Capturing local hearts

Banking on the super-rich

The pursuit of comfort, rehabilitation
and mental healing is expected to
dominate consumer demand emerging
post-lockdown, and Asian properties
are responding to this call for wellness

With Singaporeans urged to play
tourists on home ground, businesses
are reinventing their content to excite
local hearts

With the luxury market projected to be
at the forefront of tourism recovery,
destinations across Asia-Pacific are
stepping up efforts to cash in on that
rebound
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South-east Asia, but the industry
is restarting efforts to nurse the
sector back to financial health
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The people predicament
How will we retain talents whose faith is broken?
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Skills and jobs can be made
obsolete by new challenges
which require creative,
new solutions. Constant
staff training could be a
company’s insurance against
redundancy.

or as long as I have been covering travel, tourism and business events news – just 15 short
years – laments of talent shortage
have never ceased. There was always not
enough folks who were both educated or
experienced and passionate enough to
outlast the pressures of long hours, frequent travels, and more attractive salaries
offered by other industries.
These laments will deepen because of
the dire straits the pandemic has put the
industry in, which has resulted in an exodus of talents through business closures,
retrenchments and dampened spirits.
According to ACI Report 2021, an annual salary and employment trends study
published by ACI HR Solutions, 24 per
cent of the industry was made redundant
in 2020, and nine per cent have yet to secure re-employment.
For some, the state of joblessness provides a rare time for rest and family reconnection. For others, it is a period of endless anxiety because from where will the
next meal come?
This period of endless anxiety is not
reserved just for displaced workers. Those
holding on to their jobs are now shouldering additional loads in place of their
retrenched colleagues while drawing a
reduced wage. Half of 829 respondents
from across Asia-Pacific and surrounding regions took a pay cut in 2020, with
36 per cent of them getting 25-50 per cent
less income.
A depressing year for our industry has
led 20 per cent of respondents to lose confidence in our industry. Even worse, 68 per

cent of respondents plan to quit or exit the
industry in the next 12 months, with 27
per cent open to exploring opportunities
outside of the industry.
Kaye Chon, dean and chair professor of
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University’s
School of Hotel and Tourism Management, has often emphasised on the versatility of the hospitality expertise. Hospitality graduates and professionals are highly
sought after by luxury retail companies,
banks, medical services or any businesses
that require a tender human touch.
For an industry that often says its success depends on its people, losing good
people to despair and other industries is
worrying. On the bright side, this crisis
could be a turning point for the travel,
tourism and business events profession.
There are some practices effected during lockdowns that can work great now
and forever more, and not just for the
multinational companies but also for
small outfits. For example, working from
home and supporting it with a proper
structure; relegating less critical meetings to web format; flexi-hours with wage
adjustments as an option; and a regular
mental well-being programme.
Here’s one more – compulsory skills
upgrading for all staff which counts towards their performance appraisal. If
there is one thing this travel and tourism
crisis has taught us, it is that constant innovation is critical. Skills and jobs can be
made obsolete by new challenges which
require creative, new solutions. Constant
staff training could be a company’s insurance against redundancy.
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With Singaporeans urged to play tourists on home

ground, businesses are reinventing their content to
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more
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With the luxury market projected to be at the forefront of tourism recovery, destinations across AsiaPacific are stepping up efforts to cash in on that rebound. By Marissa Carruthers

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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Ready
for revival
The pandemic has snuffed out the medical tourism boom in South-east Asia, leaving the once-thriving sector
ailing. TTG Asia reporters examine how the industry is fighting to nurse the sector back to financial health

Singapore
By Pamela Chow

While medical and wellness is not a
current focus of her tourism strategy,
Singapore may find ample opportunity in this sector, thanks to her effective clampdown on the spread of
Covid-19, as well as her egalitarian
distribution of vaccines since December 2020. The island nation’s
speedy turnaround during the pandemic has earned her global recognition that could benefit her status as
a hub for treatment and restoration.
This potential lifeline is not overlooked by hospitality brands in the
country, which have stepped up their
offerings to tap this niche segment.
Boldly entering the scene is Singapore’s first licensed confinement
luxury hotel, Kai Suites, which offers pre- and post-partum care for
mothers and their newborn. Its services include a three-month prenatal
programme, a seven-day stay and a
three-month postnatal programme
that provides education, nourishment, nutrition and rejuvenation.
One Farrer Hotel & Spa is also
joining the game. After serving as a
testing facility for medical staff, followed by a stay-in facility for Malaysian long-term pass-holders, the
hotel embarked on a refurbishment
to redesign most of its property and

processes in consultation with medical experts. Corridors and rooms
are now lined with antimicrobial
materials, while a new housekeeping protocol implements UV lamp
disinfection for every room. Plus,
an upcoming Pillow Lab will use an
Ultraviolet-C Chamber to disinfect
its new menu of pillows.
It has also rebranded its previous
“hotel in a hotel” concept into Mint
Hotel, a room category that features
intelligent and hygiene-focused design. Under the advice of medical
professionals from the connecting
Farrer Park Hospital, Mint Hotel’s
176 rooms feature antiviral wall
coverings, moveable furniture, antimicrobial blinds and custom gapless
vinyl flooring replacing its carpets.
One Farrer Hotel & Spa’s general
manager, Gilbert Madhavan, told
TTG Asia: “One of our target markets (for 2021) will be medical tourism. While travel demand will come
back slowly in some ways, medical
tourism will always remain quite stable. Indonesia, Vietnam and Bangladesh are some of the (country’s) key
(sources) for medical tourism, and
they always come accompanied by
family.”
To capture this crowd, the hotel
has launched Farrer Concierge, a
one-stop service that takes care of
guest needs, from scheduling medi-

cal appointments to making tour and
transport arrangements.

Malaysia

Below: One Farrer Hotel & Spa,
Singapore

By S Puvaneswary
2020 was poised to be a banner year
for Malaysia’s medical tourism industry, which had been enjoying a
major boom in recent years. With
more than one million medical tourists flocking to Malaysia annually, the
country harboured bold ambitions
to become a medical tourism hub in
South-east Asia.
On a roll, the sector closed 2019 at
a record high, with some 1.3 million
medical tourist arrivals, making the
country the top favourite for medical
tourists around the world.
Enter the pandemic. Malaysia
Healthcare Travel Council (MHTC)
anticipated 2020 would see a 70 per
cent reduction in hospital receipts to
between RM500 million (US$122.3
million) and RM600 million, as compared to 2019’s performance. Border
controls and stricter processes that
medical travellers must comply with
have led to a slump in foreign patients at Malaysia’s private hospitals.
Sherene projects it will take at least
three years for the medical travel sector to return to 2019 levels.
In a desperate bid to revive the
sector, the government has allocated

The arrival
of Covid-19
boosted the
growth of
(telehealth)
as healthcare
systems globally had to
adapt rapidly,
and it played a
critical role in
offering patients... continuity of care.
SHERENE AZLI
Former CEO,
Malaysia
Healthcare Travel
Council

RM35 million to the MHTC this year
to promote the country’s medical
travel sector, and extended income
tax exemption for export private
healthcare services until 2022.
On its part, MHTC is driving a rebound in the sluggish sector through
a three-pronged strategy, namely,
aggressive publicity and branding
campaigns showcasing Malaysia’s
excellence in healthcare and building
confidence in Malaysia as a healthcare travel destination; providing
support and facilitating end-toend infrastructure including digital
adoption; and cementing Malaysia
as a thought leader in medical travel.
Sherene Azli, who was the CEO
of MHTC until her term ended on
January 15, stressed: “We need to
engage medical travellers in the continuity of care as well as ensure they
remember Malaysia as among the
best in the world for healthcare. We
do this by amplifying our expertise
through social media. Players in the
medical travel sector also give talks
and participate in medical travel related webinars.”
While Malaysia’s border remains
closed to leisure foreign tourists, it
is open to foreign medical travellers entering Malaysia via chartered
flights since July 1, 2020 and by commercial flights since October 5, 2020.
However, hospitals have to get
clearance from the government,
which MHTC helps to facilitate,
before foreign patients are allowed to enter the country.
Incoming patients must adhere to strict procedures, including showing a negative Covid-19
test result obtained within 72
hours of departure, undergoing a second Covid-19
test in a local hospital
upon arrival, and a twoweek quarantine prior
to their treatment.
Mohd Nazri Harun,
head of international
marketing at KPJ Ampang Puteri Specialist
Hospital, shared that
last year, the hospital
saw a significant decrease in medical travellers, especially from its
three main source markets Indonesia, the Middle East and South Korea.
To plug the shortfall,
the hospital has shifted
its marketing focus to
the expatriate popula-

Report: Medical Tourism

tion and foreign embassies located in
Ampang and its surrounding areas.
Mohd Nazri said: “We have been
offering promotional medical packages as well as specially-priced Covid-19 screenings to embassy staff and
their families (since last year).”
The pandemic has also hastened
the healthcare industry’s shift from
paper-based to digitalised processes.
Hospitals in Malaysia have embraced virtual consultations to ensure continuity of care for overseas
patients who are unable to travel to
Malaysia due to travel restrictions.
Stanley Lam, CEO, Mahkota Medical Centre in Melaka, said the hospital provides teleconsultation services so patients can seek follow-ups
remotely. It also delivers prescribed
medicines to the patient’s doorstep.
Other digitalisation efforts include
an online platform to allow patients
to schedule their appointments and
a Care Line on the hospital’s website
to assist patients with their enquiries.
Medical travellers to Mahkota
Medical Centre mainly seek cardiology, oncology, orthopaedic and fertility treatments. Some 30 per cent of
its medical travellers are from Indonesia, with other main markets being
Vietnam, Cambodia and Singapore.
In the northern state of Penang,
Ronald Koh, president and CEO,
Penang Adventist Hospital, shared
that the medical staff and doctors had
made “persistent efforts” to switch to
digital to cater to the rising needs of
overseas patients who are unable to
travel to Penang during this period.
Koh predicts teleconsultation is
here to stay even as Covid-19 vaccines roll out, as it provides an “alternative (platform) for foreign patients who face difficulties travelling
abroad to continue receiving followup care as well as save on travel costs
and travel times”.
Sherene agreed with Koh that demand for teleconsultations will continue to grow even after borders reopen and international travel resumes.
She said: “If we look at digital healthcare in 2019, its growth was already
on an upward trajectory.
“Specialised fields of care were already investing in telemedicine apps
and software programmes. New features like AI, predictive analysis, and
automatic data collection were being
used to lower the cost of care.
“The arrival of Covid-19 boosted
the growth of this sector as healthcare
systems globally had to adapt rapidly,
and it played a critical role in offering
patients access to care and more importantly, continuity of care.”
Telemedicine presents convenience and flexibility for both doctors
and patients – doctors enjoy flexibility to manage their patient schedules,
while patients save on commute, she
added.
Sherene also sees healthcare facilitators playing a more important
role “as resource banks and sources
of credible information” in a postpandemic world fraught with uncertainty. She said: “Now, more than
ever, patients need assistance to plan
their healthcare travel, ranging from
documentation to accommodation.
“Healthcare facilitators can also
play a significant role in assisting patients to adhere to the standard operating procedures for entering Malaysia for healthcare treatments.
“In addition, by keeping tabs on
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travel bans, country regulations and
requirements, healthcare facilitators
can bridge the gap between patients
and healthcare providers.”

Thailand

By Anne Somanas
As one of the world’s top medical
tourism destinations, Thailand’s
healthcare sector had been on a winning streak before the pandemic hit.
In 2019, the country was listed as
one of the top five destinations of
inbound medical tourism spending
globally by the World Travel & Tourism Council. In fact, medical tourists accounted for nine per cent, or
around 3.15 million, of the country’s
35 million tourists in 2018, with the
bulk hailing from China.
As Covid-19 casts a prolonged dry
spell on international tourism, Thailand’s hospitals, clinics and agents
servicing foreign medical tourists
have seen footfall tumble, due to the
government’s strict 14-day quarantine requirement on all visitors.
Bumrungrad International Hospital, a private enterprise whose international patients account for 65
per cent of its revenue pre-Covid, has
seen foreign visitors drop by 80 per
cent in 2020, especially from its top
source market of Myanmar.
For major inbound medical tourism agents like Medical Departures,
which works with hospitals and clinics across 34 countries, and for which
Thailand is a core market, the measures curbing inbound tourism flows
have led CEO Paul McTaggart to furlough 30 per cent of his staff, while
diversifying to markets that currently
have more tourism-friendly climates
like Europe and South America.
Despite the country reopening to
medical tourists since July 2020, the
programme has enticed few visitors.
“The limitation that they have to stay
in the hospital for two weeks (as part
of the quarantine protocol), even for
a two-day surgery, led many to stay in
their own countries. The programme
is still open, but the market potential
is limited,” explained Bruno Huber,
general manager at the Mövenpick
BDMS Wellness Resort.
“For any medical business in
Thailand, it’s (almost) 100 per cent
domestic (clients) at the moment.
You can have world-class facilities,
but it doesn’t matter if the patients
can’t get here, so we’re not relying on
foreign patients at this point,” said
McTaggart.
To entice the domestic crowd,
health and wellness operators are
launching promotions and packages
to capture rising demand for wellness and preventative care treatment.
RAKxa’s VitalLife clinic, initially
geared toward foreign visitors, has
quickly pivoted to the domestic market and launched a one million baht
(US$33,200) per year membership
programme, said its medical director,
Narinthorn Surasinthorn. The resort
has sold over 40 memberships since
its opening at the end of 2020.
In the alternative state quarantine
(ASQ) market, Mövenpick BDMS
– Thailand’s first hotel to offer ASQ
last April – is seeing “above average”
profits, with returning Thai young
working professionals and expats,
mainly Japanese, being their top client base, shared Huber.
While its core business is now

Above: Mövenpick BDMS offers quarantine packages for returning Thais and inbound travellers

Covid-19
showed
(Thailand’s)
level of public
health management and
built further
credibility for
(the country)
as a medical tourism
and wellness
destination.
Runjuan
Tongrut
Executive director,
Americas region,
Tourism Authority
of Thailand

ASQ, the resort also offers packages that pair quarantine with an
extended stay and access to medical
services.
Bumrungrad has also launched
local-targeted offers, and fixed its
rates for 2021 to make its services
more accessible to domestic patients.
At the same time, the hospital continues to bring in critically-ill patients who require
treatment into the country, but it is
a process involving “high coordination” between multiple parties, according to Nipat Kulabkaw, its chief
international business development
officer.
Still, experts and industry professionals anticipate that Thailand’s excellent track record with managing
Covid-19 will be a future boon for
local medical tourism.
“Covid-19 showed our level of
public health management and built
further credibility for Thailand as a
medical tourism and wellness destination,” said Runjuan Tongrut,
executive director of the Americas
region at Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT). “The TAT is building on
that to keep Thailand top-of-mind
for foreign visitors.”
These efforts include the Amazing
Thailand Health and Wellness Virtual Trade Meet held last December to
match both well-established and new
health providers in the Thai market
with travel operators abroad, as well
as a strong social media strategy, with
the TAT head office in each country
regularly pushing health and wellness related content, such as beach
yoga in Thailand, on their Facebook
and Instagram accounts.
With Covid-19 vaccine rollout
now underway across the globe,
Bumrungrad is in talks with the Ministry of Public Health for medical
tourists from Middle Eastern countries with proof of vaccination to be
exempted from quarantine or serve a
reduced quarantine, as it “could help
to boost our medical tourism numbers this year,” stated Nipat.
Asked how Thailand could elevate
its medical tourism sector, Nipat
shared that to compete with regional
players such as Singapore and India,

as well as emerging global competitors like South Korea and Turkey,
Thailand needs to make it possible
for foreign health professionals to
practice in the country.
“If we want medical tourism to
become one of the country’s key
strategies, we need support in terms
of manpower. The main barrier to
medical personnel and specialists
practising in Thailand is that they
need to attain a Thai license. This
requires an ability to speak Thai, so
right now, high-end medical specialists from abroad cannot practice
here,” he explained.
“Also, in terms of pricing, Thailand is currently benchmarked
against Singapore, Germany and the
US. We can easily compete with those
countries, but if we look at the next
pricing tier down which is 30 to 40
per cent cheaper, India is a very scary
competitor when it comes to pricing. Reducing the high import taxes
on medical equipment would allow
Thailand to be able to offer more affordable medical procedures.”
McTaggart sees this lull for Thai
medical tourism as temporary.
He elaborated: “Thailand offers
great value-for-money, immediate
accessibility and access to alternative
treatments such as stem cell treatments that may not be authorised
in patients’ home countries – these
are the three things that draw medical tourists to Thailand. Thailand is
the oldest player, and the most wellknown. When travel resumes, I’m
certain the country will rebound as a
medical travel destination.”
Pre-pandemic, plans were in place
for many internationally-geared hospitals and wellness centres to launch.
Now, despite the heavy blows to
medical tourism in 2020, many of
those in the pipeline have either already opened or are building ahead.
Medpark Hospital, aiming to become a hub for super tertiary care
in South-east Asia, soft-opened in
Bangkok in October 2020.
Nearby, The Forestias – Thailand’s
largest mixed-use real estate development that is projected to complete in
2022 – is also integrating an elderly
home, and a large medical centre
geared toward international visitors.
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Wellness tun
The pursuit of comfort,
rehabilitation and mental
healing is expected to
dominate consumer demand
emerging post-lockdown,
and properties in Asia are
responding to this call for
wellness. TTG Asia rounds
up some of the newest finds

Amanbagh,
India

A hidden sanctuary in the Aravalli Hills
of rural Rajasthan, Amanbagh’s scalloped sandstone arches are an echo from
the resplendence of the Mughal Empire.
Here, operator Aman will launch its new
Ayurveda Traditional Medicine Immune
Support Retreat, available on select dates.
Guests can receive an initial wellness consultation from the resort’s resident Ayurveda physician, followed by a tailored
wellness programme for a stay of at least
four nights.
Each day, guests will enjoy an immunity-supporting shot, a selection of restorative herbal teas, a daily private movement
session, a bespoke Ayurveda spa treatment, guided walks at sunrise and morning group yoga sessions.
Healthy daily breakfast will be served,
with recipes using the freshest produce from Amanbagh’s organic garden.
Almost 80 per cent of the produce used
in the resort’s cuisine is grown here, and
some are also incorporated into the spa
treatments.

Chai Talay,
Thailand

Luxury private villa estate Chai Talay on
Thailand’s Koh Samui has reopened following an extensive refurbishment, and
one of its highlights is its sprawling wellness facility.
The estate boasts a 372m2 indoor and
outdoor gym that is set amid manicured
yoga lawns and organic gardens, where
wellness professionals conduct fitness
groups, team training, yoga, Pilates and
other activities that mend the body, mind
and soul.
Chai Talay also harnesses its decadelong experience of hosting multiple
annual fitness retreats to deliver popular wellness programmes for up to 40
people.
Its close partnership with nearby Anahata Wellness and Orion Retreat Centre
allows guests to join yoga or mediation
classes, juicing or healing retreats as well
as consult specialist practitioners such
From top: Amanbagh, India;
Chai Talay, Thailand
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ne-up
as acupuncturists. For guests preferring
complete attention and privacy, fitness
trainers from Anahata Wellness and Orion Retreat Centre will take their lessons
right into a Chai Talay villa.
Wellness tune-ups at Chai Talay extend
beyond the gym. Resident chefs will whip
up healthy farm-to-table dishes, using
more than 20 varieties of home-grown
fruit and vegetables, as well as conduct
in-villa cooking classes that are fun for
all ages.

Dusit Thani Laguna
Singapore

In December 2020, Thailand-based Dusit
International opened its much-awaited
Dusit Thani Laguna Singapore, a wellness-focused retreat within the grounds
of the Laguna National Golf & Resort
Club.
With 198 rooms and suites, the luxury
resort touts Dusit’s signature Devarana
Wellness brand, under which several transient and holistic spaces on the premises
host educational classes and workshops –
such as stress management and nutrition
– as well as activities like meditation, yoga,
personal training and massages.
The Dusit Wellness programme also
provides plant-based “power foods” –
from vegetables harvested at the Laguna
Organic Farm to low-carb options – and a
Sleep Well menu that allows guests to personalise their sleep experience.
The property boasts three swimming
pools, and three outdoor tennis courts
will be opened in 1Q2021.

Kai Suites,
Singapore

Specially caring for moms-to-be and their
newborn, luxury confinement hotel Kai
Suites in Newton offers a menu of packages that include a seven-day stay or more,
a three-month pre-natal programme
and another three-month post-natal
course.
New moms may attend workshops on
infant care, breastfeeding, pregnancy and
post-partum exercises as well as indulge
in traditional Javanese wraps that tone the
abdominal area after birth.
A butler is on hand to take care of
guests with salon sessions, facials and
meditation, while experienced staff previously from hospital maternity wards attend to the infant.

One Farrer Hotel
and Spa, Singapore

As part of its S$2 million (US$1.5 million) refurbishment, One Farrer Hotel and Spa has launched the new Mint
Hotel, offering 176 rooms designed
with cutting-edge materials and intelligent design principles, as advised
by medical professionals from Farrer
Park Hospital. These include antiviral
wall-coverings, moveable furniture and
the use of antimicrobial blind fabrics and

custom gapless vinyl flooring in place
of carpets.
It will also debut the Pillow Lab in early
2021, enabling guests to personalise their
sleep experience through a pillow menu
for varying firmness and sleeping postures. The Lab will use an Ultraviolet-C
Chamber to remove all pathogens, natural microbiota, molds, and yeasts, and
the pillows will be available for purchase
as well.

RAKxa Fully
Integrative Wellness
and Medical Retreat,
Thailand

Newly opened in December 2020, RAKxa
Fully Integrative Wellness and Medical
Retreat is a 32ha escape created by operator Minor Hotels, M.K. Real Estate Development and VitalLife Scientific Wellness
Centre. It is located on the Chao Praya
River in Bang Krachao, and boasts a cluster of clinics and facilities.
VitalLife’s Scientific Wellness Clinic
houses internationally trained doctors
creating hyper-personalised health programmes. The Holistic Wellness Centre
offers comprehensive treatments such as
Chinese medicine, Thai medicine, Ayurveda and energy healing.
At the Medical Gym, guests can participate in individualised training programmes with physiotherapists and exercise physiologists.
For utmost relaxation, the RAKxa Jai
is a therapeutic spa overlooking a lagoon
and offers massages, healing treatments
and therapies.
The retreat dishes up healthy cuisine
centred on seasonality and sustainable
eating, and which adopts anti-inflammatory philosophy.

SAii Phi Phi
Island Village,
Thailand

Launching on February 1, 2021, SAii Phi
Phi Island Village, a lifestyle property by
Thailand’s S Hotels & Resorts, presents a
fresh escape for eco-conscious travellers
and wellness seekers.
Lèn Be Well at the resort takes a personalised approach to well-being through
five core pillars: Romance, Relax, Culture,
Adventure and Family. Blending bespoke
leisure activities, body treatments, gastronomic offerings and more, this customised concept is already delighting guests
at sister property Santiburi Koh Samui.
Guests can expect an enhanced selection
of spa journeys, immersive excursions
and culinary specials such as floating
breakfast in the pool villas.
From top: Dusit Thani Laguna
Singapore; The Mint at One Farrer
Hotel and Spa, Singapore; RAKxa
Fully Integrative Wellness and
Medical Retreat, Thailand; SAii Phi
Phi Island Village, Thailand
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dustry in Singapore. December was
an especially crazy month for us as
we had tours every day. 2020 taught
us that collaboration and adaptation
of new technologies is key,” shared
TY Suen, founder & CEO of Woopa
Travels, the parent company of MDT.
Jane Goh, Xperience director,
Xperience Singapore Events & Travel,
shared that while the agency’s previous tours were generally not targeted
at locals, its new offerings were specially curated for the SRV scheme.
She said: “The non-mainstream
tours have been very popular, and
this healthy exposure has (helped us)
create brand awareness in the local
market. We are curating new exclusive tour experiences for when the
SRV programme ends in June 2021.”

Above: Infinity Space, Singapore Flyer Time Capsule

Destination

Capturing local hearts
With Singaporeans urged to play tourists on home ground, businesses are reinventing their content
to excite local hearts. Pamela Chow finds out more

A

s the coronavirus continues to stalk global tourism,
Singapore is sparing no effort to revive the country’s
ailing sector, with the domestic market coming into play.
In December 2020, the Singapore Tourism Board threw a lifeline
to struggling tourism businesses
by giving every adult citizen S$100
(US$75) in SingapoRediscovers
Vouchers (SRV) to spend on hotel
staycations, attraction tickets and
tours, valid through June 30, 2021.
This was accompanied by the Singapoliday campaign, detailing promotions and offerings available in 10
precincts, including the Civic District, Kampong Gelam and Sentosa.
As the tourism economy leans
on the whims of domestic demand,
experiences once suited for international travellers must now be adapted
for the trained local eye. Looking beyond providing simple heritage trails

and cultural walking tours, businesses are reinventing themselves to keep
the tourism engine running.
Collaboration is key
While Singapore is no stranger to innovative tours, operators are upping
their creative game to capture locals’ attention, driven by collaborative efforts. In response to the
SRV scheme, Monster Day Tours
(MDT) and DMC Xperience

(Our) non-mainstream
tours have been very
popular, (helping us)
create brand awareness
in the local market.
Jane Goh
Xperience director,
Xperience Singapore Events
& Travel

Singapore Events & Travel have partnered with a variety of local brands
to roll out a slew of unique experiences, some on a limited-time basis.
For instance, foodies can embark
on a gastronomic journey exploring
award-winning dining spots along
the Singapore River, through a collaboration between Singapore River
One and MDT. The agency, together
with Marina South Ferries, is also offering a guided sunset sail through
the Southern Islands.
Xperience Singapore, meanwhile,
is offering exclusive back-of-house
sessions, such as a “declassified”
tour of the Singapore Zoo and a
journey through the relatively
unknown colonial remnants
of Seletar, followed by a visit
to a private aircraft hangar in
Seletar Aerospace Park.
“The SRV campaign has
provided a much-needed
boost to the tourism in-

A special touch
The SRV scheme has also proved a
saving grace for local hotels and attractions, with locals finding more
than the regular staycation or express
ticket on sale. Along with a selection
of room types or family packages,
guests have the option to embark on
an exploratory tour during their staycation, or enjoy a rare, memorable
experience in a popular attraction.
At One Farrer Hotel & Spa, for
instance, guests may choose a 3D2N
stay that includes a two-hour guided
trail of Jalan Besar and Little India; a
Tekka Market to Table Tour; an educational session in the hotel’s own
11,000m² urban farm; and a culinary
masterclass with lunch at award-winning restaurant Escape. The package
was created in collaboration with
destination specialist Tour East Singapore and PPP Coffee.
Putting a twist on the staycation
concept, Singapore Marriott Tang
Plaza Hotel launched its 8-Hour
English High Tea Daycation, inclusive of an eight-hour day use of a
deluxe room, high tea for two and access to select leisure facilities.
Attractions, as well, are getting in
on the action. Resorts World Sentosa turned its S.E.A. Aquarium into
dining concept Aqua Gastronomy,
which has been extended for the final
season into spring. To complement
its Sky Dining Experience, Singapore
Flyer unveiled an immersive, multisensory attraction accompaniment.
The Time Capsule takes visitors
through Singapore’s 700-year history,
concluding with a sweeping view of
the city-state’s transformation from
its Giant Observation Wheel.
Ringo Leung, general manager of
Singapore Flyer, shared that to present the Singapore story in a fresh
light to a domestic audience, a lighthearted approach was taken, with
“the story of Sang Nila Utama finding Singapore (in 1299) told from the
perspective of the lion on the island”.
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What’s hot

Livin’ la vida local
From an epicurean escapade to aviation and art tours, Pamela Chow
picks out fresh launches beckoning the domestic crowd to rediscover home
1	A delicious escapade
With a limited run until March 1,
2021, Monster Day Tour’s latest
offering promises a multi-sensory
dining experience on the holiday
destination of Sentosa Island.
The four-hour Sentosa Xperience:
Gourmet Island Escapade guided
tour brings guests on a gastronomic outing through four venues
on the island – including Sentosa
Golf Club and Mount Faber – with
a picturesque cable car ride
thrown into the mix.

2 High flyers
Transformed from a military airbase of the British Royal Air Force
to a modern aerospace park,
Seletar is a lesser-known part of
Singapore where colonial remnants and hidden aviation gems
are waiting to be discovered. Xperience Singapore Events & Travel’s
Fascinating World of Aviation
takes visitors on a trip through old
Art Deco buildings and a wetlands
sanctuary, followed by an intimate
talk with WingsOverAsia in a
private hangar and ending with
a drink at the Private Aviators’
Lounge.

optimise indoor lighting according to daylight.

3 Wellness retreat
Thailand-based Dusit International has opened the highlyanticipated Dusit Thani Laguna
Singapore, a wellness-focused
urban resort within the Laguna
National Golf & Resort Club.
Its 198 rooms and suites are
housed in a low-rise building
with a stunning, curvilinear roof.
In this stylish resort, guests can
enjoy Dusit’s signature health
and rejuvenation sessions under
its Devarana Wellness brand.
The property is located ten minutes by car from Changi Airport
and 15 minutes from downtown.

5	Nesting instincts
Redefining its dining concept for
the age of safe distancing, One
Farrer Hotel & Spa has dedicated
an entire level of luxurious suites

to private dining. The Nest
at One Farrer provides small
groups of diners exclusive use
of suites, and offers bespoke
menus crafted by the hotel’s
award-winning culinary team
and world-renowned guest
chefs.

4	Artistic goodness
Marina Bay Sands’ upcoming
Sustainability & Art Guided Tour
for in-house guests reveals the
intricate details behind massive
art installations and designs
commissioned for the integrated resort, some of which
contribute to its environmental
efforts. These include the iconic
Rain Oculus, which collects
and distributes rain water to an
internal filtering system, as well
as ‘hidden’ light sensors that

5
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Destination

More of Tokyo to love
Tokyo’s tourism players are responding to a growing desire for outdoor and wellness experiences by crafting
programmes that spotlight off-the-beaten track locations and activities. Kathryn Wortley finds out more

image_vulture/shutterstock

D

emand for experiencebased travel, particularly
in the areas of well-being
and the great outdoors,
has been growing pre-pandemic,
prompting Tokyo’s tourism sector
to work hard at securing its share
of the market. Opportunities for
unique experiences and activities
now abound in the Japanese capital,
including in rural and off-the-beaten-track parts of the city, giving even
the most adventurous and curious
travellers something new to try.
As Tokyo has more than 100 rivers
and canals flowing beneath her, experiences centred on her waterways
have enjoyed particular growth. Tokyo Great Kayaking Tour offers day
and evening tours in the canals while
Outdoor Sports Club Zac offers SUP
(stand up paddle) experiences and
tours in the vicinity of Tokyo Sky
Tree.
Before the outbreak of Covid-19,
Tokyo Great Tours, which operates
outdoor sightseeing tours on kayaks and bicycles as well as by running, had enjoyed a boom in sales.
Yukiko Koezuka, owner and guide,
attributed growth to an increase in
the number of visitors to Tokyo and
demand from repeat visitors seeking
new activities.
Once international travel resumes,
she expects sales to rebound and
continue to experience an uptick as
people seek outdoors activities that
promote a sense of well-being and
allow for social distancing.
“Even during the Covid-19 situation, (local) people who have booked
our kayak tours say they feel safe to
join as they can keep their distance
from others,” she said.
Tokyo is also preparing to welcome more tourists to her subtropical chain of islands, located about an
hour by plane from Haneda Airport
or up to 11 hours by boat from Takeshiba port in central Tokyo.
Tokyo Metropolitan Government
has stepped up its promotion of the
archipelago to tourists, while travel
marketplaces like Voyagin have
packaged itineraries and experiences
under the slogan of “Tokyo’s Island
Getaway.” These experiences include
outdoor pursuits such as hiking, scuba diving and meeting sea turtles as
well as classes to make island silk or
prepare fresh mountain herbs. There
are also night activities such as night
snorkelling and a starlight and forest
exploration tour.
Tokyo can expect to see more of
such unique offerings as travel businesses prepare to attract tourists back
From top: wide, open landscape
on Hachijojima island, Tokyo;
tree-lined rail road leading up to
Mt.Takao in Hachioji, Tokyo

DESTINATION: Japan

in confidence after the pandemic, according to industry experts. Options
that allow people to be outside or in
small, well-managed groups with infection control measures are likely to
be the first to recover, even more so if
those options are for something that
visitors cannot enjoy elsewhere.
Kyoko Nagano, founder of Mypal
Inc, a Tokyo-based agency for Japanese cultural experts and tourismrelated business, hopes to resume the
company’s vast range of traditional
craft, cooking and cultural classes,
some of which attracted more than
200 tourists per month in 2019.
Two classes popular for their
uniqueness were incense making
and kodo (the way of incense), one
of the three major classical arts along
with sado (tea ceremony) and kado
(flower arrangement) that women of
refinement were expected to learn in
ancient Japan. Kodo involves burning
incense and guessing its fragrance.
“Tea ceremony has become popular among tourists, but incense is not
so known and there are few teachers
of it in Japan,” Nagano said, adding that beginner classes hosted
by a 90-year-old kodo master prepandemic were mostly attended by
travellers from the Middle East and
France.
Independent travel options and
self-contained or exclusive accommodation are also seeing a boom due
to the pandemic.
Jared Campion, founder of Tokyo-based campervan rental company Dream Drive, has seen a rise in
bookings in 2020 and expects even
better numbers this year.
“Japan has great roads, (many)
hot spring bathhouses and amazing
places to explore, so (she is) perfect
for campervan travel,” he said.
And with so much to see and do
in the capital, tourism players are
working hard to encourage visitors
to travel around rural as well as central Tokyo.

Tea ceremony has become
popular among tourists, but
(the art of) incense is not
so known and there are few
teachers of it in Japan.
Kyoko Nagano
Founder, Mypal Inc.
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What’s hot

A taste of the city
Kathryn Wortley suggests some ways to appreciate the old and new faces of Tokyo
1 Memorable contrasts
Opened September 1, 2020,
the Four Seasons Hotel Tokyo
at Otemachi is housed within
the top six floors of a 39-storey
tower in Tokyo’s central business district, facing the lush
Imperial Palace Gardens with
views of Mount Fuji. The hotel
features 190 rooms and suites,
four F&B options, a 20-meter
pool and a top-floor spa sanctuary.

2 Enlightening tea
Tokyo Tower is the setting for
the Sky Tea Ceremony Experience “Asa Cha no Yu” (morning
tea). Participants watch the
traditional practice on the main
deck of the Tokyo landmark’s
150-meter high observatory,
before enjoying macha green
tea and wagashi sweets while
overlooking the city’s skyline.

4

for exploring Japan. The Tokyobased company uses hotel-grade
bedding and foam mattresses to
ensure a quality experience. All
rentals include 24/7 nationwide
roadside assistance for peace of
mind.

The experience is offered at
08.30, before the tower is opened
to the public, for participants’
exclusive use.

3 Urban retreat in the city
The Tokyo Edition, Toranomon bespoke hotel is intended to be an
urban resort embodying the best
of the East and West. Designed
by renowned architect Kengo
Kuma, the hotel features a 140m
high lobby to encourage social
interaction. There are 206 keys
and 10 entertaining and working
spaces for every mood as well as
a Sky Garden featuring more than
500 kinds of greenery.

5 Keepsake craft
The traditional (living) bonsai
is a thing of beauty, and would
make a lovely souvenir from
Tokyo. However, they require a
lot of time, technique and care
to maintain. In contrast, a dry
bonsai is easy for anyone to enjoy.
It involves selecting old bonsai,
removing the soil and drying the
whole plant. Dry Bonsai Tokyo
Ginza Salon offers 60-minute
experiences for beginners, after
which the dry bonsai can be
taken overseas as it is not a living
thing; it doesn’t require any maintenance or water.

4 Hotel on wheels
With the tagline of “the hotel
on wheels,” Dream Drive offers
custom campers that can sleep
one to four adults as well as
guides and suggested itineraries

5
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Banking on super-rich to
drive luxury rebound
With the luxury market projected to be at the forefront of tourism recovery, destinations across Asia-Pacific
are stepping up efforts to cash in on that rebound. By Marissa Carruthers

T

ourism players near and far
are clamouring for a slice of
Asia-Pacific’s ultra-wealthy
pie, as the luxury market
looks set to be among the first to rebound when travel resumes.
Gearing up to tap into that market, destinations are drawing up
exclusive itineraries, re-packaging
products and launching marketing
campaigns targeting the region’s luxury travellers.
Speaking at the virtual ILTM
World Tour Asia Pacific last November, Winston Chesterfield, director
and founder of Barton Consulting,
said: “Asia-Pacific is the fastest-growing region in terms of population,
number of high-net-worth individuals (HNWIs) and total wealth. Given
this, and their overall spend on luxury travel, there is going to be very
strong growth from the region in the
future.”
According to ILTM APAC and the
Global Travel Recovery Report 2020,
while HNWIs only form 0.15 per
cent of Asia-Pacific’s overall population, they contribute 48 per cent
to total global luxury travel universe
(GLTU) spend.
Additionally, research carried out
in 3Q2020 by luxury and wealth researcher ALTIANT revealed that Asia
is home to the most HNWIs, with
34 per cent claiming money remains

no object. Meryam Schneider, vice
president of marketing and partnerships, referred to this psychology as
“revenge spending” and noted that
“(HNWIs) may be the most carefree
spenders in the coming months”.
Schneider added in the short- to
mid-term, the region’s HNWIs will
travel within Asia. Rural areas with
exclusive curated packages designed
for families and small groups are
predicted to be popular. She advised:
“There needs to be customised marketing for the highest end of clients,
with a special focus on Asians.”
Noting the potential, destinations
across the globe are putting in place
plans to lure this prime market to
their shores.
Tourism Ireland has launched a
luxury travel strategy to attract ultrahigh-net-worth individuals (UHNWIs) and HNWI travellers.
Additionally, it has procured industry experts to advise on how to
capture high rollers and prepare
Ireland’s wealth of products for the
world’s most wealthy.
Aisling McDermott, Tourism Ireland’s Middle East and Asia manager,
said: “We know this market will come
back first and we need to be ready.
We have invested very heavily and
are very much focused on targeting
luxury travellers.”
McDermott added prior to Cov-

Above: PostCovid travel
boom set to be
driven by Asia’s
big spenders

It’s forecasted
that there will
be an increase
in high-end
tourists who
have a demand for
travel after
Covid-19…
attracting
more customers from the
luxury market will help
us to recover
our business
quicker.
Pham Ha
Founder and CEO,
Lux DMC Travel

id-19, 80 per cent of the country’s
HNWIs came from the US, 15 per
cent from Australia and New Zealand, and the remaining five per cent
from the rest of the world. She said:
“It is this five per cent I am targeting
right now.”

In Japan, the private and public
sector have been working together
to form the Fujisan Luxury Tourism
Consortium (FLTC). The initiative
will officially launch in April and has
curated a series of exclusive itineraries in and around Mount Fuji.
Tatsuya Masubuchi, CEO of
HNWI consultancy Root and Partners which helped form the consortium, said the aim is to focus on
small groups of less than 10 HNWIs. Activities include luxury hikes
to previously unvisited parts of the
area, helicopter transfers and exclusive wellness programmes that tap
into the revered mountain’s sacred
springs.
With Japan slated to form travel
bubbles with various Asian countries
first, Masubuchi is confident itineraries that offer pristine nature away
from the crowds in spiritual surroundings will appeal to Asia’s big
spenders.
Last October, Luxury Travel Vietnam rebranded and expanded its
services offering high-end, tailormade tours across Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Myanmar.
Operating as Lux DMC Travel, its
products now cover all of South-east
Asia, Japan and South Korea.
Its founder and CEO, Pham Ha,
said: “It’s forecasted that there will
be an increase in high-end tourists
who have a demand for travel after
Covid-19. Therefore, our expansion
will help us offer more choice. After
Covid-19, attracting more customers
from the luxury market will help us
to recover our business quicker.”
In the wake of the pandemic, the
company has recruited travel experts, changed its marketing strategies, and designed a raft of itineraries
to cater to the shift in demand from
high-end travellers and new markets.
In spite of this appetite for Asia’s
elite, Nick Ray, product director at
Hanuman Travel which predominantly works with Europe and the
US, said switching direction during
Covid-19 times is far from easy.
He explained: “Everyone would
like to pivot towards this market
but it doesn’t happen overnight
as there are already many companies with established partnerships. This can take a long
time and is usually done by attending trade shows or visiting
a country to have face-to-face
meetings. Obviously, we can’t do
that right now.”
However, he predicts that when
borders start to reopen, there
will be a surge in tourism companies switching from B2B to
B2C. He said: “This will happen quickly as there will be a
massive pent-up appetite for
travel to tap into.”
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Further East 2021
gains Japan backing
Luxury travel buyers will benefit from unique online and offline content as
well as gain precious insights into Japan’s top offerings. By Karen Yue

T

he organisers of Further
East 2021 and the Japan
National Tourism Organization (JNTO) have come
together to bring unique digital and
physical content to the high-end
travel trade event when it takes place

1

Above: Further
East organisers
say Japan is
one of the most
in-demand destinations among
buyers

from November 15 to 18 this year.
Said to be the first NTO collaboration for the annual Further East
event, the partnership will kick off
with a cross-platform digital trade
campaign throughout 1Q2021, including four newsletters to the in-

valuable Further East database, each
showcasing a unique experience of
Japan’s world-renowned hospitality
offering; a week-long JNTO takeover
of all Further East social channels;
and targeted content in official publications, TTG Asia and TTG Asia
Luxury.
In an interview with TTG Asia, Ito
Kazuhiro, executive director, global
projects department at JNTO, said
the collaboration materialised on
JNTO’s desire to “expand our relationships and partnerships with
international organisations that can
assist in the future market development of luxury travel and new markets”.
He viewed this approach as critical, given that the Covid-19 pandemic had stifled promotional opportunities.
He said: “For Japan to continue to
be a future luxury travel destination,
our key objective is to further expand
recognition of Japan’s allure to the
Further East community and their
clients, specifically in relation to its
natural wonders, gastronomic experiences, traditional culture, lifestyle
customs and history.
“Particularly in regional parts of
Japan, there are myriad hidden gems.
Through Further East’s marketing
channels, such as their newsletter
and social media, we hope to increase
brand awareness of Japan as a true
luxury destination.”
The mutually beneficial effort will
see Further East supporting JNTO’s
marketing goals through carefully
curated experiences and installations
at the physical event come November
in Bali, Indonesia.
Sophia Asghar, sales manager of
Further East, said: “Japan contin-

2

ues to be one of the most requested
regions from our cohort of Further
East buyers.”
While details of the physical installations are not available at press time,
Asghar confirms that the Further
East team “is excited to work with
JNTO to increase the presence of
Japanese products at the 2021 show”.
When asked for his views on luxury travel recovery potential for Japan,
Kazuhiro acknowledged that it was a
“difficult question” to answer. However, he noted that “counter measures
against the spread of the virus, such
as the availability of treatments and
vaccinations were the top-ranking
triggers that would encourage international travel”, as determined by a
recent JNTO research on post-pandemic trends and changing traveller
needs.
He added: “Given that vaccinations have begun in an ever-increasing number of countries, this is encouraging. We believe what is most
important is to act with the tools
we have available at present and to
prepare for the international luxury
travel market to recover.”
To this end, JNTO remains keen
on participating in other international luxury travel trade shows while
marketing undiscovered destination
content to its target audience.
“In addition, discussions facilitated by Japan’s Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism
on the development and facilitation
of world-class accommodation facilities by public and private sectors
are ongoing, and we believe this will
improve our preparedness to welcome international luxury travellers
to Japan in the near future,” Kazuhiro
concluded.
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Eat well, live well
Karen Yue highlights four fresh developments across Asia that will entice the well-heeled traveller
1 New look for a grand dame
Grand InterContinental Seoul
Parnas has unveiled a new look
just in time for her 30th anniversary celebrations, following an
11-month renovation.
Transformation extends from
the hotel’s exterior to the Club
InterContinental Lounge and all
guestrooms from the seventh to
33rd floor.
British interior design group,
1508 London, reworked the
interiors based on three themes:
Return to Nature, Balance, and
Crafted Detailing, while weaving in Korean lines and warm
colours.

2 Thailand gets new
dining stars

The fourth edition of The

Michelin Guide in Thailand
has unveiled new entrants and
two restaurants acquiring an
additional star, rounding up a
total of 28 Michelin stars for the
Kingdom’s culinary scene.
The new entrants are Blue by
Alain Ducasse and Cadence by
Dan Bark. Chef’s Table is promoted to two-star status, while
Sushi Masato is elevated from
Michelin Plate to one-star.
Altogether, Thailand now
dishes out 299 recognised dining establishments – six two-star,
22 one-star, 106 Bib Gourmand,
and 165 Michelin Plate eateries.

3 The Pavilions heads
to Krabi
Luxury hotel group, The Pavilions
Hotels & Resorts, will launch The

Pavilions Anana Krabi (previously Anana Krabi Ecological
Resort) this February. The 59key resort on Thailand’s famed
Phang-Nga bay is surrounded
by limestone cliffs and greenery.
Promising a focus on wellness, sustainability and eco life,
the resort offers a farm-to-table
restaurant, a farm café and
vegan cooking school; excursions into nature, such as on a
solar-powered long tail boat to
discover local mangrove rivers;
and a wellness centre which
takes in a fitness centre, yoga
pavilions, sauna and steam
rooms, and five spa treatment
rooms including a Himalayan
salt room.
Another highlight is the

resort pool that sources water
from the neighbouring volcanic
mountains.

4	Accor’s new Kyoto beauty
Accor has brought its second
MGallery Hotel to Japan with
the opening of Kyoto Yura Hotel
Nijo Jo Bettei MGallery. The
luxury boutique hotel offers 25
rooms, with select units featuring balconies that boast views
towards Nijo Castle, which is just
a five-minute walk away. Room
sizes range from 40-45m² for
the Deluxe Room to 53m2 for the
Rikyu Suite.
The hotel’s restaurant and
bar, Singular, specialises in
French offerings, prepared using
local ingredients from across the
region.

