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As we enter the ‘new normal’, Pan Pacific Hotels 
Group remains your trusted travel companion.

Pan Pacific Cares redefines guests’ stay experience 
with elevated cleaning standards and protocol to 
take care of our guests and associates, all while 
caring  for the community and environment.

Our highest priority is the safety, comfort and 
well-being of our guests and associates.

We have swiftly implemented heightened 
measures in partnership with Diversey and 
re-engineered our operations in accordance with 
the World Health Organisation‘s (WHO) guidelines.

After all, at Pan Pacific, we do everything from our 
hearts, with sincerity.
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A peek into future travel
Trip.com’s Jane Sun says 
China’s domestic travel 
recovery can provide learning 
points for the world in preparing 
for a tourism rebound 

Ready for a rebound
Tourism-dependent Maldives is among 
the first Asian destinations to reopen 
to international tourists, but how does 
recovery look?

An Asian flavour
Authentic destination experiences are 
among the motivations likely to drive 
initial tourism recovery, as travellers 
prioritise purposeful travel. Festivals 
may well be a magnet for tourists

Open  
to work

New jobs are emerging in the 
hospitality and tourism industry but 

the weak hiring appetite is forcing job 
seekers to move elsewhere, putting 

the industry at risk of  an exacerbated 
talent drain in the near future
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Sense and sensibility   
Learning to live with C-19 is key to stable recovery  

D
ays are starting to look bright-
er across the region’s tourism 
and hospitality industry, with 
more countries resuming eco-

nomic activities and campaigning for a 
return of domestic travel.

More industry players are also restart-
ing their engines and announcing fresh 
developments. Our newsdesk is once 
again welcoming announcements on new 
hotel openings and new signings, new 
tourism products in the marketplace, 
flights being resumed; and new partner-
ships being forged to bring companies 
and the industry forward. 

However, the pandemic is still forc-
ing  governments into a dreaded cha-cha, 
where one step forward in returning to 
normalcy is followed by more steps back 
because of resurgence in community in-
fections.

Sri Lanka has delayed the August 1 
reopening of her international airport 
indefinitely due to new community cases. 
Hong Kong has held back the launch of 
her Spend-to-Redeem Free Local Tours 
programme for residents due to a spike in 
local infections.

Australia, which was among the few 
countries in the region to cope so well 
with the pandemic and was able to pro-
gress far into her reopening plans, is now 
fighting an outbreak in Melbourne and 
Sydney.

These days, conversations with indus-
try peers lead us to ask: What will it take 
for travel and tourism to recover, without 
multiple frustrating stops and starts?

The easy answer is: a vaccine!
But our reality is a vaccine that is still 

out of reach.
Complete suppression of economic 

activities cannot be our solution while we 
wait for a reliable – and sufficiently lasting 
– cure to be accessible.

We have to restart. Many tourism and 
hospitality players are returning to busi-
ness the right way, with limited capacity 
and advanced bookings to ensure safe dis-
tancing and tracing needs; with contact-
less technology and altered service pro-
cesses to minimise risk of transmissions; 
with enhanced and audited sanitisation 
and disinfection measures that satisfy gov-
ernment’s requirements.

Equally critical for the sustainable suc-
cess of our battle against the pandemic is 
improved public consciousness because 
the best of health and safety protocols 
adopted by organisations and govern-
ments are useless when people are com-
placent, careless and ready to leap back 
into crowds.

At the same time, paranoia over every 
single, new infection is also detrimental. 
We saw how a single reported infection 
in Thailand’s Rayong province in July 
resulted in domestic travellers retreating 
and causing hotels bookings there as well 
as in neighbouring Koh Samet to plunge 
80-100 per cent.

The world has to be practical and learn 
to live sensibly with Covid-19. Only with 
this can the tourism and hospitality in-
dustry begin to recover in a more stable 
manner.

...the best of health and 
safety protocols adopted 

by organisations and 
governments are useless 

when people are complacent, 
careless and ready to leap back 

into crowds.

Karen Yue

Group Editor

 karen.yue@ttgasia.com

 www.linkedin.com/in/karenyuesf/

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 Limited (2002) 
• Singapore Changi Airport (2002)
• Hertz Asia Pacific (2005) 
• Royal Cliff Hotels Group - The State of Exclusivity  
 & Fascination (2006)
• Star Cruises (2008) 
• Sabre Asia Pacific Pte Ltd (2009)
• SilkAir (Singapore) Private Limited (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)
• Royal Plaza on Scotts (2018) 
• Royal Caribbean International (2018) 
• Best Western Hotels & Resorts (2019)
• Travelport (2019) 
 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. 
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What is the Amazing Thailand Safety and Health 
Administration (SHA) certification?
In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, the public 
health conditions of destinations, and the hygiene 
standards of transportations, hotels and other 
tourism facilities will be of paramount importance to 
prospective travellers. Adapting to these new norms 
in travel, Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) and 
health authorities have collaborated in developing 
a unique certification scheme – Amazing Thailand 
Safety and Health Administration (SHA) – to create 
travellers’ confidence and satisfaction in Thailand’s 
tourism products and services by incorporating 
public health safety measures, and elevating these 
product and service standards to mitigate the risk 
and spread of Covid-19.

There are 10 classifications to defining the tour-
ism products and services workplace: Restaurants/
diners; Hotel, accommodation and meeting place; 
Recreational activities and tourist attractions; 
Transportation; Travel agencies; Health and beauty; 
Department store and shopping centres; Sports tour-
ism; Theatres, entertainment and activity; Souvenir 
shops and other shops. 

Applying establishments will undergo strict in-
spections by industry gatekeepers and be assigned 
the SHA logo certifying the mark of quality certi-
fication on their service standards. Issued by TAT, 
the logo is valid for two years and the names of all 
accredited will be entered into a database. If any 
violations are reported, the logo will be revoked. 

What are the criteria for the accreditation?
1 Tourism establishments and services must strictly 

follow the Covid-19 control guidelines set by the 
Department of Disease Control, Ministry of Public 
Health.

2 The safety of attractions and facilities with 
development plans or operation procedures that 
focus on ensuring tourist safety while maintaining 
local culture and promoting interaction between 
local communities and tourists.

3 Hygiene and sanitation in tourism establishments 
and services; such as, homestays, lodges, souvenir 
shops and restaurants.

4 Convenience, cleanliness, and safety of linkages 
between communities and attractions, as well as 
the safety and health standards of transportation, 
including private cars, public buses, and airlines.

5 The confidence in tourism personnel in tourism 
establishments, including tourist safety and 
security protocol.

What are the standards set for the participating  
establishments?
All certified establishments will have to observe the 
following basic standards:
1 Building hygiene and equipment used in buildings: 
•	 Clean	surrounding	areas	and	areas	that	may	

be contaminated or frequently exposed to 
contamination.

•	 Clean	bathrooms,	including	flushing	toilets	and	
urinals, doorknobs, toilet seats, faucets and 
sinks.

•	 Building	must	have	a	proper	ventilation	
system that has been regularly cleaned and 
maintained.

2 Cleaning of all equipment to prevent contamination
•	 Place	hand	gel	sanitisers	with	at	least	70	per	

cent alcohol in all common areas.
•	 All	sinks	and	toilets	must	be	clean	and	provided	

with soap for washing hands.
•	 Ensure	availability	of	proper	cleaning	equip-

ment, liquids and utensils.

3 Preventive measures for operational staff
•	 Personnel	who	are	at	risk	of	exposure	must	

wear protective surgical mask or face coverings 
and clean hands regularly. Cleaning staff must 
wear gloves while on duty.

•	 Any	personnel	who	report	an	illness	must	
immediately stop work and seek treatment at a 
public health facility.

•	 All	staff	must	wash	hands	with	soap	and	water	
or alcohol-based sanitisers.  

•	 All	bathrooms	must	have	signs	reminding	users	
to wash their hands.

•	 Employees	who	collect	solid	wastes	contami-
nated with phlegm, nasal secretions, and saliva 
must wear or be equipped with adequate pro-
tection such as cloth masks, rubber gloves and 
long-handled steel grips. Garbage bags must be 
thoroughly sealed. Hand-washing is compulsory 
after all jobs.

•	 Communications	and	public	relations	meas-
ures must be in place as reminders to the 
staff and public.

•	 Communication	campaigns	must	promote	
awareness of how to prevent and reduce the 
risk of spreading the Covid-19 virus to staff 
and service providers, as well as how to spot 
suspected infections while maintaining self-
protective behaviour.

Journey with trust in
ADVERTORIAL

Thailand launches a certification scheme to enhance travel confidence  
among international and domestic tourists in preparing the industry for revival

Tourism Authority of Thailand

 Thailand

For more information,  
Visit: https://thailandsha.tourismthailand.org/
E-mail:	thailandsha@gmail.com	
Line	Id:	@thailandsha
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Open to work
New job opportunities are emerging in the hospitality and tourism industry but the weak hiring appetite is 

forcing job seekers to move elsewhere, putting the industry at risk of an exacerbated talent drain in the near 
future. By Karen Yue and Anne Somanas

H
ospitality and tourism 
companies returning to 
business in a post-lock-
down world are driv-

ing a growing demand for talents 
equipped with knowledge in health 
and safety as well as technology, with 
new positions opening up to support 
fresh or evolved revenue streams.

Patrick Basset, Accor’s chief oper-
ating officer for upper southeast & 
northeast Asia and the Maldives, said 
the company has created a new role 
for an ALLSAFE officer as a part of its 
new global safety and sanitation label.

An ALLSAFE officer will be po-
sitioned at all Accor’s properties to 
ensure that the hotel abides by best 
practices in terms of cleanliness and 
safety, and covers the 16 main areas 
of focus under the programme.

Along the same lines, housekeep-
ing and operational roles may re-
quire more resources as recovery be-
gins, opined Andrew Chan, founder 
and CEO of ACI HR Solutions.

“At Marriott International, digital-
ly-savvy individuals are increasingly 
relied upon for certain functions 
as a result of travel in the new nor-
mal,” added Regan Taikitsadaporn, 
chief human resources officer – Asia 
Pacific. “As guests are increasingly 
looking to minimise physical inter-
actions when they book and travel, 
tech-savvy teams will help make such 
transitions seamless.”

New F&B services such as home 
delivery and takeaway programmes 
are also presenting new roles that 
must be filled, shared Regan.

professor in international hospitality 
management with Walter and Wendy 
Kwok Family Foundation, believes 
his students have little to worry 
about fitting into a hospitality world 
of tomorrow.

“This crisis presents an opportu-
nity for us to reorient our curricu-
lum and the way we teach, but the 
hospitality and tourism industry has 
already been moving towards tech-
nology and digitalisation in various 
aspects, from marketing to HR and 
finance management. The crisis has 
merely forced the industry to speed 
up its technology revolution.

“Our school has been ahead of 
this trend and we have added courses 
that focus on digital management, 
marketing in a digital age, and big 
data analytics, among others (to pre-
pare our students for future employ-
ment),” said Chon.

Even with the enhanced cur-
riculum on technology capabilities, 
Chon emphasised that “hospitality 

is a spirit”, and so the need for 
soft skills “will never grow out 

of trend”.
“It is important that we 

strike a balance between 
imparting soft skills and 
service philosophy, and 
technology know-how. We 
are not grooming students 
in computing, we are not 

raising technocrats, and we 
don’t want to lose our versa-

tile students to the technology 
industry,” he remarked.

Echoing similar beliefs, 

Somkiat Wongjeeraphat, head of 
the president office at Bangkok’s 
International Hotel and Tourism 
Industry Management School, said 
the pandemic would not completely 
alter basic human needs, and there-
fore “all of the traditional roles in the 
hotel and tourism sector will still be 
needed”.

Weak hiring appetite
What worries academic chiefs is the 
poor job market in the hospitality 
and tourism industry, which has seen 
many companies imposing pay cuts 
or laying off staff.

Chan shared that more retrench-
ments than recruitment are hap-
pening today, and hiring demand is 
down across the region and sector.

Naturally, graduates of James 
Cook University (JCU) are today 
most concerned about their employ-
ability, said Abhishek Bhati, campus 
dean and head (Singapore) learning, 
teaching and student engagement.  

And with many organisations 
turning to digitisation and technol-
ogy to reduce human reliance, espe-
cially in back-office operations, fresh 
graduates will face an even tougher 
job market.

“We are preparing JCU students 
and graduates to be resilient and to 
think innovatively to improve busi-
ness outcomes. They will be wel-
comed in different roles as long as 
they can add value to businesses,” 
said Abhishek, adding that he has ad-
vised his students to “consider all op-
portunities without being too picky 
and be prepared for unconventional 
roles”.

To help place JCU graduates, 
the school relies on its local and re-
gional alumni networks, and offers 
networking opportunities through 
virtual platforms. These efforts are 
paying off, as several students are in 
discussion with JCU’s industry part-
ners for careers and assignments im-
mediately or in 4Q2020.

Despite the state of the hospitality 
industry, Kiong emphasised that em-
ployment could still be found, espe-
cially with companies that were savvy 
enough to turn crises into gold.

“For many local or regional hos-
pitality companies, the pandemic 
presents opportunities to pick up 
new management’s contracts, sell 
auxiliary services, or acquire hotel 
assets that are strategic to their brand 
expansion. Such companies will have 
a better crop of hospitality graduates 
to choose from since the usual inter-
national brands may not be recruit-
ing as aggressively,” opined Kiong.

Chan also encouraged job seekers, 
be they fresh graduates or displaced 
professionals, to cast their eyes – and 
curriculum vitae – towards the lux-
ury travel sector, which is primed to 
be the first to rebound once interna-
tional borders reopen.

At the same time, hirers are paying 
greater attention to specific traits like 
adaptability, resilience, empathy and 
an ability “to maintain a sense of in-
fectious positivity even when things 
look bleak”, shared Arthur Kiong, 
CEO of Far East Hospitality.

“Other new skill sets needed in the 
hospitality business include creative 
thinking, market and financial plan-
ning, communication, social scienc-
es, data analysis, basic understanding 
of law,” added Kiong.

However, Chan pointed out that 
talent requirements by hotels would 
likely continue to evolve as opera-
tions return to normalcy.

Readying new blood
Kaye Chon, dean and chair professor 
of The Hong Kong Polytechnic Uni-
versity’s School of Hotel and Tour-
ism Management (SHTM) as well as 

There are companies that 
took this opportunity to do 
things outside the box and will 
be looking for talent that is 
not necessarily found in the 
traditional sources or even 
defined in the traditional 
sense.”
ARTHUR KIONG
CEO, Far East Hospitality
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To avoid a sudden lack of talent in 
the future, the hospitality sector 
needs to keep communicating the 
depth of its potential with the youth, 
even during this difficult period”
ALETHEIA  TAN
Youth Ambassador, PATA

“Also, I’m seeing more tech-related 
start-ups in the industry that could poten-
tially offer some relief to displaced talents 
in the short to medium term,” he added.

Training gaps
Another problem presented by the pan-
demic and tourism crisis is a weakened 
corporate appetite for interns. Ten SHTM 
students who were on an internship pro-
gramme between January and July this 
year were let go before the completion of 
their stint. The school had to step in with 
alternative arrangements with other em-
ployers.

Chon said internship programmes 
during these challenging times must be 
flexible, so students are allowed to take on 
remote projects with relevant companies.

The school is also relying on close re-
lationships with industry leaders to lend 
support in internship and job placements.

Far East Hospitality, which has been an 
active contributor to hospitality educa-
tion, has maintained its internship pro-
grammes with hospitality and tourisms 
schools it supports.

Kiong said: “We have always played an 
active role in nurturing young industry 
professionals. Even during this pandemic, 
we did not stop the programme, as we 
know that this is an important part of 
(education). In fact, we have several ex-
interns whom we have hired as permanent 
staff after they graduated.

“We also have a well-resourced Learn-
ing and Development Team which reports 
directly to me. This makes a difference as I 
take personal responsibility for how many 
new graduates we recruit each year, the 
content of our management development 
programmes, and their progress and pro-
motions into leadership positions. This is 
the core of what makes us different and 
manifest into the brand of hospitality we 
ultimately deliver – Singapore-inspired.”

Far East Hospitality’s training empha-
sis has, however, shifted in response to the 
crisis – from customer experience focused 
to crisis, safety, and hygiene management. 

The company’s commitment to groom-
ing talents extend to its existing team, with 
the down time now used to provide staff 
with cross-training between departments. 
“(We also) take the approach of train-the-
trainer to continue building up staff capa-
bilities,” shared Kiong.

PATA Youth Ambassador, Aletheia 
Tan, urged hospitality and tourism com-
panies to not freeze their internship and 
talent development programmes now, 
even though times are difficult. Doing so 
would create a dearth of talents in the fu-
ture, when the industry is ready to return 
to business. 

Exacerbated talent drain
The job crisis in the hospitality and tour-
ism industry is likely to force new gradu-
ates to consider alternative career paths, 
exacerbating a talent drain that the indus-
try already suffers.

“We have found over the years that our 
students do not necessarily move on to 
jobs in this industry. Some who find im-
mediate employment in hotel and tour-
ism may also not stay on,” he shared, add-
ing that hospitality knowledge is a tool 
that helps students open doors to many 
other industries, particularly that of lux-
ury retail.

Skipping the beleaguered industry for 
greener pastures now is a practical ap-
proach that must be taken by anyone who 
dreams of a career in tourism, opined Tan.

“Students, youths and fresh gradu-
ates…are passionate but due to the cur-
rent situation the industry isn’t hiring. 
(They) are facing one of the worst job 

markets in history, so they are taking the 
skills they have learnt and applying them 
in other ways and pivoting to different 
industries. They don’t really want to, but 
they have to,” she said.

However, Tan believes that the truly 
passionate would eventually return to ful-
fil their dreams. 

Sharing a similar view, Kiong regards 
the pandemic as a test of one’s dedication 
to the hospitality industry, saying that it 
would “attract those with the genuine ap-
titude and passion for it”.
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Arduous battle for small 
domestic pie

Tourism suppliers in Singapore, Hong Kong and Macau, once popular tourist destinations for a global market, 
are struggling to stay afloat on a tiny domestic audience. Prudence Lui and Pamela Chow report

Merlion Park, 
a major tour-
ist attraction 
in Singapore, 
emptied of 
crowds during 
the country’s 
lockdown

S
ingapore, Hong Kong and 
Macau, once popular tour-
ist destinations for a global 
market, are now finding 

themselves relying on a domestic 
audience for survival as extensive 
pandemic-induced travel restrictions 
remain even as local infection cases 
are down.

To spur domestic interest in the 
city-state’s tourism products, Singa-
pore Tourism Board (STB) launched  
on July 22 a nine-month, S$45 mil-
lion (US$32.5 million) campaign, ti-
tled SingapoRediscovers, in partner-
ship with Enterprise Singapore and 
Sentosa Development Corporation.  
the campaign focuses on three broad 
areas: partnering local communi-
ties to help citizens discover hidden 
gems; curating precinct-based tour 
itineraries; as well as collaborating 
with hotels, tour operators, attrac-
tions and precincts to develop new 
experiences and promotions.

Hong Kong Tourism Board’s 
HK$40 million (US$5.2 million) 
Hello Hong Kong campaign encour-
ages locals to travel around their 
hometown and explore the city from 
new perspectives. It also highlights 
unbeatable offers and unique tour 
experiences.

Across the border, the Macao Gov-
ernment Tourism Office is spear-
heading the Macao Ready Go! Local 
Tours project to facilitate gradual 
resumption of tourism activities in 
the destination. The project provides 
a subsidy worth 280 patacas (US$35) 
to every Macau resident who partici-
pates in one of 15 itineraries across 
two categories: Community-based 
Tours and Leisure Tours. Each resi-
dent is entitled to a maximum sub-
sidy of 560 patacas.

down a different avenue to secure 
revenue. Owner Alvin Yapp said: 
“We have remained very active on-
line with regular postings, including 
a tongue-in-cheek interpretation of 
how the Peranakan culture can fight 
Covid-19. We found a new way of 
reaching out to customers via mer-
chandising and F&B – over the past 
two months, we sold more than 100 
sets of Peranakan Batik masks and 
more than 4,000 Peranakan Chinese 
dumplings. This has helped us find a 
new customer base.”

 The Intan is now exploring the 
creation of an online Peranakan 
cooking game and masterclasses.

To tackle reduced visitorship due 
to safe distancing needs and infec-
tion fears, Wildlife Reserve Singa-
pore allows customers to enjoy paid 
wildlife encounters on a virtual stage 
through its Hello From The Wild 
Side programme.

Ovolo Hotels has created private 
dining experiences within the con-
fines of a hotel room at its Hong 
Kong properties, allowing guests to 
enjoy a private, socially distanced 
dinner. 

Not an easy switch
Tourism suppliers new to domestic 
travel are finding challenges in estab-
lishing local market presence. They 
are also realising that their efforts to 
pivot are not able to plug the massive 
gap left behind by the lost global au-
dience they were once used to.

Despite STB’s heavy investment 
into lifting domestic travel demand,  
chief executive Keith Tan maintains a 
reality view on the crisis. 

He admitted that the domestic 
market would not make up for the 
shortfall in tourist spending, which 
amounted to S$27.7 billion last year. 
What the campaign could do, along 
with the government’s financial sup-
port for local tourism stakeholders, 
was “buy as much time as possible 
for as many businesses as possible 
to survive through this time”, he told 
the media during a preview of Singa-

poRediscovers in mid-July.
A spokesperson with Hong Kong’s 

sky100 said that while local visitor-
ship this year has doubled that of 
2019’s, it is “still far from the visitor 
numbers and revenue generated by 
overseas visitors”.

“The challenge (we face) is that 
locals are of a finite number. Besides 
offering value-for-money deals, we 
have to keep on adding new content 
to…drive repeat visits. And we will 
have to do that with a tight budget,” 
added the spokesperson.

China Travel Service (Macao), 
which specialises in outbound traffic 
and handles only a small percentage 
of inbound or local tours, now has to 
face intense competition with other 
agencies that are equally eager to win 
over Macau residents for survival. 

Pun Cheng Man, the agency’s 
travel department sales and market-
ing manager, said: “The tour prices 
(for Macao Ready Go! Local Tours) 
are fixed by the government and all 
routes (are sold by agents). What 
set us apart from other agencies are 
our well-established brand, word-of-
mouth service assurance, and strong 
corporate/association database.”

Despite busy weekends from stay-
cation bookings, Grand Lapa Macau 
and Grand Coloane Resort are strug-
gling with weekday business.

According to Artyzen Hospital-
ity Group, vice president of Macau 
operations and general manager 
of Grand Lapa Macau, Rutger Ver-
schuren, the properties are still far 
from breaking even.

“Busy F&B service is giving us 
very nice cash flow, but F&B profit-
ability is relatively low…and doesn’t 
keep us out of the red. Price sensitiv-
ity and the fact that many hotels are 
now promoting to this limited mar-
ket make it challenging,” said Ver-
schuren, adding that Macau’s supply 
of 38,000 rooms fighting for 650,000 
residents could well result in a price 
war. – This is an update of the origi-
nal post first published on ttgasia.com 
on July 1 

Promotions galore
Many hotels, attractions and tour 
operators in Hong Kong, Macau and 
Singapore have come up with special 
offers to stimulate domestic interest.

Several F&B tenants of Singa-
pore’s Sentosa Development Cor-
poration’s are offering one-for-one 
meals to entice visitors back to the 
island, where selected offerings have 
reopened from June 19. Hotels else-
where across the country have rolled 
out staycation offers. 

Since reopening on May 8, Hong 
Kong’s sky100 indoor observation 
deck has been celebrating its ninth 
anniversary with free tickets with 
purchases as well as seasonal after-
noon tea sets and a new Twilight 
Dinner Package.

Cash-strapped Ocean Park is of-
fering exclusive deals for residents 
until August 31, and is waiving en-
trance fees for children aged 11 and 
below. It is keeping experiences fresh 
for visitors with a new animal ex-
hibit, Little Meerkat & Giant Tortoise 
Adventure that was launched in July.

Hotels across Hong Kong have 
also been whetting staycation appe-
tites with appealing promotions. 

The Venetian Macao has seen suc-
cess in luring local residents with its 
latest attraction, teamLab SuperNa-
ture Macao, which soft-opened in 
mid-June. In addition, Sands Resorts 
Macao, which The Venetian Macao is 
part of, is dangling F&B restaurants 
and stay packages for residents and 
non-resident worker ID cardholders.

A different approach
Traditional approaches to business 
have also made way for novel ideas.

Private Peranakan museum The 
Intan in Singapore has chosen to go 

Price sensitivity and the fact that many (Macau) 
hotels are now promoting to this limited 
(domestic) market make it challenging.
RUTGER VERSCHUREN 
General manager, Grand Lapa Macau and  
vice president of Macau operations,  
Artyzen Hospitality Group
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T
ransformational travel was 
slated to be the new buzz-
word in the luxury market 
pre-pandemic. But even 

with the travel freeze today, experts 
predict that demand will soar once 
tourism resumes, fuelled by greater 
keenness among high-end travellers 
on curated magical experiences away 
from the crowds.

Christopher Lund, head of hotels 
at Colliers International, said there 
would be a huge shift in focus to itin-
eraries that go the extra mile in al-
lowing travellers to escape and have 
meaningful experiences. 

He noted: “There will be much 
more of a focus on experiences. Holi-
days where travellers can take some-
thing away, especially around eco-
tourism, wellness and conservation, 
as these all conform with the social 
distancing that has now become the 
norm.” 

Pre-pandemic, Asia’s luxury tour-
ism players had already been going 
the extra mile to curate experiences 
that money cannot buy. From ac-
companying a private butler to his 
village, to helping plant coral reefs 
and meditating with monks, ultra-
wealthy travellers no longer mind 
roughing it if it means securing an 
extra-special experience that pushes 
personal growth.

Andreas Grosskinsky, general 
manager at Destination Asia Indo-
nesia, said for the last decade, luxury 
travel has been moving into the ex-
periential arena, with more high-
end travellers willing to splash out 

Trips that matter
Soul-stirring and eye-opening destination experiences are top of luxury travellers’ wishlist 

today, and this appetite will change how tours are curated. By Marissa Carruthers

Horseback  
riding with a 
horse whisperer 
in Mongolia is 
an example of 
an authentic  
destination 
experience in 
demand today

Noted Chimenti: “The definition 
of luxury is shifting, it used to be 
about sitting in a golden cage and 
not going outside. Today, people are 
more interested in genuine service 
and creating memories to take back 
home and less about that standard 
luxury version.”

For example, The Pavilions Hima-
layas customises hikes for guests to 
meet monks at a monastery. At other 
properties in Asia, guests can go 
with their private butler back to his/
her home village, and join a horse 
whisperer for a horseback adventure 
across Mongolia’s plains.

Chimenti said: “We really want to 
capture the essence of a destination 
and offer something that goes off the 
traditional beaten path.”

Climate change concerns are also 
shaping the transformational travel 
trend, with high-end clients wanting 
to leave as little impact on the envi-
ronment as possible while helping 
to create a better world during their 
stay – another area Lund expects to 
see an uptick in demand within the 
luxury arena.

Five-star resort The Datai Lang-
kawi gives transformational experi-
ences an environmental twist. Lo-
cated in a remote alcove at the foot of 
a 10 million-year-old rainforest, the 
resort has recruited naturalists and 
marine biologists to curate a series of 
nature-based experiences.

Spokesperson Celine Maginel said 
luxury travellers now sought more 
than the usual “bling bling”, and the 
property could inject something ex-

tra from its presence among nature 
and biodiversity.

The resort works with local NGOs 
and involves guests in conservation 
and community work. This includes 
helping to transport coral from 
onsite nurseries and joining local art-
ists in upcycling waste.

Rascal Voyages has also tapped 
into the conservation movement, cu-
rating transformational experiences 
onboard its exclusive floating villas 
while embracing the shift away from 
traditional luxury. 

CEO Stephen Ebsworth said: 
“We’re trying to move away from 
privilege and stuffiness.

“Exclusive, private, remote experi-
ences that are close to nature will be 
well positioned for luxury travel in 
the near future.”

As part of offerings, Rascal Voy-
ages operates bespoke exploration 
cruises that team up with environ-
mental NGO Conservation Interna-
tional to deliver unforgettable expe-
riences with three of the world’s best 
marine biologists. Guests can help to 
tag sea turtles, follow their migration 
path, and help marine biologists with 
their work.

During the first five exploration 
cruises, 25 new species of fish and 
a walking shark were discovered. 
Guests can even get to name any spe-
cies they find.

Said Ebsworth: “By very defini-
tion, travel should be submerging 
visitors in an experience and be edu-
cational. People want to learn some-
thing and take that away.”

to enjoy authentic local experiences 
in style. That has changed with the 
pandemic, with guests becoming 
more willing than ever to trade in 
traditional luxury comforts for an 
incredible once-in-a-lifetime trans-
formational experience.

Grosskinsky noted that “it’s taken 
some time to educate travel consult-
ants on this”.

Tim Cordon, Radisson Hotel 
Group’s area senior vice president, 
agreed that transformational expe-
riences will be in high demand, and 
that hotels and travel companies 
should work together to make the 
most of this trend. 

Curating bespoke experiences 
for high-end guests is high on the 
agenda at The Pavilions Hotels and 
Resorts, which crafts a range of Cu-
rated Journeys for guests, covering a 
range of niches, including culinary, 
adventure, recreation, wellness and 
family.

Simona Chimenti, general man-
ager at The Pavilions Bali, said: 
“The big next step is somewhere in 
between experiential and transfor-
mational travel. Guests want to mix 
with locals and get a real feeling of 
local life. It’s still luxury but there’s 
an emphasis on experiences. I call it 
laidback luxury.”

She added the desires of luxury 
travellers are changing from simply 
seeking five-star accommodation 
and high-end restaurants and trans-
port, to experiencing each destina-
tion and the lives of the people who 
call it home.
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How is China’s tourism industry  
recovering?
China is currently recovering well, 
with cases of Covid-19 declining 
daily. While the country is still on 
alert, we’re already seeing many local 
municipalities rolling out measures 
to bolster recovery of the tourism 
industry.

We believe that the coronavirus 
has not dented the healthy funda-
mentals of China’s travel market, and 
travel restrictions have in fact led to 
the redirection of demand from out-
bound travel to domestic tourism, 
breathing new life into the domestic 
market.

How strong is the appetite for 
travel among the Chinese?
People have been eager to start trav-
elling again, as we discovered in a 
survey in March, which showed that 
40 per cent of respondents regularly 
followed travel and promotions, and 
10 per cent of them bought some 
kind of special promotion.

Travellers are most concerned 
about safety, with respondents iden-
tifying safety as one of their main 
considerations when choosing a des-
tination, along with the availability 
of discounts and other benefits.

What encouraging trends in do-
mestic travel are you spotting? 
It appears that the pandemic is driv-
ing the trend away from large tour 
groups domestically. Short- to medi-
um-sized domestic tours are thriving 
best, with small groups already trav-
elling within China. 

Due to travel restrictions and 
events of the past few months, we’ve 
seen a heightened awareness of safety 
among travellers, who are opting for 
smaller, private and local tours.

Over the recent May Day holi-
day, for example, we saw a sharp 
increase in the demand for 
three- to four-day local tours 
with three to six participants. 
Local tour guides have also in-
creased in popularity, with total 
reservation numbers tripling 
month-on-month.

Car rentals have risen in popu-
larity, with a 10 per cent year-on-
year growth during the May Day 
holiday, as travellers seek privacy, 
cleanliness and freedom in transpor-
tation.

Younger travellers accounted for 
more than half of the bookings for 
that period, emerging as the driv-
ing force in the industry recovery. 
We’ve responded to this by intro-
ducing youthful new ways of book-
ing travel, such as our live broadcast 
series, which has achieved more than 
US$80 million in sales to date.

Is this interest sustainable?
In line with the resurgence in travel 
we’ve observed over these past few 

A peek into future travel
Travel giant Trip.com is at the forefront of China’s travel recovery, and has aligned its 

products according to new trends in domestic tourism. CEO Jane Sun tells Pamela Chow 
what global players can learn from the market’s revival

months, we expect October to be 
a peak month as the National Day 
holiday season approaches.

Through our joint Travel Trends 
Report with Google, we’ve also 
found that interest in shorthaul 
travel is quickly developing and that 
in addition to safety, flexibility is the 
foremost consideration in planning 
future travel.

What lessons from catering to the 
new domestic travel needs will 
come in handy in readying for fu-
ture outbound travel?
Building on a new model that has 
achieved great results in a number 
of pilot markets, we’ve introduced 
a whole new way to travel (through 
our Travel On initiative), with a glob-
al series of in-destination livestream 
broadcasts offering further discounts 
to viewers. We’re confident that our 

customers (across) the world will 
love this new way of travelling too.

It’s also key for our industry to 
rebuild confidence among travellers, 
so that when it does become pos-
sible to travel, they’ll feel safe doing 
so. (Through the our Travel On ini-
tiative), we’ve brought the industry 
together to do just that.

What has Trip.com changed in its 
strategies to adapt to these new 
booking patterns?
We’ve (created) a Flexibooking guar-
antee, allowing travellers to start 
making plans without feeling tied 
down during this time of uncer-
tainty.

To inspire and incentivise travel-
lers, we’ve also launched an interna-
tional Travel On Sale, giving custom-
ers access to discounts on flexible 
advance reservations. 

We believe that Asia is well-placed 
for a travel recovery, and the meas-
ures for safety and flexibility offer 
customers the assurance they need 
to start planning for the next trip and 
travel on.

Many tourism players are also 
dangling free cancellations and 
flexible bookings to retain cus-
tomer confidence. Is this strategy 
enough? 
From as early as January, we’d im-
plemented cancellation provisions 
for individuals directly and unavoid-
ably affected by the outbreak. We 
also launched a Covid-19 Travellers’ 
Guide on our website to provide a 
one-stop information source to 
make planning travel safer and 
easier.

On the page, users have access 
to a suite of tools, information 
and news, including up-to-date 

immigration policies, cancel-
lation provisions, updates on 

relief efforts and statistics 
on the state of the global 

pandemic.

As the world starts travelling 
again, customers will be looking to 
providers they trust.

The pandemic has also elevated 
the necessity of innovative digital 
campaigns. How successful has 
Trip.com been with this?
Our series of in-destination live-
streams was conceived in response to 
this, and has been a hit with our us-
ers, creating demand, excitement and 
anticipation around tourism, even 
before travel had begun to open up.

In one of our recent in-destina-
tion livestreams, our chairman James 
Liang introduced a range of ad-
vanced-booking deals on local prop-
erties, netting over US$2.8 million in 
the hour-long session and attracting 
1.15 million viewers.

Our app provides various digital 
solutions to assist with social dis-
tancing. In addition to our staggered 
online reservation system for desti-
nations and cultural attractions, it 
also provides a virtual guide, which 
enables visitors to access guided 
tours of scenic attractions without 
the need for a physical guide.

Digital innovations will continue 
to play a key role as borders around 
the world cautiously open to interna-
tional travel, and we continue to ex-
plore new ways of using these tools.

What makes livestreams work so 
well? What makes it so appealing 
to the Chinese – and consumers in 
general now – and how can tour-
ism be transformed by livestream 
shopping?
This pandemic has left a lasting im-
pact on consumers, and while trav-
ellers are more comfortable with 
a contactless experience, they still 
crave a sense of interaction.

With livestreaming, users get the 
best of both worlds. Consumers are 
able to communicate with the sell-
ers with real-time feedback, and see 
the world from the comfort of their 
homes at a time when it would oth-
erwise be impossible to do so. I think 
this is an important factor in the 
success of our new livestream sales 
model.

It is crucial that we remain in 
touch with consumers, and continue 
to provide solutions and products 
that improve every aspect of the trav-
el experience, from the moment they 
open our app to book their travel, to 
after their return.

This pandemic has left a lasting impact 
on consumer, and while travellers are 
more comfortable with a contactless 
experience, they still crave a sense of 
interaction.
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An Asian flavour
Authentic destination experiences are among the motivations likely to drive the initial stages of tourism recovery, as 

travellers prioritise purposeful travel. Here are some Asian festivals that feed one’s heart, soul and mind

Yoga, music and dance is celebrated annually 
at the BaliSpirit Festival since its launch in 
2008.
Positioned as a premier international destina-
tion event that embodies the Balinese Hindu 
concept ofTri Hita Karana – living in harmony 
with our spiritual, social and natural environ-
ments, the event draws more than  5,000 in 
attendance every year.

While the festival had to be cancelled this 
year due to Covid-19 precautions, it will return 
in 2021.

Commenting on the success of  the BaliSpir-
it Festival, media manager Noviana Kusuma-
wardhani said: “What BaliSpirit Festival offers 
transcends national boundaries. People from 
all over the globe want to connect in a commu-
nity of  like-minded souls, to practice yoga with 
world-class teachers, to dance and have fun, 
and to experience global music concerts under 
the stars. The essence of  the festival appeals 
to an international audience.

BaliSpirit Festival, 
Indonesia

“Secondly, the presenters and artists of  the 
festival are also very international. Naturally, 
their students and fans from across the globe 
get to hear about BaliSpirit Festival.

“Thirdly, our location is ideal for international 
travellers. Bali, the Island of  the Gods, is a 
dream destination for tourists from all over the 
world and is well connected with international 
flights and offers a variety of  accommodation 
options for both budget and luxury travellers.”

The organisers market the annual gathering 
through online channels and word of  mouth. 

Noviana revealed that BaliSpirit Festival 
enjoys keen attention from traditional and new 
media, chalking up coverage by international 
magazines, TV stations, bloggers and e-news 
outlets every year.

To encourage overseas attendance, the or-
ganisers partner with travel companies, such as 
those in Japan and China, to promote and sell 
BaliSpirit Festival.

However, with Bali hotels being so easily 
available, Noviana said that the majority of  at-
tendees would arrange their trip themselves. 

“Besides, booking on your own gives you 
maximum flexibility and options,” she said.  
– Mimi Hudoyo
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EXPERIENCE THE WONDERS OF SOUTHEAST ASIA

George Town Festival (GTF) is an annual, three-week 
celebration of  culture, heritage, art, and community. The 
festival came to life when George Town in Penang was 
designated UNESCO World Heritage Site status in 2008.

This year’s festival, from July 4 to 19, took on a new 
twist; it was held online due to the Covid-19 pandemic 
which has also made social distancing a new norm. 

Penang Tourism, Arts, Culture and Heritage commit-
tee chairman, Yeoh Soon Hin, said nine programmes 
were curated for this year’s digital festival, bearing the 
theme, Everyone Everywhere. 

Talks and workshops as well as a post-GTF bonus 
screening on July 26, related to visual art theatre, music, 
dance and film, were all part of  the line-up.

Nigel Wong, director, Urban Rhythms Tours, Adven-
tures and Travel, shared: “Going digital will help keep the 
brand alive as this festival is well-known internationally. 
(This year) it allowed a wider audience to access content, 
without actually having to physically travel to Penang. 
As borders remain closed, travelling to Penang for the 
festival is just not possible for foreigners.”

Maintaining the festival in a virtual format this year 
was deemed “a smart move” by Arokia Das, director, WL 
Travel, as it set a continued presence.

“Once the pandemic is over, borders reopened, and 
free movement of  people resumes, I am sure the festival 
will return to its original form. That is a good thing 
because...the festival enhances the value of  Penang as 
a business events destination. Planners can incorporate 
(festival activities) into their programme which will leave 
delegates with lasting memories of  Penang.”  
– S Puvaneswary

Bangkok Design Week’s extensive coverage of  the city 
provides a fresh way of  experiencing and understanding 
the Thai capital as a destination. This year, over 2,000 
designers and creative businesses decked out four areas 
of  the city with art installations.

According to Pichit Virankabutra, director of  the 
creative space development department at the Creative 
Economy Agency (Public Organization) or CEA, the event 
is now South-east Asia’s largest design week. The size 
and breadth of  the issues it tackles are of  an interna-
tional standard, putting it on par with the design weeks 
of  Italy and Finland’s Helsinki. 

And the event is meant for everyone. “We try to draw...
people (who are) searching for experiences, issues and 
new perspectives to think about,” said Pichit. 

“We want to drive the creative economy sustainably, 
and be able to help develop the city. It has to be truly 
inclusive and forward-thinking, something that people 
can bring their grandparents and their kids to.”

Drawing festival-goers into local neighbourhoods, the 
event helps catalyse discovery of  local shops, businesses 
and culture. “With 30,000 people a day walking into 
local communities and supporting local businesses and 
cafes, it truly helps to drive the local...economy.”

This year’s Bangkok Design Week, hosted from Febru-
ary 1-9, 2020, was attended by 300,000 to 400,000 
visitors every day, with 13.2 per cent being tourists.  
– Anne Somanas

Held every 15th of  May, the colourful harvest fiesta known as Pahiyas 
Festival helps to lure curious tourists into the town of  Lucban, Quezon.

During the festival, town residents compete to have the most crea-
tively decorated houses, uniquely bedecked with kiping – glutinous rice 
pounded into leaf  shapes and dyed with food colouring, local decora-
tive materials, fruits, vegetables and other farm produce. Cultural 
shows, parades, pageantry, and street sales were added over the years.

Arjun Shroff, managing director, Shroff  International Travel Care, 
said Pahiyas is “something new, very natural and culture-related”.

As Lucban is a few hours’ drive from Manila, an experience of  Pa-
hiyas can be combined with Tagaytay or Pagsanjan Falls in Laguna as 
well as Batangas. – Rosa Ocampo 

Often considered a gateway to Asia, Singapore has 
developed a reputation for themed festivals that 
bring the best of  its regional neighbours to locals 
and visitors alike. Shilin Singapore, a Taiwanese night 
market-themed event which debuted last year over two 
weekends and drew more than half  a million attendees, 
returned this year in a unique virtual edition.

The event featured more than 100 livestream par-
ties from June 12-14 and 19-21, where attendees had 
Taiwanese cuisine delivered right to their doorsteps. 
They were able to order retail products from brands, 
watch celebrities host live shows and performances, 
and enjoy giveaways.

To mimic the feeling of  a physical carnival, the event 
even incorporated digital arcade games.

Kent Teo, founder and CEO of  Shilin Singapore 
organiser, Invade, said: “Shilin Singapore Virtual 2020 
used various technologies to create a truly multi-sen-
sorial experience. We wanted to tackle the pandemic 
head-on by providing businesses with an alternative 
platform to generate revenue. By digitising our (event), 
we were also helping our vendors get upskilled with live 
shopping and social shopping capabilities.”

He explained that since the Singapore government 
implemented a nation-wide shutdown of  non-essential 
services on April 7, as many as 80 per cent of  restau-
rants might not be able to tide through the next six 
months. He hoped that Shilin Singapore Virtual 2020 
could alleviate the pressures for these operators.

“It’s easy for organisers to simply cancel their events 
during such unprecedented times. However, we wanted 
to challenge ourselves and perhaps find a solution that 
could also work in the long run, while still being able to 
help businesses,” he added.

He said the digital version of  Shilin Singapore may 
even change the way Invade – which is also behind the 
Artbox Singapore festival – organises offline festivals in 
the future. – Pamela Chow

Shilin Singapore

George Town Festival, 
Malaysia

Bangkok Design Week, 
Thailand

Pahiyas Festival, Philippines
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H
ong Kong Tourism 
Board (HKTB) is now 
into the second phase 
of its three-stage tour-

ism recovery roadmap.
Where the first stage was focused 

on encouraging domestic tourism, 
the attention now is on developing 
travel bubbles between Hong Kong 
and source markets where the out-
break is under control.

The final stage of the tourism re-
covery roadmap will involve work 
to resume international travel.

HKTB’s executive director, Dane 
Cheng, acknowledged that the path 
to tourism recovery would be long 
as uncertainty remained around the 
pandemic. 

With access to international mar-
kets still out of reach, HKTB has cho-
sen to rely on domestic travel to sup-
port the industry. To that end, HKTB 
launched the Hello Hong Kong cam-
paign to encourage locals “to travel 
and explore the territory from new 
perspectives”.

“Since Hongkongers cannot fly 
out due to (travel) restrictions, why 

Home market in focus
With international markets out of reach, Hong Kong is encouraging tourism businesses to rely on the 

domestic travel market, with incentives to help with the transition. By Prudence Lui

HKTB believes 
that locals’ love 
for Hong Kong 
attractions and 
experiences 
will improve 
foreigners’ 
confidence in 
the destination 

not take this chance to rekindle our 
interest in Hong Kong?” said Cheng .

He believes that local support will 
send a positive message to foreign-
ers considering future travel plans to 
Hong Kong.

The Hello Hong Kong campaign 
encompasses three main features.

Firstly, there are six thematic and 
immersive itineraries developed just 
for the locals, such as culture and 
wellness, with a focus on lesser-
known attractions and activities. 
Some ideas include forest bathing 
in Tai Po and boating in Tai Mei 
Tuk.

Secondly, the campaign drives 
over 11,000 attractive offers via a 
one-stop dining, shopping 
and entertainment plat-
form.

Lastly, there is a 
Sp end-to-Re de em 
Free Local Tours pro-
gramme for Hong 
Kong residents. At 
press time, this 
programme has 
been suspended 

due to a resurgence in community 
infections.

HKTB told TTG Asia that it is 
closely monitoring Covid-19 condi-
tions around the world, and is ready 
to launch targeted promotions in 
source markets that are ready to trav-
el again. 

Destination informa-
tion and special tour 

packages for spe-
cific markets will 
be made available 
through the Hello 
Hong Kong cam-
paign.

Destination

Some destination specialists, like 
Gray Line Tours, are heeding HKTB’s 
call to pivot to the domestic travel 
market for survival. 

Executive director Ronald Wu 
shared that two to three itineraries 
were created just for Hong Kong resi-
dents. To attract interest, the itinerar-
ies are attractively priced and feature 
routes that are not easily accessible to 
the public. 

Liberty Hong Kong’s manag-
ing director, Portia Hau, agrees that 
tours that stand out in the local mar-
ket will be those that are unusual and 
“value for money”.

Spending power of locals is not high in 
comparison  to long-haul travellers. 
The (local) traffic (also cannot) com-
pensate what we lost to the pandemic.
PAUL CHAN 
Co-founder and CEO,  
Walk In Hong Kong
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Forest bathing 
in Tai Po is 
among the many 
destination 
experiences 
offered to Hong 
Kong residents

 What’s hot

Hong Kong in a different light
Prudence Lui picks out some unique tours and experiences that reveal a 

different side of Hong Kong

Hau’s team is promoting custom-
ised, upscale and in-depth tours via 
social media and within own social 
circles between this month and De-
cember 2020.

Wu believes there is potential de-
mand from locals, given that the 
government is offering cash rebates 
to residents who purchase featured 
itineraries. 

Furthermore, the government’s 
Green Lifestyle Local Tour Incentive 
Scheme should also incentivise local 
tour agencies to pursue the domestic 
travel market, he opined. 

The scheme grants travel agencies 
a cash incentive for organising tours 
that encourage the public to get close 
to nature and practise green lifestyles.

Also looking for sustenance in the 
domestic travel market is Walk in 
Hong Kong, a specialist in walking 
tours. 

Co-founder and CEO Paul Chan 
shared that limited edition tours are 
now being offered on a regular ba-
sis and at a discounted rate, and are 
promoted on the HKTB campaign 
platform.

However, Chan admits that local 
spending power pales in comparison 
to long-haul markets.

“The (local) traffic (also cannot) 
compensate what we have lost to 
the pandemic. We would only ben-
efit if locals looked for expert guides 
(and) unique experiences that (mass 
market) products cannot offer,” he 
added.

The shift to domestic market is a 
diffucult decision to make.

Despite scoring a few local book-
ings, mostly for short breaks in ho-
tels, general manager, Doris Lam, of 
inbound events specialist, Momen-
tous Asia Travel & Events, said “it is 
not easy for DMCs doing inbound 
business to make adjustments over-
night” because “it takes years for a 
DMC to build up its branding in a 
market and its clientele base”.

For Ivy Sung, CEO of Faces of 
Hong Kong, the ROI from serving 
the domestic leisure marketing is too 
minimal for the business switch to 
make sense.

Gray Line Tours’ Wu opined that 
the Hello Hong Kong campaign can 

1 Wicked fun
 The three-hour Wan Chai Ghost 

and Food Tour takes participants 
around Wanchai, which is one of  
the first settlements established 
by the British after they took over 
Hong Kong in 1841. Deep layers 
of  history along Queen’s Road 
East make the district a fertile 
ground for ghost stories and 
myths. As participants explore 
the neighbourhood on foot, they 
will learn about Western and 
Eastern ghost traditions through 
stories of  a haunted school, 
forgotten temples, supernatural 
encounters, and more.

A stop at a local paper offering 
shop will showcase Hong Kong’s 
cultural belief  around death and 
spirits, as well as ancestral wor-
ship.

The tour concludes with a 
refreshment break featuring Hong 
Kong-style milk tea and egg tarts 

at local tea house – known as 
cha chaan teng – as well as a visit 
to a wet market to pick up some  
local snacks.

2 Own it all at this attraction
 The world’s first Monopoly-

themed attraction is located in 
Hong Kong’s Peak Galleria. 

Monopoly Dreams features 
1,858m2 of  entertainment that 
bring to life classical game 
elements such as bank, water 
works, electric company, train 
stations, title deeds and Chance 
cards built on augmented reality, 
hologram and 4D interactive 
game technology. Furthermore, 
visitors will get to explore Mr. 
Monopoly’s secret residence.

The popular board game 
holds special meaning for Hong 
Kong, as the first Chinese edi-
tion was published in 1965 and 
released in the city-state. 

3 Appreciate beers the right 
way

 Make your next beer in Hong 
Kong do more than just quench 
your thirst. This four-hour Hong 
Kong Local Craft Beer Tour 
enables participants to meet up 
with local brewers and uncover 
their secrets, learn about Hong 
Kong’s craft beer movement, 
and savor beer-paired local food 
tastings.

The experience is spiced up 
further by a brief  visit to The 
Mills in Tsuen Wan. 

Apart from private bus 
transportation, the tour includes 
twelve craft beer tasting plus 
snacks and a light lunch. 

Each tour takes no more than 
20 participants.

4 A modern take on Tsuen 
Wan’s textile past

 Once an industrial building for 

textile during Hong Kong’s manu-
facturing heyday in the 1960s, 
The Mills is now a destination for 
innovation, business, experiential 
retail, arts, culture and learning.

It comprises three sections: 
The Mills Fabrica; The Mills Shop-
floor; and the Centre for Heritage, 
Arts & Textile (CHAT).

Docents lead visitors on an 
enlightening 45-minute guided 
tour of  The Mills, going through 
the galleries, archival items 
and artworks to learn about the 
reinvention of  former Nan Fung 
Group cotton-spinning factories 
as well as the transformation of  
Tsuen Wan’s textile past into a 
tech-driven future.

Advance reservation and 
deposit are required for group 
tours. Optional VR experience and 
workshops are available at HK$15 
(US$1.90)and HK$50 per person 
respectively.

2 3 4

only be a “short-term tactic” for in-
dustry survival.

“We, the agents, ultimately hope 
the business situation will improve 
in 4Q2020. As overseas markets are 
now inactive, we can only main-
tain close communications with 

our partners, to update them (on 
safety conditions in Hong Kong) and 
(share travel tips for) a safe journey 
(in the future).”

Wu said travellers now value 
health and safety standards over 
price and exotic destinations.
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A 
likely side effect of the 
pandemic is a shift in 
tourist preference away 
from mass tourism des-

tinations in favour of more remote,  
less-crowded ones as health and 
safety become the primary concern 
of travellers.

The Philippines is moving to meet 
these changing demands by bring-
ing in “fresh, less crowded and open 
destinations”, usually in rural and re-
mote areas, shared Alice Queblatin, 
Southwind Travel managing director 
inbound, at an industry webinar.

“FITs will be in, group travel out,” 
Queblatin said, adding that products 
are being studied “to make them 
private, safer and more hygienic” in 
compliance with the health and safe-
ty protocols that were rolled out for 
the travel and tourism industry.

Fortunately, the Philippines, being 
an archipelago of over 7,100 islands, 
has a plethora of unspoiled ecotour-
ism, nature and remote community 
destinations. Most of these destina-
tions also have beaches, one of the 
country’s main attractions. 

In the province of Cebu, for in-
stance, outside the city are unex-
plored destinations ripe for authen-
tic and experiential trips, including 
Aloguinsan, a small town on the 
western seaboard. Highlights from 
tour packages in the region include  
ecotour cruises along the Bojo River 

Betting big on 
small-scale ecotourism

Remote, rural destinations are poised to be major drawcards in the face of the pandemic, and tourism 
providers in the Philippines are lining up ecotourism products and authentic attractions 

to lure returning travellers. By Rosa Ocampo

Nature 
attractions like 
Hinagdanan 
cave (above) in 
Panglao Island, 
Bohol are set 
to have added 
appeal in the 
new normal

and interaction with remote villagers 
who actively participate in the tour, 
such as a fisherman guide and the 
village medicine man who performs 
a traditional send-off ritual.

Ecotourism consultant Boboi 
Costas, who developed ecotours in 
nature reserves including the Alogu-
insan ecotour, said that with the pan-
demic, ecotourism sites and experi-
ences will have to be redesigned in 
order to win back consumers. 

That process will involve the entire 
tourism value chain. Everyone from 
local communities to tour guides 
should adapt to the new normal, in-
cluding going digital and adhering 
to the health and safety protocols, 
while destination managers should 
touch base with local health practi-
tioners, Costas said. Equally crucial 
is enhancing efforts to climate proof  
one’s operations, he added.

Product development wise, Cos-
tas said there could be a segmenta-
tion or combination of activities 
like ecotours, wellness or organic 
farming, and nature-based activities 
which promises a more private and 
customised experience – all these are 
already being adopted by a growing 
number of destinations.

Bohol, best known for the white 
sand of Panglao and rural scenery, 
has lesser-known destinations boast-
ing the same attractions, which for-
tunately, were being developed and 

packaged following the 2013 earth-
quake that destroyed a number of its 
tourist attractions.

Lucas Nunag, Bohol Provincial 
Tourism Council, said they have al-
ready developed key tourism circuits 
anchored on the local culture, herit-
age and new eco-tourism products 
like farm and craft tourism and cu-
linary attractions in destinations like 
Anda, Lila, Maribojoc, and Candijay. 

In Luzon, the province of Rizal 
situated just a few hours from metro 
Manila, there are vast unexplored 
areas of natural attractions and in-
digenous communities, including 
the 2,700ha reforestation area of the 
Masungi Georeserve, which is be-
coming known among millennials 
and science-based teams due to its 
nature-based recreational activities.

Billie Dumaliang, advocacy of-
ficer and managing trustee, Masungi 
Georeserve Foundation, said that 
they are partnering with World of 
Outbound, which organises school 
trips to the Philippines and advo-
cates for outdoor nature education, 
to develop virtual field trips, since 
classes will be conducted remotely 
and it will likely be some time before 
traditional field trips resume.

Another destination being primed 
for ecotourism is Northern Mind-
anao, which includes the provinces 
of Camiguin island, Bukidnon, Mis-
amis Occidental, Misamis Oriental 

Destination
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and Lanao del Norte. 
The zone is vastly undeveloped for 

tourism but is Covid-free, according 
to Marie Elaine Unchuan, tourism 
regional director of Northern Mind-
anao.

Camiguin is being promoted for 
dive tourism on top of the usual 
sightseeing, nature tripping and 
beach activities; while picturesque 
Bukidnon is promising for farm and 
mountain tourism, said Unchuan.

Unchuan remains hopeful that an 
international airport will be built in 
Bukidnon within the next three years 
to further boost the eco-destinations. 
Skyjet used to fly from Manila to 
Camiguin but suspended the flight 
in March. Without this flight, the is-
land is reachable only by ferry from 
Cagayan de Oro and a Cebu Pacific 
flight from Cebu to Camiguin. 
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 What’s hot

Fresh and firmly 
on the radar

From new hotel openings to an emerging island attraction, Rosa 
Ocampo checks out the Philippines’ hottest tourism offerings 3

1 Unspoilt draws 
Having flown under the tourism radar 
long enough, the island of  Marinduque 
in south of  Luzon is being groomed as 
an unspoiled destination teeming with 
natural attractions, culture and heritage.

Devoid of  skyscrapers and traffic 
congestion, the island is blessed with 
white beaches minus the crowds, small-
er islands great for island hopping, 
karst formations and wide swathes of  
farmlands. It also has a collection of  
magnificent ancient churches and herit-
age houses. 

Marinduque is reachable overland 
from metro Manila followed by an 
hour-long ferry ride. It would be more 
accessible if  Cebu Pacific had pushed 
through with its initial plan to serve 
Boac, the provincial capital.

2 Wellness from head to toe 
The Farm at San Benito, the luxe 
medical wellness sanctuary in Lipa, 
Batangas, that combines natural heal-
ing with modern medical technology, 
has launched timely offerings amid the 
pandemic.

Their new medically-supervised and 
personalised preventive health pro-
grammes range from Covid-19 antibody 
rapid testing to immune support intra-
venous treatment and mindful move-
ments such as Mandala meditation.

The Farm has also added oral dental 
care and dental aesthetics under the 
offerings by its Holistic centre; and un-
veiled its newest facility, Aqua Therapy, 
which uses water properties to improve 
blood circulation.

3 New at Tagaytay 
Quest Hotel Tagaytay, the newest hotel 
in the city, offers value-for-money stay-
cations and an unrivalled location right 
in the heart of  the city, with unhindered 
panoramic vistas of  the Taal Volcano 
as well as the provinces of  Cavite and 
Batangas.

Managed by Chroma Hospitality, the 
164-key hotel is just an hour-drive from 
metro Manila, and designed for busi-
ness travellers on the go and families 
looking for value-for-money accom-
modations.

4 Serene retreat 
North Zen Villas, a wellness and spa 
resort in Panglao Island in Bohol, offers 
respite in its spacious and tastefully-
furnished 10 deluxe rooms, five suites 
and five villas. 

On-site facilities include mangrove 
hut spa cabanas, lounge areas and a 
swimming pool, a farm-to-table restau-
rant, and a 500m bamboo boardwalk 
along Dolio Beach, made more accessi-
ble by the recent opening of  the Bohol-
Panglao International Airport. 

4
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A
s one of the region’s first 
destinations to relax pan-
demic-induced restric-
tions, Vietnam has been 

pushing domestic tourism follow-
ing the lifting of social distancing 
measures from April 23.

At press time, social distancing 
measures were reinstated for some 
areas in the country such as Quang 
Nam province and Hanoi, while 
movement in and out of Da Nang 
has been restricted, due to the resur-
facing of community transmission. 

While domestic travel remained 
possible outside of Da Nang, Viet-
nam’s borders remained closed to in-
ternational tourists. This has forced 
many operators to turn to the do-
mestic market in the interim.

Where the heart is
Vietnam’s tourism players are looking inwards for new business during the crisis. By Marissa Carruthers

Alexander Leven, general man-
ager, Asian Trails Vietnam, said while 
the business remains committed to 
its overseas partners, domestic and 
expat markets have represented new 
opportunities in recent months.

The company formed a new team 
with experience in the domestic field, 
and put in place a separate marketing 
strategy. 

Leven observed that the approach 
used in attracting the traditional in-
ternational markets cannot be ap-
plied to domestic expat travellers.

He said: “Their demands are very 
different. Under the current circum-
stances, expats’ reasons for wanting 
to travel as well as their travel style 
vary strongly from the longhaul cli-
ents we normally cater to.”

Established B2B inbound travel 
agency, Khiri Travel Vietnam, has 
chosen to stick with its business fo-
cus. General manager Nicholas Wade 
said to suddenly change direction 
would be “difficult”.

Nevertheless, he acknowledged: 
“We have certainly put more empha-
sis on our regional agents, as we pre-
dict and hope these will be the first 
(markets) that will be allowed back 
into Vietnam.” 

He added that despite the expat 
market traditionally booking trips 
independently, Khiri has seen an up-
tick in interest in recent months.

Once focusing on only the inter-
national market, Luxperia, a collec-
tive of boutique operators, has made 
a welcome shift to the domestic trav-
el market.

Linh Le, co-founder and principal, 
explained: “Luxperia initially wanted 
to offer outbound travel for Viet-
namese and expat residents, so this 
has fast-tracked us to build clientele 
domestically now, in order to serve 
them internationally in the future.”

The collective has curated shorter 
packages and single-city stays to ca-
ter to domestic travellers. For the 
summer holidays, the company has 
secured a strong selection of twin-
city bookings.

Besides availing of deals offered 
by local hotels, Luxperia is working 
with specialists such as NGO envi-
ronmental organisations and well-
ness practitioners to develop unique 
travel packages. 

“By doing this, it creates Luxpe-
ria’s point of difference as a (socially 
conscious), community-based and 
(environmentally conscious) luxury 
travel provider”, said Le.

Airlines have also been playing 
their part to fuel domestic travel de-
mand. In May, a month after social 
distancing measures were relaxed, 
Vietnam Airlines and VietJet Air 
committed themselves to offering 
savings on tickets to drive domestic 
tourism.

Destination
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Vietnam Airlines also has been 
expanding its network within the 
country, bringing the total number 
of domestic routes served and in the 
pipeline to more than 60 at the time 
TTG Asia went to print.

The new and upcoming routes 
connect, among other cities, Hai 
Phong in the north with northwest-
ern province Dien Bien and Da Lat 
with Hue, Thanh Hoa and Can Tho.

Meanwhile, Bamboo Airways 
added two routes on July 1, linking 
Thanh Hoa to Quy Nhon in the cen-
tral province of Binh Dinh and Phu 
Quoc. Plans were also announced to 
add Hanoi-Con Dao flights.

From top:  
Glorious sunset 
at Phu Quoc 
Island; aerial 
view of Da Lat

Luxperia ini-
tially wanted 
to offer out-
bound travel 
for Vietnamese 
and expat res-
idents, so this  
(pandemic)
has fast-
tracked us to 
build clientele 
domestically 
now, in order 
to serve them 
internationally 
in the future.
LINH LE 
Co-founder and 
principal, Luxperia
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 What’s hot

Inspiring 
finds

1 Fancy ride past the countryside
 The Vietage is a new luxury train that 

takes guests on a journey through the 
Vietnamese countryside.

      With twelve reservation-only seats, 
The Vietage departs in the morning 
from Da Nang for a six-hour journey to 
Dieu Tri station in Quy Nhon that cuts 
through rural Vietnam. After their stay 
at Quy Nhon, guests can take the re-
turn trip from Dieu Tri in the evening. 

      Save for a break during the Viet-
namese Tet holiday, The Vietage runs 
eleven months a year.

2 Tracing history
 Taking inspiration from the first ship 

made in Vietnam, the Binh Chuan, Her-
itage Cruises has launched an expedi-
tion along the Vietnamese coastline, 
from south to north. The route follows 
that taken by Vietnamese business-
man Bach Thai Buoi on the Binh Chuan 
a century ago.

      Debuting this September, the ten-
day expedition offers opportunities 
for day trips in Saigon, Halong Bay, 
the Cat Ba Archipelago and more. 

3 Family meets fun
 Spanning 50 hectares, VinWonders 

Phu Quoc amusement park houses 
six exciting themed zones, including 
Adventure World, European Avenue, 
Fantasy World, Mysterious Viking Vil-
lage and Typhoon World.

      Located within Ganh Dau com-
mune, the amusement park features 
more than 100 rides, games and ac-
tivities, including roller coasters, giant 
water slides and shows.

4 Unspoiled nature
 Slated to open in 3Q2020, Zannier 

Hotels Bãi San Hô’s 71 villas sits 
amid 98 hectares of  lush vegetation 
within coastal province Phu Yen. 
Located along a pristine white beach, 
the resort offers activities such as 
wakeboarding, fishing and more.

      Facilities include three restaurants, 
one of  which serves traditional Viet-
namese cuisine, three bars, and a spa. 
Guests can help grow rice at a paddy 
in the heart of  the resort.

5 All aboard
 A new boat service from Ho Chi Minh 

City (HCMC) to Cu Chi started in July. 
Operated by Greenlines DP Technol-
ogy, the ride, which takes about two 
hours, begins at Bach Dang Wharf  
in HCMC, makes two stops to pick up 
passengers at Binh Thanh district and 
Thu Dau Mot City in Binh Duong prov-
ince, before going to its destination.

Discover Vietnam aboard train rides and cruises,  
and head for nature, family fun and more. By Marissa Carruthers 1

2
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M
alaysia’s travel and 
tourism industry is 
making a slow come-
back, thanks in part to 

the persistent efforts of the federal 
and state governments as well as the 
private sector to revive domestic in-
terest.

Incentives for Malaysians to 
holiday within the country include 
personal income tax relief of up to 
RM1,000 (US$235) on domestic 
tourism expenses as well as service 
tax exemption at hotels. These are in 
addition to attractive deals and pro-
motions that local tourism suppliers 
have rolled out to entice bookings 
since the removal of interstate travel 
bans on June 10.

Malaysian Association of Tour 
and Travel Agents (MATTA) presi-
dent, Tan Kok Liang, said the indus-
try was on track for recovery, in line 
with the United Nations World Tour-
ism Organization’s projection that 
travel and tourism rebound would 
happen in 2021.

The minister of tourism, arts and 
culture, Nancy Shukri, expects the 
tourism industry to begin recovering 
in 2Q2021.

While there is a strong depend-
ence on the domestic market, Nigel 
Wong, director of Urban Rhythms 
Tours, Adventures and Travel, said 
there was a challenge in getting locals 
to book with tour operators. 

Banking on home market
Luring domestic travellers requires ingenious marketing and programming as well as irresistable offers, 

travel agents discover. By S Puvaneswary

Ipoh’s senic 
Mirror Lake 

He explained: “Domestic guests 
prefer to make their own arrange-
ments and bookings. They do not re-
alise that a tailor-made programme 
designed by a travel agent will result 
in convenience and time savings.”

To get residents to put their faith 
in local travel agents, Urban Rhythms 
is promoting interesting experiences 
that excite the senses, such as food 
tours with wine pairings in Penang 
and Ipoh as well as hidden gems that 
many Malaysians are unaware of due 
to a lack of promotions.

“This includes Ulu Tupai Water-
falls in Taiping, which is a pristine 
nature retreat just 15 minutes’ drive 
from Taiping town, and the many 
small nature resorts in Janda Baik, 
Pahang, which offers nature excur-
sions and visits to fruit and vegetable 
farms,” Wong detailed. 

May Chiong, product planner at 
Malaysian Harmony Tour & Travel, 
said the agency has been success-
fully selling tour packages and hotel 
stays on Facebook Live since June.
Response has been good.

She said: “We use our in-house tal-
ents to lead the video programme in 
an engaging manner and we always 

include attractive packages offering 
good value to our Facebook fans.” 

Chiong said live-streaming has 
also helped the company to build 
brand awareness in the domestic 
market. The company dealt mainly 
in outbound tourism pre-pandemic, 
but had to pivot to domestic tours 
and products for survival.

She observed that domestic travel-
lers are price sensitive and prefer to 
shop around for good deals. 

“We attract them by working with 
hotels to create attractively priced 
packages. Beach retreats and Insta-
gramable destinations are doing well, 
especially on weekends when fami-
lies or friends travel together,” said 
Chiong.

Klook is also targeting domestic 
travellers through a series of exclusive 
staycation offers. Accommodation 
is bundled with perks, such as free 
massages, F&B credits and attraction 
passes, to create a well rounded vaca-
tion for the customer.

Emily Tan, marketing lead of 
Klook Malaysia, shared that nature-
focused staycations and theme park 
hotels are in hot demand. 

“Some customers enjoy a tropical 
paradise at Ipoh’s Belum Rainfor-
est Resort to escape the usual hustle 
and bustle. Meanwhile, travelling 
groups with children prefer to mix 
hotel stays with theme parks nearby, 
such as Legoland Hotel Malaysia and 
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Hard Rock Hotel Desaru Coast. This 
allows both the parents and children 
to get an enjoyable travel experience,” 
she said.

Tan remains optimistic that de-
mand for local activities and experi-
ences will continue to rise through 
4Q2020, and will spike during the 
upcoming public holidays.”

To further boost travel confidence 
and peace of mind of travellers stay-
ing in certified hotels, the Malaysian 
Association of Hotels launched the 
Clean & Safe Malaysia hygiene and 
safety certification programme for 
properties in July. This is supported 
by the Ministry of Tourism, Arts and 
Culture Malaysia.

Every certified hotel is issued the 
Clean & Safe Malaysia label. This is 
the benchmark of hygiene and safety 
standards for the hotel industry in 
the country.

Beach retreats and Instagramable destinations 
are doing well, especially on weekends when 
families or friends travel together.
MAY CHIONG 
Product planner, Harmony Tour & Travel
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Graced by multiple luminaries, flagship 
property Royal Wing Suites & Spa is 
testament to opulence and personalisation 
in an all-suites environment overlooking 
the mesmerising Gulf of Thailand.

The resort makes for an intimate 
vacation experience whether on a 
honeymoon or family holiday, and three 
room types are available: Royal Wing 
Suite (54m2), Presidential Heritage Suite 
(221m2) and Presidential Platinum Suite 
(336m2). 

Each suite features a living area with 
separated bedroom, in-room circular 
jacuzzi, private balcony, IPTV and com-
plimentary mini bar. Slink into luxuri-
ous linens and be spoilt by pillow menu 
choices designed to complement a good 
night’s sleep.

Presidential Suite guests will relish 
the access to a 24/7 personal butler and 

ADVERTORIAL

Luxury epitomised
Royal Cliff Hotels GRoup

For more information, visit www.royalwingsuites.com
Email: creative@royalcliff.com • Tel: (66) 38 250 421

beachfront Sala (Thai-styled pavilion) 
with open air jacuzzi and sunbeds; in-
cluding a private area available for small 
parties. In addition, sun loungers are 
also reserved for all Royal Wing guests 
throughout their stay at the property. 

It is also the only resort in Pattaya 
that maintains two private beaches for 
the exclusive use of in-house guests. 

Need a place to unwind in solitude or 
hold cozy gatherings? Look no further 
than the newly launched Majestic 
Lounge which offers a selection of finger 
food and hot beverages in a semi-alfresco 
setting.

Families can bond over activities at 
The Verge, featuring games, pool and 
karaoke and Funtasea, an indoor edutain-
ment kids club. 

There are also three restaurants 
on-site, including one which serves fine 
dining dinner.

Royal Cliff Hotels Group is also 
accredited with the “Amazing Thailand 
Safety and Health Administration: SHA” 
certification issued by the Tourism Au-
thority of Thailand (TAT). Strict health 
and safety measures that are in line with 
World Health Organization and Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention 
directives are implemented, keeping to 
its commitment to prioritise guests’ and 
staff well-being and prevent the spread of 
Covid-19.

 What’s hot

Fresh Eyes  

The best of the land

Taking tours online

Enjoy the best of Mother Nature’s creations or partake in artistic 
demonstrations, recommends S Puvaneswary

When the pandemic takes away people’s ability to go on a live tour, 
this Malaysian travel agent heads into the virtual world with in-depth 

destination showcases. He shares his story with S Puvaneswary

1. Soul cleanser
 Forest bathing at The Habitat Penang 

Hill is a guided three-hour programme 
conducted by a resident naturalist on 
Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays. The 
programme, which involves breath-
ing and stretching exercises within 
the rainforest, helps participants to 
destress and have a better night’s 
sleep.

2.  Away to the kampung 
 Kampung Agong in Seberang Perai on 

the Penang mainland is a community-
based tourist attraction developed by 
the villagers. The destination provides 
plentiful photo opportunities at giant 
swings, man-made ‘bird’s nests’, and 
a faux grand piano set amid paddy 
fields. Its photogenic landscape has 
been a main magnet for visitors who 
come from across the country. There 
are also three village-style houses, 
fitted with modern luxuries, and can 
be booked for overnight stays for a 
complete village experience.

3.	 Artistic	confines		
 Penang International Container Art 

Festival 2020, which runs until the end 
of  2020, is the first of  its kind in Asia, 
where shipping containers are trans-
formed into mural installations, turning 
them into Instagram-worthy outdoor 

galleries. The 10 murals are created 
by local and international artists, and 
they are spread across George Town, 
Jelutong and Balik Pulau on the island 
as well as Butterworth and Batu Kawan 
on the mainland.

4. Up, up among the clouds
 Offered by Destination Asia, guests will 

travel by Land Rover to the tea gardens 
on Mount Brinchang in Cameron High-
lands, accompanied by expert guides 
who will explain the workings of  tea 
production. On clear days, the highland 
drive affords magnificent views of  the 
surrounding area. The tour includes an 
interpretive walk into the Mossy Forest 
with a nature guide who will point out 
exotic flora and medicinal plants that 
thrive on Mount Brinchang.

5.  Geopark excursion
 Junglewalla Tours in Langkawi offers 

Southern Island Geopark Tour for 
nature lovers. The three-hour boat tour 
takes visitors to the south of  Langkawi 
to explore some of  the most beautiful 
seascapes in Malaysia, such as lime-
stone cliffs, fjords and seastacks rising 
out of  the ocean. Guests also get to 
swim in the freshwater lake of  Dayang 
Bunting. An accompanying guide will 
point out various local wildlife such as 
eagles, kingfishers and whale sharks.

W
hen tourism activities 
in Malaysia came to a 
standstill during the al-
most-three-month-long 

Movement Control Order period from 
March 18, imposed to stem the spread of 
Covid-19 in the country, tour and event 
specialist Laili Basir found his business 
rudely terminated.

Laili, who has been running traditional 
tours since 2010 and is the founder of Lai-
li Basir Event Adventure, made the deci-
sion to use his expertise in a different way.

He moved online to sell virtual tours to 
anyone who is keen to experience destina-
tions and attractions through their screen.

He told TTG Asia: “Selling virtual tours 
allowed me to build my customer base. I 
am certain that people would want to 
physically travel and visit those destina-
tions at a later period, at their conveni-
ence. When they do, they can contact me 
for my tour services.” 

While he started the initiative off with 
Whatsapp videos, he soon moved to the 
Malaysia Virtual Experience platform de-
veloped by Tourism Productivity Nexus 
as well as Zoom. These platforms allowed 
him to conduct pre-recorded virtual tours 

that showcase off-the-beaten-track desti-
nations such as Semporna, Taman Negara 
National Park, Merapoh Caves and Ulu 
Baram in Sarawak, as well as extreme ac-
tivities such as paragliding, free diving and 
rope swing, to a wider audience. 

He said: “My intention is to offer the 
audience insider information that they 
will never find on Google or from travel 
agents.

“For instance, I provide live commen-
tary during the viewing of my pre-record-
ed videos (and invite) participants to ask 
questions as they would on an live tour.” 

While domestic travel is now possible 
and encouraged in Malaysia, Laili con-
tinues to conduct his virtual excursions 
as they provide his clients with an oppor-
tunity to learn about destinations before 
they commit to a paid physical tour sold 
by him.

Next on his cards is to offer virtual tours 
of Malaysia to foreign visitors keen on the 
country, through international travel plat-
forms such as Airbnb Online Experiences. 

“I am identifying unique experiences 
and destinations to offer which are cur-
rently unavailable on the platform,” he 
said.

1

2 3
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T
he Maldives is among the 
first countries in Asia-Pa-
cific to resume tourism. It 
reopened its borders to in-

ternational visitors on July 15.
However, the pick-up in arrivals 

has been slow due to various reasons, 
including continued travel restric-
tions elsewhere. The general expec-
tation among tourism players is that 
tourist numbers will only begin to 
rise from end October or early No-
vember.

As at July 31, the destination wel-
comed 1,769 visitors while 60 resort 
islands out of over 160 have reo-
pened for business with stringent 
health and safety measures in place. 

Thoyyib Mohamed, managing di-
rector of the state-owned Maldives 
Maldives Marketing & PR Corpora-
tion (MMPRC), emphasised that it 
was more important that the desti-
nation was able to sustain the mo-
mentum of returning tourists, and 
acknowledged that departure restric-
tions imposed by some governments 
could make it difficult for some trav-
ellers to leave for the Maldives.

Ready for a rebound
Tourism-dependent Maldives is among the first Asian destinations to reopen to international tourists.  

Feizal Samath finds out how the recovery has been

Spaced out 
resort islands 
across the 
Maldives help 
facilitate safe 
distancing

With these challenges in mind, 
this year’s arrivals target has been 
lowered to 800,000, compared to 1.7 
million arrivals in 2019.

However, that has not discour-
aged the destination of more than 
1,000 islands from pulling out all the 
stops to attract visitors. Tourism au-
thorities have also been promoting 
the Maldives as the safest place on 
earth to visit during the pandemic, 
as island resorts are located far apart 
which allows for natural safe distanc-
ing.

Furthermore, the destination has 
one of the most flexible Covid-19 
prevention regimes. Visitors are 
given a 30-day free visa-on-arrival 
and are not subject to any testing on 
arrival. They are also allowed to be 
whisked to their resort straight from 
the airport. 

Swab tests will be conducted at the 
airport only if a visitor shows some 
symptoms of an infection.

Mohamed said that the most im-
portant message to the world is that 
the country is open. 

“We are doing a lot of online mar-

keting particularly in Europe, the 
Middle East, China and India, and 
constantly engaging with tour opera-
tors,” he said, adding that nationals 
from the UK, Germany, the US and 
the Middle East were among the first 
people to set foot on the Maldives 
since reopening.

And as the destination restarts her 
tourism activities, a wave of wellness 
features have swept through  the re-
sorts to feed a growing desire for 
healthy living. 

Suresh Dissanayake, assistant vice 
president for sales and marketing at 
Heritance Aarah & Adaaran Resorts 
- Maldives, noted that some resorts 
are offering vegan food in addition 
to wellness offerings like yoga and 
meditation.

Some resorts are also answering 
the growing call for seclusion, offer-
ing travelling groups the opportunity 
to rent the entire island for them-
selves.

W Maldives, for instance, is of-
fering its 77 private suites from 
US$199,000 a night, with access to 
the entire island and all its amenities.

Destination

At press time, Milaidhoo Island 
Maldives and The Nautilus Maldives 
were due to exclusively charter a pri-
vate jet to run a one-off flight from 
London to the Maldives this sum-
mer. The A340 aircraft, featuring 100 
flatbed business-class seats, was due 
to depart from one of Stansted’s pri-
vate terminals on August 16, flying 
direct to Male, and return to the UK 
on August 31.

Many resorts expect business to 
pick up next year, with Dissanayake 
saying that 70 per cent of his book-
ings are for 2021 arrivals. 

Most of the main carriers to the 
Maldives, such as Emirates, Qatar 
and Etihad, have resumed flights.

To speed up tourism recovery, 
authorities are discussing a fast lane 
with China, the country’s biggest 
tourism source market. The plan is 
to enable Chinese visitors to avoid 
any quarantine on their return from 
the Maldives.

Also in discussion is an air bridge 
with India and a travel bubble with 
the UK – both key tourism markets 
as well.
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A safe retreat
Contactless service, intense cleaning and sanitisation, and onsite medical teams are among the steps taken 

by properties to ensure a safe stay. By Feizal Samath

A beach pool 
villa at Anantara 
Kihavah 
Maldives Villas

Hotels and resorts

 What’s hot

Island lures
Feizal Samath picks out some of the newest attractions  

to open across The Maldives

1 A world of fun for all
 Located on the island of  Dhigu-

rah, stretched across 1.5 km of  
house reef  in Noonu Atoll, Siyam 
World presents holidaymakers 
with varied accommodation and 
daily activities for all ages. At-
tractions on the 54-hectare island 
destination include the Turtle 
Kids Village, a dedicated kids 
village combined with kids club 
services; and Sun Spa set within 
lush vegetation to offer tranquil-
ity and peace, featuring 18 spa 
pavilions, double massage tables, 
open-air rain shower and roman-
tic flower bath, and hydrotherapy 
areas.

2 Secluded retreat
 Brennia Kottefaru in Raa Atoll 

charms guests with spacious 
beach and over-water villas and 
suites protruding from its sandy 

shores and the scenic ocean 
vista beyond. The 12-hectare 
island is accessible by a 
40-minute seaplane ride from 
Velana International Airport. All 
guestrooms come with modern 
conforts, such as air condition-
ing, a flat-screen TV with cable 
channels, a private bathroom 
with a shower and free toilet-
ries.

3 Music lives on here
 The Hard Rock Hotel Maldives, 

part of  Crossroads Maldives 
development, stays true to the 
entertainment and lifestyle 
brand by fusing its signature 
style, music, and fun into one 
tropical resort. There are 178 
accommodation options to 
choose from, including the 
Rock Star Villa that comes with 
its very own private boat dock.

4	 A	bit	of	Japanese	flavour
 Sri Lanka’s premier Japanese 

restaurant, Nihonbashi, 
opened its Maldivian branch, 
Nihonbashi Blue, at The Marina 
at Crossroads in late January 
2020.

  Nihonbashi Blue, the brain-
child of  award-winning chef  
and restaurateur Dharshan Mu-
nidasa, offers a sophisticated 
cuisine philosophy inspired 
by the principles of  washoku – 
traditional Japanese cuisine.

  Munidasa maintains his 
promise to create authentic 
Japanese dishes using quality 
ingredients.

5 Radisson enters 
the Maldives

 Radisson Blu Resort is the 
brand’s first property in the 
Maldivian archipelago.

  It features 128 exclusive vil-
las, including family villas and 
a premium over-water villa, and 
strikes a balance between styl-
ish contemporary design and 
a truly Maldivian resort experi-
ence. Perfect for guests seeking 
rejuvenation and restoration, 
Radisson Blu Resort offers a 
yoga pavilion and spa while 
guests can meditate in the tran-
quil surrounds of  the island.

4

3

W
ith health and safety 
standards becoming 
the prime concern of 
travellers in a post-

lockdown  environment, some in-
ternational brands in the Maldives 
have implemented globally recog-
nised measures and standards at 
their resorts.

Nils-Arne Schroeder, vice presi-
dent, luxury & lifestyle, Hilton, 
Asia-Pacific, shared with TTG Asia 
that his properties worldwide have 
in place the Hilton CleanStay, a 
new industry-defining standard of 
hygiene and cleanliness. The pro-
gramme is enforced in Waldorf As-
toria Maldives Ithaafushi and the 
Conrad Maldives Rangali Island. 

Created in collaboration with 
Dettol and Lysol maker RB and 
Mayo Clinic, the programme fo-
cuses on cleanliness that is visible 
to guests throughout their entire 
stay, including increased frequency 
of cleaning in public areas, team 
members using personal protec-
tive equipment, minimised physical 
contact, social distancing measures 
and the prevalence of disinfecting 
amenities. 

“Additional touches of assurance 
include the Hilton CleanStay Room 
Seal to indicate to guests that their 
rooms have not been accessed since 
being thoroughly cleaned and dis-
infected,” Schroeder said, adding 

that the scientific expertise of RB 
is second-to-none and it has been 
found that the active ingredients 
in Dettol and Lysol are effective in 
breaking the chain of infection of 
Covid-19.

Ross Sanders, general manager, 
Anantara Kihavah Maldives Villas, 
said that in line with Anantara’s Stay 
with Peace of Mind programme, 
the resort will have a Guest Guard-
ian responsible for internal audits 
based on rigid guidelines fully com-
pliant with global expert advisories 
including Ecolab and Diversey, as 
well as local health regulations.

“One of the key actions we’ll 
be taking is the installation of UV 
light cleaning equipment. We will 
also be among the first few resorts 
launching the Anantara mobile ap-
plication, with features such as live 
chat service request, real-time res-
ervations, check-in and check-out, 
room key functionality and more,” 
he added.

At Taj Exotica Resort & Spa, Mal-
dives, contactless service is rolled 
out in the form of digital registra-
tion at check-in, QR codes for or-
dering at restaurants and room ser-
vice, and e-payment solutions. 

Room allocations will made only 
after they have been unoccupied for 
48 hours, “impeccably cleaned, dis-
infected and thoroughly sanitised,”  
added Samrat Datta, the hotel’s 

general manager.
At the LUX* South Ari Atoll Re-

sort & Villas, which reopened on 
August 1, all rooms will be left vacant 
for at least 24 hours between guests, 
to allow for deep cleaning and disin-
fection, and all minibars will remain 
empty, with a wide selection of items 
available upon request.

Additionally, according to Hussain 
Afeef, the company’s regional direc-
tor of training, development and 
quality assurance, a medical team, 
including a doctor and a trained 

Covid-19 officer, will be on call 24/7 
at the resort.

While all resorts are following 
government-prescribed rules on 
health and safety measures, the ex-
ception to the rule are two Soneva 
resorts which will conduct its own 
rapid Covid-19 tests for all their 
guests on arrival at the airport. 
Guests will be escorted to their vil-
la and asked to remain there until 
the test results – which would take 
between six and 24 hours – are re-
ceived and are negative.






