTB said: 
“Longhaul visitors to Hong Kong 
usually prefer multi-destination 
travel. According to the latest statis-
tics, nearly 80 per cent of overnight 
visitors from Europe including Ger-
many adopt multi-destination itin-
eraries. 

“The enhanced connections be-
tween Hong Kong and the mainland 
(brought about by the) new infra-
structure will greatly enhance the 

city’s appeal to visitors from Europe, 
who are able to bundle Hong Kong 
with neighbouring mainland cities in 
their travel plans.” 

At Four Seasons Hong Kong, re-
gional director of marketing, Irene 
Tan, said: “Of the new infrastruc-
ture projects, the development of 
the cruise terminals and promotion 
of routes beginning and ending in 
Hong Kong have had the most no-
ticeable benefit to date.”

Cruising demand is “definitely 
coming in” from Germany and other 
European markets, and hospitality 
players in Hong Kong could poten-
tially benefit as couples opt to spend 
several days in the city pre- or post-
cruise, she pointed out.

Moreover, while leisure travellers 
from Europe are still most interested 
in exploring the popular tourist cit-
ies in northern and central China – 
most accessible by plane – rail travel 
is expected to rise as an attractive al-
ternative for those looking to explore 
China beyond the standard tourist 
routes, she remarked.

At Gray Line Tours, managing di-
rector Michael Wu is also optimistic 
that the new developments could 
stimulate the German-speaking 
markets, which he said have yet to 
return to their heyday since peaking 
a decade ago.

“The rail/road/cruise concept 
driven by the new infrastructural de-
velopments really give us new oppor-
tunities as well as a ‘twist’ to our tour 
products, especially to the Greater 
Bay Area. We can create multi-desti-

   

Urban 
adventures
Peninsula’s new yacht
The Peninsula Hong Kong has 
introduced a new yacht. This 
Sunseeker Manhattan 60 is a 
90m cruiser that can take up 
to 15 passengers. It sails on 
the Harbour Sunset Cruise, a 
two-hour evening programme 
featuring the Symphony of  
Lights on the Victoria Harbour. 

The package includes cana-
pés and unlimited consump-
tion of  house Champagne, 
wine and other beverages, 
available from 18.30 to 20.30 
nightly. The package is priced 
at HK$1,400 (US$178) for 
adults and HK$600 nett for 
children.
conciergephk@peninsula.com

Tours & 
Activities

WHAT’S HOT

Hong Kong 
West Kowloon 
High Speed Rail 
Station con-
nects the city 
to Guangzhou 
and Shenzhen in 
southern China

Hong Kong  
Geopark; The 
Peninsula 
Hong Kong’s  
new yacht

Ant-Man and The Wasp: Nano 
Battle!
Ant-Man and The Wasp: Nano 
Battle! will debut at Hong Kong 
Disneyland Resort (HKDL) on 
March 31, 2019. This will be the 
world’s first attraction featuring 
the two superheroes, and marks  
HKDL’s second Marvel-themed 
attraction. 

Guests will find themselves 
immersed in the imaginary 
S.H.I.E.L.D. Science and Tech-
nology Pavilion, where they are 
shrunk to the size of  an ant, ready 
to engage in a heroic battle along-
side Ant-Man and The Wasp. The 
new attraction is located next to 
the Iron Man Experience in Tomor-
rowland at the theme park.
www.hongkongdisneyland.com

Temple Street Night Foodie 
Tour
This experience was launched in 
2018 as Hong Kong Foodie Tast-
ing Tour’s first evening tour. On 
the three-hour Foodie Tour, par-
ticipants will get to sample iconic 
Hong Kong street food and finish 

nation packages to woo Europeans. 
This not only strengthens the city’s 
role  as a gateway to China  but also 
helps us to get clients to stay longer. 

“Trips starting and ending in 
Hong Kong offer new opportu-
nities to take them to Foshan for 
handicrafts, Zhuhai for beaches and 
Guangzhou for culture. The loop 
covering Zhongshan, Zhuhai and 
Guangzhou sounds interesting. Eu-
ropeans are interested in visiting 
more cities, and it’s easy to arrange a 
stopover of 10 days,” said Wu.

For Wu, the only stumbling block 
for now is that “there is no 144-hour 
transit visa access facilities at the 
HZMB and HSR stations in Hong 
Kong”. To get around this, the agency  
reminds travellers to apply for visas 
beforehand.  

While infrastructural develop-
ments have created new opportu-
nities to sell to longhaul markets, 
members of the trade point out that 
the benefits would take time to ma-
terialise.

HS Travel’s executive director Ha-
zen Tang, for example, hasn’t seen 
any surge of demand from European 
markets. 

He said: “It takes time for the mar-
ket to digest new developments and 
products. However, I believe (they 
will be won over) in the long run as 
multi-destination (travel) is the di-
rection to go.”

Meanwhile, ATI Travel’s manag-
ing director Richard Woss has not 
seen benefits on his business so far 
from the bridge, unless considering 
departures from Tuen Mun in north-
west Hong Kong’s New Territories.

“It’s not time saving if I leave from 
downtown. I may take three hours to 
reach Macau if I count in transport to 
airport direction, queueing for shut-
tle and immigration, etc, unless one 
would like to experience the ride and 
beauty of the bridge. For the high-
speed rail, there are some glitches like 
large-size luggage but it really short-
ens travelling time to China.”

at a seafood restaurant in Yau Ma 
Tei. The journey covers selected 
food and drink tasting at six loca-
tions. Tours are available on Mon-
days or Thursday nights, taking a 
maximum of  12 participants. 
cecilia@hongkongfoodietours.com  
  
Hong Kong Geopark hiking
Recognised by UNESCO for its 
geographical significance, Hong 
Kong Geopark is a popular spot 
to explore the natural beauty of  
Hong Kong. Accompanied by an 
experienced tour guide, travellers 
can marvel at stunning hexago-
nal columnar joints, one of  the 
largest geological formations of  
this kind in the world, among 

other sights. Travellers could also 
explore Hakka villages in the sur-
rounding areas, gaining a deeper 
understanding of  a lesser-known 
side of  Hong Kong. 
walks@walkhongkong.com

Central Street Art & “Eat Pray 
Art” 
Enjoy an afternoon of  artful 
immersion while exploring the 
popular SoHo district of  Hong 
Kong. Led by a knowledgeable 
tour guide, travellers can discover 
art pieces and hidden Instagram 
spots. This is a half-day tour 
lasting from one to three hours. 
www.klook.com
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Hotels

While limited four-star inventory downtown could drive rates 
up, some foresee the trade war and China’s slowing economy to 

exert a greater price pressure, finds Prudence Lui

Holding steady

W
ith almost 5,000 estimated 
additional hotel rooms this 
year and the closure of the 
869-room Excelsior Hong 

Kong this month, the industry is divided 
on what to expect of hotel rates. 

According to STR Global’s perfor-
mance data for 2018, the city’s occupancy 
rose by 1.3 per cent to 87.7 per cent. ADR 
increased 8.3 cent to US$234.70.

PC Tours and Travel’s general manager 
Cary Chiu told TTG Asia: “Hotel busi-
ness was good last year due to the surge of 
Chinese travellers. Though there’ll be new 
supply from the luxury Rosewood Hong 
Kong, my clients typically opt for four-star 
hotels.” 

Three- and five-star options already 
dominate the downtown, and the lack of 
four-star choices will only be intensified 
with the closure of Excelsior. 

Vigor Tours, Greater China manager, 

recently opened or are opening, which will 
increase the supply of hotel rooms.

“We (also) see some uncertainties in the 
market with the US-China trade conflict 
as well as the slowing Chinese economy.”

Dorsett Wanchai Hong Kong also re-
corded double-digit increase in total room 
revenue last year over 2017. A spokes-
man remained optimistic about the hotel 
business in 2019, especially in the China 
market. She said: “We believe the new ad-
ditional room supply will outweigh the 
impact of the rooms reduction from The 
Excelsior. 

Coral Wu, said hotel rates were too high 
and unlikely to come down in the near 
future due to the “insufficient” inventory. 

However, Destination China’s general 
manager, Gunther Homerlein, foresees 
little impact from The Excelsior’s closing. 

He said: “Right now the rates seem 
comparable with 2018 in high-end hotels. 
Like us agents, hotels are dealing with a 
situation where bookings have short lead 
times, while there is a big drop (in de-
mand) from the US. I expect rates to re-
main the same or even lower than 2018.”

Some hotels seem to be winning against 
this backdrop. Last year saw the Holiday 
Inn Golden Mile grow their market share 
and reach record occupancy levels. The 
hotel’s general manager Gerhard Aicher is 
optimistic of continued growth following 
the property’s recent revamp. 

“We will see continued growth however 
at a slower pace. Several new hotels have 

The Excelsior,  
Hong Kong

Page148
Page Hotels has launched its 197-
room Page148 at Austin Road, 
Tsim Sha Tsui. The hotel offers a 
choice of  the standard rooms for 
two to family rooms for four. A 4G 
Pocket Wi-Fi Device is included in 
selected room types. Page148 is 
a short walking distance to both 
Tsim Sha Tsui and Jordan MTR sta-
tions, and just 10 minutes by taxi 
from the Express Rail Link. 

Hotel Cozi ∙ Oasis
The 583-room Hotel Cozi ∙ Oasis 
opened its doors in January 2019,  
located 30 minutes from the 
airport. Complimentary shuttle 
services to MTR Kwai Fong Sta-
tion, MTR Lai Chi Kok Station and 
MTR Tsim Sha Tsui Station are 
provided. Room sizes range from 

NEW HOTELS

16m2 to 38m2 with free Wi-Fi and a 
smartphone.

Rosewood Hong Kong
Rosewood Hong Kong is opening 
on March 17 this month within the 
Victoria Dockside district. There are 
322 guestrooms, starting at 53m2, 
and 91 suites, starting at 92m2. 

Holiday Inn Golden Mile  
Hong Kong
The hotel has unveiled its newly re-
vamped Premier Plus rooms. This 
is the most recent round of  up-
grades after renovation of  shared 
spaces such as the lobby and club 
lounge as well as restuarants were 
unveiled in 2017. The Premier Plus 
Room category comprises king, 
twin, triple and family room op-
tions. 
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I
n 2017, a 27-year-old Lucas Leung 
made the decision to set up TraVR 
HK, recognising the travel industry 
applications of an emerging tech-

nology that won him over while he was 
on a thrill ride. 

TraVR, which stands for “Travel via 
Revolution”, is a new online platform 
with travel content focussed on vir-
tual reality (VR), augmented reality and 
mixed reality.

VR efficiencies
Fresh Eyes

VR technology allows brands to engage travellers, and 
when harnessed right, can also bring  operational 

efficiencies to the industry. By Prudence Lui

It’s hard to stimu-
late the imagination 
with just pictures, 
especially when the 
younger generations 
favour more 
(dynamic) 
and immer-
sive visuals.

Lucas Leung
Founder,  
TraVR HK 

especially when the 
younger generations 
favour more 
(dynamic) 
and immer-
sive visuals.

Lucas Leung
Founder, 
TraVR HK 

A hotel and tourism management 
graduate from the Chinese University of 
Hong Kong, Leung underwent manage-
ment training programmes at Walt Dis-
ney World Resort Orlando and Hong 
Kong-based Swire Travel, before settling 
down in the latter’s corporate travel team. 

During his time in this industry, Leung 
picked up on several challenges including 
incomplete travel product previews and 
a heavy burden on MICE event planning 
teams, which he felt could trigger high 
staff turnover and other manpower issues. 

Inspired by the excitement he experi-
enced while on a VR ride, he began watch-
ing trends in the technology and quickly 
realised potential new applications in 
travel.

Leung said: “It’s hard to stimulate the 
imagination with just pictures, especially 
when the younger generations favour 
more (dynamic) and immersive visuals.

“Our VR tourism hub (offers) a plat-
form for service providers like airlines 
and cruises to upload VR resources any-
time (to connect with travellers). This 
saves our own cost of production as it is 
hard to chase and keep up-to-date with 
their content changes.”

The platform underwent a soft launch 
in mid-2018 and targets to kick off with 
the first batch of content in 1Q2019.
There are currently no plans to incorpo-
rate a booking function.

“At this stage, we are in dialogue with 
agents, NTOs and hotels, hoping to con-
solidate a batch of 50 brands from the 
outset. As a start-up, we signed MOUs 
with travel trade partners only in order to 
drive support and funds from potential 
angel investors. So far, about 15 brands 
(NTOs, airlines, cruises and hotels) are 
confirmed.”

Going forward, he sees the most po-
tentially gamechanging application of his 
product being in the events sector.

Planners will be able to do site inspec-
tions by simply accessing 3D model ren-
derings. 

“Rather than seeing only the wall 
onsite, our VR technology enables clients 
to see different setups with only a few 
clicks,” he elaborated.

Next on the start-up’s agenda is incor-
porating VR and AR into study tours, re-
placing pamphlets and audio guides. 
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Attention grabbers

Maldives to review ‘outdated’ 
safety regulations
An unusual spate of reported tourist 
deaths in the Maldives has prompted the 
government to review safety standards 
and step up inspection.

In December 2018 and January 2019, 
at least six tourist deaths were reported. 
Industry sources said that in most cases, 
deaths were from fire or drowning.

“We have decided to inspect all tour-
ist facilities in the Maldives in the next 
six to eight months. Regular monitoring 
must be done to ensure regulations are 
followed. Some regulations are very out-
dated and need to be modernised,” tour-
ism minister Ali Waheed told the media.

A special committee has been formed 
on the advice of the president to review 
regulations on operating resorts, guest-
houses, travel agencies, as well as rules 
about water sports and fire safety.

President of Guesthouse Association of 
the Maldives, Abdul Karam, said the as-
sociation has been reminding members 
to stay vigilant in light of stronger water 
currents these days.

Best Western acquires WorldHotels 
WorldHotels has been acquired by Best 
Western Hotels & Resorts, marking an-
other change of ownership since it was 
bought over by Associated Luxury Hotels 
two years ago.

The WorldHotels brand, which repre-
sents approximately 300 hotels and resorts 
around the world, will play a “critical role” 
in enhancing Best Western’s portfolio to 
include the upper upscale and luxury seg-
ments, according to a statement from the 
US-headquartered hospitality group.

David Kong, president and CEO of Best 
Western Hotels & Resorts, said: “In the 
coming months, our focus will be to un-
lock WorldHotels’ potential by improving 
revenue delivery to its hotels while pro-
tecting its independent identity.”

M’sia to clamp down on unregis-
tered accommodation providers
Malaysia’s minister of tourism, arts and 
culture, Mohamaddin Ketapi, has called 
on unlicensed hotel operators and those 
offering vacation rental services on Airbnb 
to register with the ministry immediately 
to avoid legal action.

Mohamaddin said the ministry was 
also in talks with the Housing and Local 
Government Ministry on implementing 
conditions for Airbnb businesses, includ-
ing registration requirements, according 
to a Bernama report.

The Malaysian Association of Hotels 
(MAH) said in a statement that it had 
been actively involved with the two min-
istries in drawing up regulations for the 
home-sharing sector, based on laws in 
cities such as Paris, Barcelona, New York, 
San Francisco, Santa Monica and more 
recently, Japan.

MAH remarked: “As much as Airbnb 
had openly declared their willingness to 
cooperate with the government of Malay-
sia, we have yet to see actual actions from 
them to comply with existing laws, (such 
as Innkeepers Act 1952, Registration of 
Guests Act 1965, Tourism Industry Act 
1992, Tourism Tax Act, etc).”

Connect with us on TripAdvisor
We have joined TripAdvisor to better con-
nect with you, our travel industry readers, 
and provide trip recommendations and 
inspiration for you and your clients.

We will spotlight one country every 

month – providing reviews of local attrac-
tions, properties, and activities.

Follow “TTGAsiaMedia” on TripAdvi-
sor and subscribe for great travel content 
and recommendations!

Gili Lankanfushi in the Maldives



Mauritius, so far away, yet so much at home... 
Mauritius, a sparkling crystal in the turquoise 
waters of the Indian Ocean, will fascinate 
you. The contrast of colours, cultures and 
tastes makes the island so charming that 
the scene is set for an unforgettable holiday. 
Here, you have the opportunity to experience 
unparalleled luxury: a level of refinement that 
is head and shoulders above that on offer in 
other tropical holiday destinations. Here, you 
will discover the true meaning of ‘beauty’ - a 
realisation that will compel you to return to 
Mauritius’ shores time and again.

www.tourism-mauritius.mu




