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View from the top
David Kong, who has helmed 
Best Western International since 
2004, tells Raini Hamdi how he 
will navigate the 70-year-old 
chain through the fast-changing 
industry in a fresh five-year 
term starting this year

First it launched an Asia edition and now 
a China edition of ITB. While Messe Berlin 
believes there is no confusion, the reality 

is tradeshow-fatigued exhibitors will have 
to think carefully where they should put 

their money. Prudence Lui reports
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The international hotel chain RIU Hotels & Resorts was founded in Mallorca, Spain, in 1953 as a small summer 
business for the Riu family, and is currently owned and run by the third generation of the family. The 
company’s business is focused on the holiday hotel sector and over 70% of its establishments offer the 
renowned ‘All Inclusive by RIU’ service, which RIU guests have come to appreciate very much for its variety 
and quality. RIU Hotels now has 95 hotels in 19 countries. After growing in Spain during the decades of the 60, 
70 and 80s, RIU started its expansion in the Caribbean and other Mediterranean countries in the 90s. Today, 
among the RIU destinations we find Mexico, the United States, Jamaica, Aruba, Bahamas, Morocco, Mauritius, 
Spain, Portugal, Turkey or Bulgaria.

The first hotel in Asia opened in August 2016 in Ahungalla overlooking the beach. The newly-constructed Riu 
Sri Lanka hotel offers a 24 hour all inclusive service. The hotel has three large pools and a children’s pool, 
sunbathing terraces, jacuzzi, gym and the Renova Spa wellness centre. In addition, the rooms offer many 
home comforts including a balcony or terrace, 43” flat screen satellite TV, air conditioning, an electronic safe 
and a minibar. 

Guests will love the gastronomy at Riu Sri Lanka. They will be able to savour Asian specialities, Italian 
delicacies, or delicious barbecue by the beach. The hotel also has two buffet restaurants, as well as a 
comprehensive drinks service at its four bars. The hotel facilities also include the Pacha nightclub where 
customers can party into the late hours.

With the inauguration of Riu Sri Lanka hotel the first stone will be laid in the company’s project to expand 
throughout the Asian continent which includes the construction of up to three more hotels set to open 
between 2018 and 2019. The first will be in the Maldives, where two hotels will be inaugurated offering a 
combined total of 422 rooms, including suites constructed over the water. In addition, the chain plans to open 
its first hotel in the UAE in Dubai in 2019. The hotel will be located on the Deira Islands. With 750 rooms it will 
be the largest ever constructed and the first to offer a 24 hour all-inclusive service.

www.riu.com

HOTEL RIU SRI LANKA HHHH

Sri Lanka · Ahungalla Beach

We’re all about you



RIU Hotels & Resorts added in 2015 new destination to its portfolio with the opening of two hotels making 
up the new RIU Resort located on the glorious Le Morne peninsula on the island of Mauritius. The complex 
includes the Riu Le Morne (Adults Only by RIU) and Riu Creole. The two 4* hotels, which are on the beach 
front, offer the recognized RIU All Inclusive 24-hour service.

THE RIU CREOLE with 313 rooms, is ideal for holidays with family or friends. Their guests will be able to 
choose from three restaurants and four bars, as well as enjoy RiuLand’s activities for children, nightly shows 
and live music, and the full spa. 

THE RIU LE MORNE, which has 219 rooms, is for adults only. As well as having all the complex’s facilities to 
hand, guests staying at this hotel will have exclusive access to three more restaurants and two extra bars. 
RIU’s new Mauritius resort also offers direct access to a stunning white sand beach, large swimming pools 
and beautiful gardens.

Fans of water sports will be in their element here in Mauritius. The island, located in the southwestern Indian 
Ocean, is considered to be one of the world’s finest kitesurfing sites, and the RIU Resort’s beach also offers 
windsurfing, kayaking, snorkeling, paddle boarding and other activities. 

www.riu.com

RIU MAURITIUS RESORT
Mauritius · Le Morne Brabant
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Asian cities are serving up a 
plateful of ways to attract food tourists through iconic 

Shanghai’s ability to combine its cosmopolitan dining 
scene, local elements and novel experiences is proving 

Raini Hamdi
Senior Editor  

 raini.hamdi@ttgasia.com
 twitter.com/rainihamdi

T housands of travel industry members attend-
ing ITB last month were stranded in Berlin when 

ground crew waged strikes at the two airports, causing 
massive flight cancellations.

My colleagues and I who were scheduled to depart on 
the day of the strike, Friday, March 10, could have been 
among them, had it not been for our luck in hearing a 
day earlier that the strikes were confirmed, which sent us 
scrambling to find alternative arrangements. 

Correction – it wasn’t us who scrambled. All we did 
was called the company’s travel manager who called the 
travel agent. Then we went back to work on our ITB 
Daily, admittedly worried and less in a mood to work as 
we knew our chances of getting out as scheduled were 
slim. Even without strikes, delayed connections at Tegel, a 
small airport, are not unusual during massive events such 
as ITB. Plus it was already evening time in Singapore.

As I write this – onboard the plane to Singapore as per 
the original schedule (I had to take a train ride to Ham-
burg, then a flight to Munich, then connect to my flight to 
Singapore) – I realise that it is such incidents that remind 
me just how valuable travel agents are. 

No wonder I am seeing talks of travel agents dying 
because of OTAs and direct bookings thinning. In fact, 
the more customers recognise there is no guarantee they 
won’t be hit by a disaster while on the road today, the 
more they yearn for a guarantee that there will be some-
one there for them if ever they are hit.  

Thomas Stirnimann, CEO of Hotelplan Group whom 
I interviewed at ITB, believes safety and security concerns 

Why travel agents survive

Travel agents 
have shown they 
deserve to keep 
their place in the 
travel industry. 
Their biggest 
strength lies in the 
word fulfilment...

have brought back a lot of bookings from online to brick-
and-mortar agents. 

As well, contrary to predictions that the traditional Eu-
ropean wholesale/retail  distribution system will go out of 
the window faster than rates get obsolete when brochures 
are printed, it still is the dominant business, even for mar-
kets like Thailand which are familiar to European clients. 

A strong agent culture in key markets such as Ger-
many, Switzerland and the UK, is cited as a reason. The 
tendency for European feeder markets to book further 
in advance through tour operators, compared with last-
minute bookings through OTAs, is another.

Travel agents have shown that they deserve to keep 
their place in the travel industry. Their biggest strength 
lies in the word fulfilment, which encompasses the hu-
man touch, first-hand knowledge of destinations and 
consumer protection, to name a few. These are areas 
where OTAs still fall short, their strengths being in tech-
nology, marketing and branding.

I believe agents are more confident about themselves 
than when airlines first started cutting commissions, 
OTAs started appearing in the industry and hotels started 
focusing on direct bookings. That’s good as they can now  
hone their strengths and get rid of the weaknesses.

Long live travel agents.
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Analysis

H
ome-sharing platforms such 
as Airbnb, HomeAway and 
Roomorama do not pose a 
threat to Asian travel agen-

cies as much as OTAs do, but there is an 
underlying uneasiness about them among 
some players who worry they may spoil 
a destination’s reputation if not properly 
controlled.

Agents in Singapore such as Saravana 
Chandrasekar, director of sales at Josco 
Gsa Travel, are seeing an increase in the 
number of passengers using these short-
term home rentals and have lost some rev-
enue from hotel bookings. The alternative 
accommodation also poses operational 
headaches for agents, such as having to 
transfer clients to various residential areas. 

Over in Malaysia, Adam Kamal, CEO, 
Olympik Holidays, sees a similar trend, 
mainly in Kuala Lumpur’s Klang Valley 
and in cities such as Malacca and Johor. 

Said Adam: “We notice FIT clients want 
to be dropped off at private homes and 
apartments rather than hotels. 

“In Malacca, renting out a shophouse 
with three or four rooms has become a 
full-time business for some. The impact 
will be greater in the future if the business 
is not regulated, which will also encourage 
new offerings (and players) in Malaysia.” 

He pondered: “Do these types of ac-
commodation have the safety measures 
and equipment in place in the event of a 
fire? Their promotions may also be mis-
leading. One might say it is five minutes 
away to a shopping centre, when actu-
ally the shopping centre is a small one 
frequented by locals. Or it could say, five 
minutes away from the Light Rail Transit, 
which could be at a station far away from 
the city. It will cause harm to the desti-
nation if a tourist has a bad experience 
caused by misleading information and 
shares it with peers on social media.”

Agents are not opposed to home-shar-
ing platforms but believe clear regulations 
must be in place. David Kho, CEO of 
Anaya Tour and Travel in Singapore, said 
these platforms in fact will help the medi-
cal tourism side of his business. 

“Normally medical tourists seeking 
treatments in Singapore will stay more 
than five days and prefer places that allow 
them to cook. Actually, it will bring more 
business to us if the Singapore govern-
ment really reduces the minimum rental 
time frame (currently six months). Our 
medical customers will then be able to 
rent the room legally,” he said.

Philippine agencies such as Marsman 
Drysdale Travel do include homes on a 
selective basis, if only because of a lack of 
accommodations in remote areas. 

Said sales manager inbound Michael 
Kipping: “The DoT (Department of Tour-
ism) allows us to use small accommoda-
tions in far-flung areas where travellers 
don’t really have an option. We try to mar-
ket them (to partners) at trade shows.”

But a source believed the Philippines 
lacks quality homes in those areas. “While 
metro Manila may have them, with 7,1000 
islands in the Philippines, the farther you 
go, the more ‘rustic’ the accommoda-
tions,” said the source. 

“We would want to work closely with 

operates, in order to protect consumers 
and the neighbourhoods in which it is 
present. “Neighbours might not like see-
ing foreigners walking in and out all the 
time,” said Navaratnaa.

Law can’t keep up
Worldwide, the pace of acceptance of 
sharing economy by travellers has been 
faster than governments’ ability to con-
trol them. Creating a level playing field 
for all parties and protecting the safety 
of consumers and neighbourhoods is 
not easy. 

In Singapore, a dense city where the 
majority of people live in public hous-
ing flats, condos and apartments, security 
and disamenity – noisy tourists, strangers 

As vacation rentals make inroads into Asia, agents believe this sharing economy space can be good for tourism – but 
proper regulations are a must. By Raini Hamdi, Barathi Narayan, S Puvaneswary and Rosa Ocampo

Making it home sweet home

the DoT to ensure the quality of sharing 
economy accommodations. They should 
be checked. At the end of the day, it is the 
reputation of the country that is at stake,” 
he added.

Raaj Navaratnaa, general manager, New 
Asia Holiday Tours & Travel Malaysia, also 
sees the likes of Airbnb and HomeAway as 
encouraging travel by providing more op-
tions for people to stay and by helping to 
open a new segment of younger travellers. 
The savings made on accommodation 
might go towards longer stays and in-
creased spending on food, shopping and 
tours, he said. 

However, the agency head too wants to 
see proper regulations by the governments 
of all countries where sharing economy 

coming and going, loss of privacy, etc – is 
a big issue. 

Last year, the Urban Redevelopment 
Authority (URA) received 608 com-
plaints, 61 per cent more than the 377 
complaints in 2015.

The Singapore parliament recently 
passed a legislation enforcing an exist-
ing guideline by the URA that prohibits 
short-term rentals under six months. 
Home-owners who violate the rules face 
a fine of up to S$200,000 (US$141,400) or 
jail time of up to a year. 

Singapore’s minister for national de-
velopment, Lawrence Wong, said in par-
liament: “Private residential properties 
should not be used for other purposes 
without planning approval, as there is a 
need to safeguard the living environment 
of residents in the neighbourhood.”

But the government is also looking into 
creating a new category of private resi-
dences that could host short-term rentals.

Wong said: “We do see a role for home-
sharing platforms to continue operating 
in Singapore, so long as they are properly 
regulated and there is a level playing field 
between them and similar entities that 
provide short-term rentals like hotels and 
serviced apartments.”

It isn’t clear yet when the new law will 
take effect or whether it will be imple-
mented together with changes the govern-
ment is considering. 

After two years of public consultations, 
there will only be more waiting for home-
sharing platforms, homeowners, hotels, 
serviced apartments and the industry at 
large on clear-cut rules. The government 
plans to engage everyone further in the 
second quarter on questions such as how 
long can homes be rented out in a year, 
and whether the new category applies to 
homes in specific areas. 

Airbnb could not hide its disappoint-
ment that there isn’t clarity even after 
consultations have been going on for two 
years.  

Airbnb’s Mike Orgill, director of pub-
lic policy for Asia-Pacific, said: “While 
the government has come up with a new 
bill that codifies existing guidelines, they 
also say that there may be some way for 
hosts to engage in home-sharing through 
an application for planning permission. 
But the bill lacks essential details, and it is 
this lack of clarity that needs addressing. 
While the penalties have been made clear, 
a way forward for our host community 
has not. 

“We are not opposed to regulation – 
we absolutely support any clear regula-
tion that makes it easy for Singaporeans 
to share their extra space in a fair and 
responsible way. But we believe that any 
steps required of hosts should be simple 

and straightforward, as we’ve seen im-
plemented in places such as London 

and Tasmania.”
Both Airbnb and HomeAway 

said they are committed to work 
with the Singapore government 
to iron out specific issues, add-
ing they have collaborated with 
governments worldwide to 
respond to each city’s unique 
set of needs. 

The impact will be greater in 
the future if the (short-term 
home rental) business is not 
regulated, which will en-
courage new offer-
ings and (players) in 
Malaysia. 

Adam Kamal
CEO, Olympik Holidays Malaysia
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Analysis

W
ith huge markets such as 
China, India and South-
east Asia, the region is 
without doubt the current 

and future source, not just for Asia itself 
but the world. It’s the reason for Messe 
Berlin’s expansion into Asia, launching a 
new edition of ITB in China next month, 
eight years after inaugurating ITB Asia in 
Singapore. 

So how does ITB China differ to the 
slew of tradeshows in China that includes 
China International Travel Mart (CITM) 
and Shanghai World Travel Fair (SWTF), 
and indeed, to its sister ITB Asia?

According to ITB China general man-
ager David Axiotis, ITB Asia reaches out 
to all Asian source markets, including In-
dia, while ITB China has predominantly 
Chinese buyers. The first show will host 
600 selected Chinese buyers from all over 
the country representing more than 180 
Chinese companies including Ctrip, Tu-
niu, Caissa and Utour. Along with the 600 
Chinese buyers, ITB China has also appr- 
oved the attendance of 100 international

Nearly half of the buyers (49 per cent) 
are buying leisure, 24 per cent MICE, 21 
per cent corporate and six per cent tech

-

nology, he said. Forty-four per cent are fi
-

nal decision makers, while 29 per cent are 
involved in decision making and 27 per 
cent are in advisory capacity.

As to how ITB China differs from exist
-

ing tradeshows in China, Axioms said ITB 
China is purely B2B whereas a show like 
SWTF is “rather a mix of B2B and B2C”. 

First it launched an Asia edition and now, a China edition of ITB. While Messe Berlin 
believes there is no confusion, the reality is tradeshow-fatigued exhibitors will have 
to think carefully where they should put their money. Prudence Lui reports

Which ITB to go to?

Organised By: Media Partners:Supported By:
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“Frankly, there are maximum 500 con-
tacts within the group chat, while you may 
not be able to remember all your hand-
shakes made at a tradeshow. Therefore, it’s 
vital for new shows to bring in new and 
different ideas in order to survive.”

Messe Berlin’s senior vice president 
travel and logistics, Dr Martin Buck, said: 
“We know that we are entering a very 
competitive marketplace with well-estab-
lished tradeshows that have been around 
for a while. We are very conscious not only 
to offer a lot but also to deliver, if we want 
to be successful.”

With Chinese outbound hitting a 
mind-spinning 122 million travellers last 
year, exhibitors have made a beeline for 
the show, especially those from Europe 
which badly need Chinese tourism dollars 
for various reasons. France, for instance, 
has seen its China market share dwindling 
as a result of terror attacks. Switzerland 
has been wooing Chinese and Asian trav-
ellers as traditional markets stagnate or 
stay away due to the high Swiss franc and 
the top prices the destination charges be-
cause of quality and higher cost of living. 

ITB China’s 12,000m2 show floor thus 
is sold out, with about 40 per cent of ex-
hibitors making their way to Shanghai 
from Europe, 36 per cent from Asia (in-
cluding Chinese sellers Tencent, Jin Jiang 
Hotel Group, CN Travel Group, etc), 14 
per cent from the Middle East and 10 per 
cent from the Americas. 

“The exhibition covers everything the 
industry has to offer – MICE, NTOs, busi-

Many shows have 
debuted in China in 
recent years and they all 
have their own character. 
CITM is a platform for 
image building, but 
I believe ITB China 
will showcase more 
information for 
overseas travel.
David Axiotis 
General manager, ITB China

debuted in China in 
recent years and they all 
have their own character. 
CITM is a platform for 
image building, but 

will showcase more 

ness travel, tour operators, tourism asso-
ciations and societies,” said Axiotis.

Buyers from OTAs like Ctrip and Tuniu 
said ITB China could help spur develop-
ment and business. Ctrip aims to be a 
global OTA in future, while Tuniu wants 
to create “a big data platform” that can 
generate valuable intelligence for business. 

Tuniu’s general manager of overseas 
sourcing centre, Frank Wu, said: “We now 
feature 1.5 million boutique itineraries 
that cover 150 countries and areas. In the 

He added: “ITB China will also have 
more focus on IT than the other shows, 
including various technology companies 
offering their products. Many shows have 
debuted in China in recent years and they 
all have their own character. CITM is a 
platform for image building, but I believe 
ITB China will showcase more informa-
tion for overseas travel.”

Apart from “powerful” keynote sessions 
on Day 1 (May 10) which will include an 
interview with Ctrip’s CEO Jane Sun, 
there will be an Online Travel and Travel 
Technology Day on May 11 along with a 
newly-created eTravel World China, an 
exhibition area dedicated to online travel 
and travel technology solutions with ex-
hibitors comprising the likes of Amadeus, 
Expedia and Booking.com. 

Organisers of existing tradeshows in 
China did not respond at press time to 
TTG Asia’s queries regarding the new 
competition ITB China may pose to their 
events.

Tradeshow fatigue
An exhibitor, BCD Travel’s Greater China 
managing director Jonathan Kao, said “of 
course there will be tradeshow fatigue, 
given the many travel-related shows in 
China”. 

He pointed out events already face 
some competition from social media 
channels. Citing WeChat as an example, 
Kao said its group chat function acts as 
a platform for information exchange and 
word-of-mouth referrals. 

long run, we hope to develop not just an 
online booking system but create a big 
data platform with clients’ preferences, 
travel patterns and habits collected. Ulti-
mately, based on the data, we may gener-
ate valuable information for business.”

Whether or not ITB China will be the 
premier China and Asia tradeshow re-
mains to be seen. For now, it’s show time 
for Messe Berlin as it lays out the red car-
pet to welcome buyers and sellers to its 
latest travel trade exhibition.
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Best Western International turned 70 years last year. David Kong, who has helmed 
the chain since 2004, will navigate it through the fast-changing industry in a fresh 
five-year term from this year. Raini Hamdi interviews the president/CEO on the 
sidelines of the recent International Hotel Investment Forum in Berlin

What is your take on the industry con-
solidation? 
Scale is really important. Take Marriott/
Starwood consolidation. It gives them 
tremendous synergy. A sales person sell-
ing 15 brands now sells 30. Your invest-
ment is spread over that many more ho-
tels, so you can afford to do more. 

But I think the biggest benefit from 
such mergers is the ability to offer more 
choices to customers. Why are OTAs suc-
cessful? First of all, they give the illusion 
that they are cheaper, which is usually not 
the case. More importantly, they give cus-
tomers lots of choices, which now include 
home-sharing, hostels and all kinds of al-
ternative accommodations. 

Think of Marriott/Starwood and the 
locations, price points and choice of ho-
tels they now have, which run the gamut 
from midscale to super luxury. Think 
also of how the opportunities to earn and 
redeem points from their loyalty pro-
grammes have just expanded exponen-
tially. So scale is important.

If they are stronger, they are going to be 
much more competitive than us. I go to a 
developer and urge him to take an interest 
in one of my brands. I have Marriott going 
to him saying, ‘Look at the traffic we have 
on our websites, the loyalty programme 
members we have, the lower OTA com-
missions that we can negotiate because 
OTAs need us more than we need them’. 
So Marriott has tremendous advantage 
over us. And we are not even a small com-
pany with our 4,000-plus hotels. 

Even we would feel the pressure.

How best should Best Western respond 
to this?
In my speech to our hotel members, I said 
the biggest opportunity in our company is 
our culture. 

10 NEED TO KNOW’S 
ABOUT DAVID KONG
■ Who’s in your family? I have 
been married 40 years and am 
blessed with two children and four 
grandchildren

■ What do you do for fun? I enjoy 
tennis and working out at the gym. I 
also enjoy cooking and wine tasting

■ Your ideal vacation? Visiting the 
wonderful wine regions around the 
world

■ How do you book your own 
leisure trips? I look at TripAdvisor 
and social media posts about the 
destination

■ What are you reading right 
now? The Five Dysfunctions of a 
Team

■ How do you stay healthy? I exer-
cise daily and usually watch what I eat 

■ Favorite food? Italian – veal 
saltimbocca, fettuccine alfredo

■ A bad habit you cannot kick? I 
LOVE potato chips

■ Your pet peeve, something that 
never fails to annoy you? Being 
treated like a number or being herded 
like cattle when I travel

■ Most people don’t know that 
you… I was a rebel in high school

be the kind of person who has a private 
equity investor point of view; you look at 
everything and ask, ‘How do I turn this 
around so I can maximise the value of this 
company in five years, so that it will be 
worth a lot more than today?’ That’s the 
kind of mentality the world needs today. 
All the innovative companies today, Ama-
zon, Google, they do that everyday. 

If you’re a typical hotelier, you’re pro-
grammed to think in a certain way. If you 
have a risk-averse mentality, you are not 
going to be successful.

Actually we made it a point to study Ac-
cor and create a kind of an MBA course 
for our hoteliers. We just went through a 
big one with our governors, the top 200-
plus leaders of our company. We took half 
a day teaching that class, and now we’re 
starting our spring season where we will 
meet with all the hotels and do it in every 
district.

Accor is the most innovative hotel 
company today. We looked at its early in-
novations – it removed some of the cus-
tomary hotel features, in fact took away 
the bidet, quite daring for a company 
based in France (laughs). Innovation is 
in Accor’s DNA although it had a series 
of CEOs who didn’t live up to it – until 
Sebastien came.

How will things pan out for the industry 
in the next few years you reckon?
Brands are still important, no matter how 
fast the world moves. That’s why getting 
people to trust your brand, to be an ad-
vocate of your brand, is so important. You 
have got to create that emotional connec-
tion with the customer. 

Look at Starbucks where people stand 
in line at airports for coffee. But even 
Starbucks has issues today. So you have to 
constantly reinvent yourself and ask, even 

Making 
70 the 
new 50

Kodak at one point was the fourth most 
valuable company in the world. It went 
bankrupt and a lot of people may say they 
didn’t see it coming, that they weren’t in-
novative. But actually, Kodak invented the 
first digital camera in the 70’s and invested 
in social media in the 90’s before anyone 
else did. It’s not because it was not imagi-
native or inventive. It’s because the culture 
didn’t allow it to capitalise on its innova-
tions. 

I’d ask our hoteliers to consider who 
are the most respected companies today. 
Facebook, Google, Amazon – what’s their 
culture? They embrace change and drive 
change. Why? Because all these companies 
came about 10-20 years ago. Our com-
pany just celebrated its 70th birthday (last 
year). The biggest fear I have is that it is 
a mature company. Our culture needs to 
be more like the Google’s and Amazon’s of 
the world. The iPhone was invented some 
12 years ago, because Apple has that kind 
of culture. We need to emulate them oth-
erwise we can’t be successful.

How do you try to change a mature or-
ganisation?
It’s exceedingly hard. It has to start from 
the top all the way down. You have to have 
progressive-thinking, innovative peo-
ple all around you. You have to have the 
young people become more involved in 
the business.

What do you think are the necessary 
qualities of a hotel leader these days?
Sebastien Bazin (chairman and CEO of 
AccorHotels) is my hero; I think he is 
wonderful for our industry. 

He wasn’t from the hotel industry (Au-
thor’s note: Bazin started his career in the 
US finance industry and was with Colony 
Capital before joining Accor). You have to 

if you have a winning formula now, is it 
going to work going forward?

What about an old brand like Best 
Western, is it still relevant?
Oh yes, we have constantly been tweaking 
it. In North America, some US$2 billion 
is being spent on renovating the hotels. 
That’s around US$1 million per hotel. We 
pride ourselves that they aren’t cookie-
cutter hotels. We have 20-30 designers 
going out to the properties to help them 
make cost-effective renovations. Typically, 
we take a hotel owner and the GM to visit 
the competition and ask how they would 
like to be positioned against the competi-
tion. Once they have decided, we present 
them with the whole renovation plan. 

This year we’re going back to those who 
have renovated but had not done it right. 
We look at guest satisfaction surveys and 
if there are still complaints or low ratings 
on the physical appearance we’d go back 
(to fix it).

Your thoughts on Asia?
The industry there has gone through sev-
eral growth phases and continues to grow, 
unlike Europe, which is a mature industry 
with all the segments covered. That’s not 
the case in Asia where economy and mid-
scale actually have lots of runway. I feel 
good about growth in Asia for our brands. 
I think they are a good fit for Asia.

We’ve over 200 hotels now in Asia and, 
with Olivier Berrivin there (managing 
director, international operations Asia), 
we’re on a hyper growth mode. 

But it’s not a numbers game. It’s been 
a great honour for us to be voted by TTG 
Asia readers for quality every year – that’s 
the kind of achievement we want. I’ve of-
ten mentioned that quality is the founda-
tion of everything you want to achieve. 
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Crystal Bus, a 47-seater double-
decker bus, has been launched in 
Hong Kong to offer sightseeing tours 
around the city while travellers dine 
on Michelin-star dishes.

Day tours last 2.5 hours and take 
place twice daily. The tour visits 
attractions such as the Hong Kong 

Need ideas on what to buy? Take your pick 
and load your cart with the array of new 

products showcased on this page
Shop

HOTELS

HILTON LINZHI RESORT
The 220-key resort is Hilton’s first property 
in the Tibet Autonomous Region. Room 
amenities include 42-inch LCD TVs, Wi-Fi 
and oxygen supply equipment to help guests 
acclimatise to the hotel’s location at 3,000m 
above sea level. Facilities include four F&B 
options, a heated indoor pool, gym, spa, kid’s 
club, cinema, and facilities for billiards, chess 
and karaoke. As well, there is 529m2 of 
space for meetings.

ASCOTT MARUNOUCHI TOKYO
The Ascott has opened the 130-apartment 
Ascott Marunouchi Tokyo in the Marunouchi-
Otemachi area. Apartments range from 
studios to three-bedroom units, and guests 
can choose apartments that come with 
a Japanese tatami mattress for a local 
experience. Amenities include a swimming 
pool, rooftop terrace, gym, reading lounge, 
business centre and meeting rooms. The 
property is also connected to Otemachi 
Station.

CAMLUX HOTEL
Housed in a converted factory space in Hong 
Kong’s Kowloon Bay is the 185-room Camlux 
Hotel. The retro-modern six-storey property 
boasts 103 Cosy Rooms, 70 Comfy Rooms, 
10 Family Rooms and two Studio Rooms, 
all of which come with free Wi-Fi and smart 
TVs. Facilities on-site include all-day dining 
eatery Cafe 15, a gym, meeting room and 
conference room. The hotel is within walking 
distance to Kowloon Bay MTR station.

ACTIVITY
Observation Wheel and Lantau Link 
View Point. Costing HK$380 (US$49) 
per person, day tour tickets include 
a Michelin-star dim sum set. 

Meanwhile, night tours are only 
available for entire bus book-
outs. This five-hour tour offers a 
customised attraction route, while 

Michelin-star meals include seafood, 
Chinese or Western cuisine.

The night tour costs HK$8,800 
from Monday to Thursday, and 
HK$12,800 from Fridays to 
Sundays, public holidays and the 
eve of public holidays, including 
drinks and snacks.

NEW SIGHTSEEING BUS IN HK SERVES UP MICHELINSTAR MEALS

PUT US ON YOUR NEXT HOLIDAY CHECKLIST

Onboard Voyager of the Seas, both adults and children are in for a treat! Hang out with your favourite 
DreamWorks Animation characters from Shrek, Madagascar, Kung Fu Panda and How to Train Your 
Dragon with 3D movies, photos opportunities, character parades and meals. Discover memorable 
moments as you conquer the rock-climbing wall, catch a wave on the FlowRider® or find your adventure 
on the ice-skating rink, mini golf course and basketball court. Don't miss the chance to cruise with 
Voyager of the Seas® departing from Singapore this May and June! 

YOUR ADVENTURE STARTS HERE

3-NIGHT MALAYSIA
EXPLORER CRUISE
Singapore Departures: 
May 12, 19, 26, Jun 2, 9
Port-of-call: 
Kuala Lumpur (Port Klang)

4-NIGHT PENANG AND 
PHUKET CRUISE
Singapore Departures: 
May 8, 15, 22, 29, Jun 5
Ports-of-call: 
Penang, Phuket

5-NIGHT SPICE OF
SOUTHEAST ASIA CRUISE
Singapore Departures: 
May 3^, Jun 12
Ports-of-call: 
Kuala Lumpur (Port Klang)^/
Langkawi, Penang, Phuket

ONE HOLIDAY,
ENDLESS ADVENTURES

Voyager of the Seas® 

*All of the above information is correct at time of print, subject to availability and change without 
prior notice. Other terms apply. Kung Fu Panda and all related characters and properties 
© 2017 DreamWorks Animation LLC.

ROYALCARIBBEAN.COM

  
  
• Brunei (673) 223 4874  • Philippines (632) 894 3957 / 892 2701 to 03  
• India (9111) 4906 1000 (New Delhi)/ • Singapore  (65) 6305 0033 
 (9122) 4311 2000 (Mumbai) • Sri Lanka   (94) 114 704542  
• Indonesia  (6221) 3199 1312/38/39 • Thailand  (662) 634 2882 / 634 8080                  
• Malaysia  (603) 7727 4835 / 6286 6292  • Vietnam (848) 39 201 201 / 6291 2277 
 
                   

*All of the above information is correct at time of print, subject to availability and change without 
prior notice. Other terms apply. Kung Fu Panda and all related characters and properties 
© 2017 DreamWorks Animation LLC.

For more information or reservations, please contact Royal Caribbean International and representatives at

With over 100 airlines serving more than 300 cities worldwide, 
Singapore is easily accessible via Changi Airport, a well-connected air hub.
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Report UNESCO World Heritage Sites

Rachel AJ Lee rounds up the 37 sites in South-east Asia that sport the UNESCO World Heritage label. Plus, 
agents weigh in on the state of tourism at these sites and other locations they think should make the cut

Preserving for posterity
CAMBODIA

1. Angkor – Constructed by Khmer King 
Suryavarman II between 1113 and 1150, 
the long-standing symbol of Cambodia 
has more than 3,000 apsaras (celestial 
nymphs) carved into its stone walls. 

2. Temple of Preah Vihear – Dating back 
to the 9th century, the Hindu temple – 
constructed along an 800m-long north-
south axis – stands atop a 525m-high 
cliff in the Dangrek Mountains near the 
Thai-Cambodian border. 

INDONESIA

3. Komodo National Park – Located in 
Nusa Tenggara, the park covers more 
than 1,800km2 and comprises three ma-
jor islands – Komodo, Rinca and Padar. 
It is the only place in the world where 
Komodo dragons are found.

4. Borobudur Temple Compounds – Built 
in the 8th and 9th centuries during the 
Syailendra Dynasty, the 29m-high step 
pyramid in Central Java has more than 
500 Buddha statues perched all around. 

5. Prambanan Temple Compounds – 
Dating back to the 10th century, this 
large Hindu complex features three tem-
ples decorated with reliefs illustrating 
the Ramayana epic, dedicated to Shiva, 
Vishnu and Brahma, and three temples 
to the animals which serve them.

6. Ujung Kulon National Park – This park 
in Java’s Banten Province is one of the 
natural world’s best-known examples of 
recent island volcanism with its ongo-
ing geological evolution since the 1883 
Krakatau eruption. It is also home to the 
critically-endangered Javan rhinoceros.

7. Cultural Landscape of Bali Province: 
the Subak System as a Manifestation 
of the Tri Hita Karana Philosophy – This 
inscription comprises five rice terraces 
and their water temples that cover a total 
of 19,500ha. The temples are the focus 
of a cooperative water management sys-
tem of canals and weirs, known as subak, 
which dates back to the 9th century. 

8. Lorentz National Park – This 2.4 mil-
lion-ha park stretches for over 150km 
from Irian Jaya’s central cordillera 
mountains in the north to the Arafura 
Sea in the south, and contains a range of 
ecosystems from snow-capped moun-
tain peaks to lowland wetlands.

9. Tropical Rainforest Heritage of Su-
matra – Comprising Gunung Leuser 
National Park, Kerinci Seblat National 
Park and Bukit Barisan Selatan National 
Park, this 2.5 million-ha protected area 
is home to an estimated 10,000 plant 
spieces, 200 mammal species and 580 
bird species.

10. Sangiran Early Man Site – Situated 
15km north of Solo in Java, the site rose 

to prominence thanks to the discovery 
of more than 100 Homo erectus remains 
and associated stone artefacts. These fos-
sils show human evolution process dur-
ing the Pleistocene period.

LAOS

11. Town of Luang Prabang – Built on 
a peninsula formed by the Mekong and 
the Nam Khan Rivers, the ancient capital 
boasts a fusion of traditional Lao archi-
tecture and colonial structures built by 
the Europeans in the 19th and 20th cen-
turies.

12. Vat Phou and Associated Ancient 
Settlements within the Champasak 
Cultural Landscape – At the base of the 
Phou Kao mountain in southern Laos, 
the Vat Phou Temple complex is more 
than a millennia old with well-preserved 
ruins of temples, shrines and waterworks 
dating from the 5th to 15th centuries. 

MALAYSIA

13. Gunung Mulu National Park – Occu-
pying some 53,000ha, the park is located 
on the island of Borneo in Sarawak. It is 
dominated by Gunung Mulu, a 2,377m-
high sandstone pinnacle, and has caves 
measuring at least 295km long. 

14. Kinabalu Park – The centrepiece of 
this 754km2 national park in Sabah is 
the 4,095m Mount Kinabalu. It is home 
to a wide range of habitats, and features 
more than 5,000 vascular plant species, 
90 species of lowland mammals and 326 
bird species.

15. Melaka and George Town, Historic 
Cities of the Straits of Malacca – Asia 
and Europe have endowed Melaka 
with 15th-century Malay sultanate, Por-
tuguese and Dutch influences, while 
George Town represents the British era 
from the end of the 18th century. These 
influences can be seen through the re-
spective towns’ government buildings, 
churches and squares. 

16. Archaeological Heritage of the 
Lenggong Valley – Situated in the Leng-
gong Valley are four archaeological sites 
which span close to two million years. 
The sites suggest the presence of a fairly 
large, semi-sedentary population with 
cultural remains from the Palaeolithic, 
Neolithic and Metal ages.

MYANMAR

17. Pyu Ancient Cities – The site com-
prises the archaeological remains of 
palace citadels, burial grounds and Bud-
dhist stupas belonging to the three city-
states – Halin, Beikthano and Sri Ksetra 
– along the Irrawaddy River.

PHILIPPINES

18. Baroque Churches of the Philip-
pines – These are four Roman Catho-
lic churches built by the Spanish co-
lonialists: Church of San Agustin in 
Manila; Church of La Nuestra Señora 
de la Asuncion in Santa Maria, Ilocos 
Sur; Church of San Agustin in Paoay, 
Ilocos Norte; and Church of Santo To-
mas de Villanueva in Miag-ao.

19. Tubbataha Reefs Natural Park – 
The marine park in the centre of the 
Sulu Sea protects more than 130,000ha 
of three atolls and deep sea. The reef 
ecosystem supports over 350 species  
of coral, 500 species of fish, and is a 
nesting site for birds and marine tur-
tles.

20. Rice Terraces of the Philippine Cor-
dilleras – The five clusters of rice fields 
on Luzon have followed the contours 
of the mountains for two millennia. 
They all belong to the Ifugao, a minor-
ity community that has occupied these 
mountains for just as long.

21. Historic Town of Vigan – Estab-
lished in the 16th century, Vigan is the 
best-preserved example of a planned 
Spanish colonial town in Asia. Featur-
ing 233 historic buildings along a grid 
of 25 streets, the 17.3ha site is located 
in the province of Ilocos Sur.

22. Puerto-Princesa Subterranean 
River National Park – The limestone 
karst site covers more than 22,200ha, 
and boasts an 8.2km-long under-
ground river. The full mountain-to-sea 
ecosystem on south-western Palawan 
features intact-old growth forests and 
distinct wildlife. 

23. Mount Hamiguitan Range Wild-
life Sanctuary – Straddling San Isidro 
Municipality, Governor Generoso 
Municipality and the City of Mati, all 
in the province of Davao Oriental, the 
16,923ha sanctuary is home to 1,380 
species including the critically-endan-
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gered Philippine eagle among the 341 
endemic species.

SINGAPORE

24. Singapore Botanic Gardens – Estab-
lished in 1859 by the Agri-Horticultural 
Society, this the first and only tropical 
botanic garden on the UNESCO list. 
The green site has 36,400 living plant 
accessions, 6,544 species and 44 heritage 
trees.

THAILAND

25. Historic City of Ayutthaya – Founded 
in 1350 by U Thong, Ayutthaya’s first 
king, the 289ha city flourished for four 
centuries before it was attacked and de-
stroyed by the Burmese army in 1767. 
Temples such as the Wat Phra Si Sanphet 
and Wat Phra Mahathat still remain.

26. Historic Town of Sukhothai and 
Associated Historic Towns – Situated 
in the northern region of present-day 
Thailand, this property comprises the 
three physically closely related ancient 
towns Sukhothai, Si Satchanalai and 
Kamphaeng Phet.

27. Thungyai-Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife 
Sanctuaries – Encompassing 622,200ha 
in Uthai Thani, Tak and Kanchanaburi, 
the sanctuary comprises two river sys-
tems, the Upper Khwae Yai and Huai 
Khakhaeng. Species include 120 mam-
mals, 400 birds, 96 reptiles, 43 amphib-
ians and 113 freshwater fish.

28. Ban Chiang Archaeological Site – 
Dating from 1,495BC, the 67ha area 
in north-east Thailand contains early 
evidence of settled agrarian society in 
South-east Asia, along with evidence of 
wet rice agriculture and domesticated 
farm animals.

29. Dong Phayayen-Khao Yai Forest 
Complex – The 615,000ha site comprises 
five contiguous national parks of Khao 
Yai, Thap Lan, Pang Sida, Ta Phraya and 
the Dong Yai Wildlife Sanctuary. It con-
tains more than 800 fauna species, 112 
mammal species, 392 bird species, and 
200 reptiles and amphibians.

VIETNAM

30. Complex of Hué Monuments – Estab-
lished as the capital of unified Vietnam 
in 1802, Hue was the political, cultural 

and religious centre under the Nguyen 
dynasty until 1945, and is a remarkable 
example of late feudal urban planning in 
Asia.

31. Halong Bay – Covering an area of 
43,400ha in the Gulf of Tonkin north-
east of Vietnam, Halong Bay boasts 
more than 1,600 limestone islands and 
islets. Most of them are uninhabited and 
have towering limestone pillars, arches 
and caves.

32. Hoi An Ancient Town – The inscribed 
property in Quang Nam Province com-
prises a well-preserved complex of 1,107 
timber frame buildings with brick or 
wooden walls. The town reflects a fusion 
of cultures and is a good example of a 
small-scale trading port active from the 
15th to19th centuries.

33. My Son Sanctuary – Dating from the 
4th to13th centuries, the site was the reli-
gious and political capital of the Cham-
pa Kingdom. Located in the Duy Xuyen 
District, it is made up of numerous 
tower temples built for Hindu divinities 
Krishna, Vishnu and Shiva.

34. Phong Nha-Ke Bang National Park – 
Located in the middle of the Annamite 
Mountain Range in Quang Binh Prov-
ince, the 123,326ha national park fea-
tures geological diversity as well as over 
104km caves and underground rivers. 

35. Central Sector of the Imperial Cita-
del of Thang Long – Hanoi – The Thang 
Long Imperial Citadel was built in the 
11th century by the Ly Viet Dynasty and 
constructed on the remains of a Chinese 
fortress from the 7th century. It reflects a 
culture specific to the lower Red River 
Valley, at the crossroads of influences 
from China and the Champa Kingdom.

36. Citadel of the Ho Dynasty – Built in 
1397, the site in Vinh Loc District com-
prises the Inner Citadel, La Thanh Outer 
Wall and Nam Giao Altar. It bears wit-
ness to the period in South-east Asian 
history when traditional kingship and 
Buddhist values were giving way to new 
trends in technology, commerce and 
centralised administration. 

37. Trang An Landscape Complex – The 
property near Ninh Bình comprises 
limestone karst peaks permeated with 
valleys, paddy fields and small villages. 
Caves there have revealed archaeological 
traces of human activity over a continu-
ous period of more than 30,000 years.
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Ethan Crowley, business develop-
ment manager, AboutAsia, Cambodia
Best selling site Angkor Archaeo-
logical Park. The monuments can be 
easily accessed from Siem Reap and 
there is a wealth of quality accom-
modation around. 
What else is needed Angkor’s hours 
should be extended to spread foot-
falls throughout the day. The re-
cent enforcement of opening times 
(07.00-17.00) funnel rising visitor 
numbers into shorter hours, which 
is counterproductive for experience. 
New sites suggestion Sambor Prei 
Kuk in Kampong Thom, and Bat-
tambang’s colonial and Chinese ar-
chitecture. – Marissa Carruthers

Vilma De Claro Mendoza, president, 
Mart Evers Travel and Tours,  
Philippines
Best selling site Banaue Rice Ter-
races, as it’s the first UNESCO site in 
the Philippines.
What else is needed The washrooms 
are unmaintained, and lack toilet 
paper or toiletries. There are also no 
toilets in Sagada or Banaue for trek-
kers. There should be more toilets 
constructed out of nipa to blend in 
with the environment, and proper 
maintenance of them.
New site suggestion There’s a three-
hectare natural park with caves and 
mountains in Palawan that’s still un-
known. – Rosa Ocampo

Jeff Redl, managing director,  
Diethelm Travel Vietnam
Best selling sites Halong Bay, Com-
plex of Hue Monuments, Hoi An 
Ancient Town and My Son Sanctu-
ary, as they are attached to popular 
touring routes.
What else is needed More has to be 
done to protect Halong Bay’s natural 
beauty. Development should not be 
carried out to extremes. Also urgent 
is a campaign to raise awareness to 
protect the environment.
New site suggestion Cat Ba Archi-
pelago, which boasts 366 islands and 
a rich biodiversity, as well as archaeo-
logical sites like Cai Beo. – Marissa 
Carruthers

Umberto Cadamuro, COO inbound, 
Pacto Indonesia
Best selling site Borobudur, to 
watch the sunrise over the temple in 
the quiet of the morning.
What else is needed UNESCO sites 
should emulate Spain’s Alhambra 
for its superb tourism management 
where noise is limited with the use 
of radios, and tickets are limited. 
The entrance fee is hefty, but services 
such as toilets and its overall mainte-
nance are kept up.
New site suggestion Raja Ampat, 
with its unique biodiversity. – Mimi 
Hudoyo

KL Tan, director, Borneo Trails Tours 
& Travel, Malaysia
Best selling site Kinabalu Park in 
Sabah and George Town in Penang. 
Visitors to Kinabalu Park are drawn 
to the highest peak in South-east 

Why SE Asia’s heritage matters
Asia, while George Town is popular 
with tourists.
What else is needed In general, I am 
satisfied. There should also be stand-
ard operating procedures in place to 
handle crisis or disasters.
New site suggestion Sabah’s Da-
num Valley, Maliau Basin and Imbak 
Canyon Conservation Areas, as well 
as Sipadan Island. – S Puvaneswary

Emmanuel Issaurat, co-founder & 
CEO, City Discovery, Singapore
Best selling site The city tour with 
Singapore Botanic Gardens. The gar-
den is a highlight for most tourists, 
especially families, as it offers activi-
ties for kids.
What else is needed There is a need 
to market the gardens more aggres-
sively in the digital space, and ex-
pand the activities around the area 
to capture the interest of millennial 
travellers.
New site suggestion The Masjid 
Sultan deserves a listing because of 
its valuable contribution to Singa-
pore’s history. It also represents the 
country’s diverse culture. – Barathi 
Narayan

Jason Rolan, general manager,  
Exo Travel Laos
Best selling site Luang Prabang. 
The French Colonial and Lao archi-
tectural preservation is outstand-
ing, combined with a good variety 
of hotels and attractions within and 
around the city. 
What else is needed I would like to 
see more diverse direct airline routes 
from destinations – such as Hong 
Kong, Tokyo, Phuket, Bali, or Yangon 
– to Luang Prabang.
New site suggestion The Plain of 
Jars in Xieng Khouang, as well as 
the Hin Nam No National Protected 
Area in Khammouane. Another area 
is the Indochina war-era cave city in 
Viengxay. – Xinyi Liang-Pholsena

Christian Sutton, product director, 
Diethelm Travel Thailand
Best selling site Sukhothai, thanks 
to an increase in flight connections.
What else is needed Despite some 
good mid-range choices, Sukhothai 
needs a small luxury hotel for high-
end travellers. 
New site suggestion Cheow Lan 
Lake near Khao Sok, as it has an 
abundance of rare wildlife and veg-
etation. – Xinyi Liang-Pholsena

Thomas Carnevale, managing 
director, Asian Trails Myanmar  
Best selling site There is only one 
UNESCO site in Myanmar and it is a 
tertiary destination for us. Demand 
for it is low. 
What else is needed The site might 
attract more visitors if it was better 
marketed. Outside of this, guides 
require additional training so they 
know the history of the Pyu dynasty. 
New site suggestion Bagan or 
Mrauk U should be considered as 
they have already a strong name and 
could attract more visitors. – Xinyi 
Liang-Pholsena
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Report Medical Tourism

The improving medical infrastructure  
across Asia has seen new destinations  
of choice emerge for tourists seeking 
treatments. Meanwhile, more hospitality 
players are entering into medical tourism to 
provide a holistic wellness experience. By 
Barathi Narayan, S Puvaneswary,  
Rohit Kaul and Xinyi Liang-Pholsena

In the pink 
of health

A 
recent report by Visa and 
Oxford Economics projects 
medical tourism to grow 25 
per cent annually in the next 

decade and the industry is estimated 
to reach US$3 trillion by 2025. In Asia, 
Thailand, Singapore and South Korea 
are expected to benefit from the growth 
in global medical tourism spending.

And as medical tourism becomes an 
industry hotspot for Asia, regional gov-
ernments are pledging more efforts to 
drive this high-yield niche market. 

The Thai government recently tripled 
the period medical tourists can stay in 
Thailand to 90 days, according to the 
Oxford Business Group, allowing them 
to undergo more extensive procedures 

and potentially combine treatment with 
leisure travel.

In India, the government formed a 
National Medical and Wellness Tourism 
Board in 2015 to address the challenges 
facing the segment and has expanded 
the e-tourist visa facility to include 
short-term medical treatments for 150 
countries.

Malaysia: healthy demand from ASEAN
The outlook for medical tourism is 
also bright for Malaysia. The sector 
has grown from 643,000 medical tour-
ists and a revenue of RM527 million 
(US$118.4 million) in 2011 to 860,000 
medical tourists in 2015 and a revenue 
RM914 million.

The regional market is playing an in-
creasing role in Malaysia’s medical tour-
ism sector. Sherene Azli, CEO at Malay-
sian Healthcare Travel Council, said the 
bulk of travellers are from Indonesia, 

which contributes approximately 60 
per cent of medical tourists to 

the country, while other major 
markets are Bangladesh, the 

Middle East, ASEAN na-
tions and Australia.

She added: “Ma-
laysia is known for 
its quality and af-
fordable medical 
services. The types 
of procedures 
sought after 
chiefly depend 
on the profiles of 
the patients, but 
the top fields in 
demand are gen-

eral health screen-
ing, orthopaedics, 

cardiology, in-vitro 
fertilisation, neurolo-

gy and aesthetics (den-

tal and cosmetic surgery). Malaysia also 
caters to a high number of international 
patients in urology, oncology and gas-
troenterology.”

For Dayangti Transport & Tours’ op-
erations manager S Jayakumar, medical 
tourists to Malaysia represent a high-
yield crowd that is willing to spend not 
just on medical procedures but also 
tourism products.

“Many will come with their family 
members, especially the elderly, to seek 
medical attention for chronic treat-
ments.  If the treatment requires surgery, 
the caregivers will likely stay at a serviced 
residence near the hospital as it provides 
cooking facilities. They will also require 
a private vehicle and driver to take them 
to the hospital and back, on top of visit-
ing attractions in the area,” he said. 

Singapore’s hub status shaken
Promoting Singapore as an affordable 
destination for foreign medical tourists 
is becoming an uphill struggle, trade 
players in the city pointed out, particu-
larly as regional rivals make marked im-
provements in their quality of healthcare 
services and pursuit of medical tourists 
backed by government marketing.

Said Tan Chien-Wei, director of Ulink 
Assist, a medical concierge provider in 
Singapore: “As we attend medical tour-
ism exhibitions in the region, we are 
envious of how the medical tourism 
associations in Thailand and Malaysia, 
backed by their governments, are so pro-
active in courting Chinese patients. The 
Singapore government needs to contrib-
ute, even if it’s just a little.” 

Tan further noted that intra-coun-
try medical travel is becoming popu-
lar especially in Indonesia, with many 
well-heeled medical tourists who once 
favoured Singapore now travelling to Ja-
karta for their treatments.

Both Tan and Melivon Martheo, busi-
ness development manager of Anaya 
Tour and Travel, observed an increasing 
trend of medical tourists either being 
diagnosed or seeking a second opinion 
from health specialists in Singapore, but 
getting the suggested treatments else-
where at lower costs. 

Indicating the trend, Ulink’s outpa-
tient numbers grew 15 per cent in 2016 
whereas inpatient numbers fell by the 
same amount, shared Tan.

For India, affordability a shot in the arm
India is another destination that’s on the 
radar for its affordability. Arun Anand, 
managing director, Midtown Travels 
India, observed that Chennai is “hugely 
popular” among international medical 
tourists, with hospitals in the city offer-
ing procedures like cardiac bypass, bone 
marrow transplant and eye surgery at 
“very competitive prices”.

“In fact, medical procedures like stem 
cell transplant in India are said to be 65-
90 per cent cheaper compared to mar-
kets like the US,” he noted.

Cities like Gurgaon in Delhi NCR re-
gion are known for medical procedures 
among international visitors especially 
from SAARC and Africa, added Ravi 
Gosain, managing director, Erco Travels, 
while those from CIS and Gulf coun-
tries, Europe and North America are 
also streaming into India for medical 
services.

Arun added: “Medical tourism offers 
huge opportunities to tour operators as 
recovery time of a patient after a medical 
procedure can be utilised in exploring 
the destination. The government’s inter-
est to grow this segment should benefit 
all the stakeholders.”

Rajeev Kale, president and country 
head leisure travel and MICE at Thomas 
Cook (India), said: “India is indeed com-

Amatara Wellness Resort works with Bangkok 
Phuket Hospital to offer integrative wellness 
packages
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ing of age, not just as a potential medical 
tourism destination, but equally for al-
ternative remedies like Ayurveda, Unani, 
yoga and meditation – through specific 
wellness programmes – in combination 
with conventional domestic vacations.” 

While this segment was predominantly 
seen as an inbound driver, the domestic 
market is seeing a significant demand as 
well, he added. 

Other traditional medical treatments 
like Unani and Naturopathy are also giv-
ing the country an edge over medical 
tourism destinations in Asia, according to 
some tour operators in the country. 

Erco Travel’s Ravi added: “We are tar-
geting mostly Europe and North America 
for customers who are looking for cos-
metic surgeries and wellness treatments. 
At this moment this is not a huge market 
for India but it is growing.”

Resorts, hospitals partner up
Given the fast growth of wellness tourism 
in Asia, there has been a marked trend of 
integrating medical expertise with well-
ness and hospitality offerings.

Singapore last year gained its first 
integrated healthcare and hospitality 
complex, Connexion, encompassing the 
250-key One Farrer Hotel & Spa, lifestyle 
retail strip Owen Link, Farrer Park Medi-
cal Centre providing specialist clinics and 
Farrer Park Hospital, the country’s newest 
private hospital.

The city’s leading private property 
developer Far East Organization (FEO) 

has also branched into providing holistic 
healthcare with its Novena Lifestyle and 
Medical Hub, two integrated develop-
ments comprising Novena Medical Cent-
er and Novena Specialist Center.

“The healthcare experience is further 
supported by Square 2 mall which pro-
vides retail therapy and essential services 
such as banks and supermarket while Oa-
sia Hotel Novena offers restful convales-
cence to medical tourists,” shared Cheryl 
Huan, COO, corporate real estate business 
group, FEO.

Singapore is taking the holistic health-
care model a step further with ambitious 
plans to shape Novena into the nation’s 
largest medical hub by 2030. Health City 
Novena will bolster the existing medi-
cal cluster in Novena including Tan Tock 
Seng Hospital, Mount Elizabeth Novena 
Hospital, NMC and NSC. 

Elsewhere in Asia, Indian conglomerate 
ITC, which operates luxury hotel chains 
like ITC Grand Bharat Gurgaon, will 
foray into the healthcare sector and take 
on players such as Apollo Hospitals, Fortis 
and Max Healthcare.

The company, in its notice to share-
holders, highlighted that its experience 
in the hospitality sector can be utilised 
to grow medical tourism in the country. 
Besides multi-speciality hospitals, it plans 
to set up nursing homes, medical and 
healthcare centres, specialist clinics, medi-
cal and nursing colleges, and medical re-
search centres. 

Asian resorts are seeing good therapy in 

linking up with hospitals to provide medi-
cal packages, enabling travellers to receive 
holistic treatments while on holidays. 

In Thailand, Amatara Wellness Resort 
recently signed an MoU with Bangkok 
Phuket Hospital to develop an integrative 
wellness programme. Among the pack-
ages offered is the Brain Health Enhance-
ment Programme, which starts with brain 
function assessment and sleep test at the 
hospital, before customers continue with 
an intervention wellness programme fo-
cused on improving brain health at the 
resort.

“We foresee high potential growth in 
wellness market. GWI (Global Wellness 

Institute) reported that wellness travel has 
grown 74 per cent more than regular glob-
al travel,” said Prattana Punnakitikashem, 
director, Amatara A Destination Spa.

Europe make up the foremost market 
for wellness tourists at Amatara Wellness 
Resort, while Australia and Asia are show-
ing great potential, Prattana shared.

Also advocating a preventive health ap-
proach is Como Shambhala Urban Escape 
in Singapore, which recently launched ho-
listic wellness packages designed to help 
clients recover from current sports inju-
ries and to prevent future injuries, with 
expertise from sports coaching, yoga and 
acupuncture practitioners.

Novena Lifestyle and Medical Hub in Singapore

Deluxe suite at Singapore’s Farrer Park Hospital

India is indeed coming of age, not just as a 
potential medical tourism destination, but equally 
for alternative remedies like Ayurveda, Yunani, 
yoga and meditation – through specific wellness 
programmes – in combination with conventional 
domestic vacations.
Pajeev Kale
President and country head leisure travel and MICE, Thomas Cook (India)
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Sun shines on 
smaller beaches

Small beach in Khao Lak-Lam Ru National Park

Destination Thailand

With the growing international connectivity into 
southern Thailand, European visitors are seeking out 
lesser-known beach destinations and booking later 
than ever before, finds Xinyi Liang-Pholsena

T
he last-minute booking trend 
among European tourists into 
Phuket is becoming more ap-
parent than ever before, in part 

driven by international carriers’ aggressive 
expansion into southern Thailand in re-
cent years which have led to competitive 
pricing and greater flexibility in holiday 
planning for longhaul travellers.  

“Four to five years back, if you don’t 
have your Thailand winter holiday booked 
by October, you wouldn’t be able to get 
flights or hotels,” said Tobias Fischer, busi-
ness development director at Go Vaca-
tion Thailand, observing shorter booking 
lead times among the European market. 
“That’s not the case anymore.”

It’s a situation that DMCs are becom-
ing more accustomed to, and Destination 
Asia’s Thailand general manager, Philip 
Wigglesworth, said: “Inbound book-
ing patterns from Northern Europe have 
changed somewhat over the years as trav-
ellers become more at ease with booking 
holidays with shorter lead, sometimes up 
to six weeks or less. They are familiar with 
the destination and younger FIT couples 
prefer flexibility and are not keen to lock 
themselves into long-lead bookings.” 

Lisa Fitzell, group managing director, 
Diethelm Travel Group, further notes an 
increase in the “pure beach segment cus-
tomer”, which she discerns is a different 
clientele from the traditional European 
customer who combines a Thai beach va-
cation with other destinations. 

“The beach holiday client just wants 
good value, sun and sea, so (Thailand’s) 
competing with destinations such as Cuba 
or Mexico. Full-board options are on the 
rise from our European customers. 

pushing the Europeans out of the island.” 
The direct connectivity is also driving 

the surge of “twin-centre breaks” in south-
ern Thailand, where Phuket is paired with 
Koh Yao Noi, Krabi with Koh Lanta, and 
Khao Lak with Khao Sok, Wigglesworth 
told TTG Asia. 

Bill Barnett, founder and managing di-
rector of C9 Hotelworks, isn’t surprised 
with the destination shifts among the 
European visitors. “The legacy European 
market is very much alive. These ‘snow-
birds’ from Scandinavia, the UK, Ger-
many, Austria, etc, are long-stayers so they 
have migrated to less expensive destina-
tions like Khao Lak, Krabi and Koh Lanta.” 

As well, issues such as a pricier Phuket, 
the island’s sun lounger ban imposed by 
the Thai government and Krabi’s easier 
access with growing charter airlift are 
some of the factors that have pushed Eu-
ropeans to other southern Thai destina-
tions, he observed. 

But Barnett’s not quick to write off the 
legacy markets for Phuket yet. “The world 
changed after the global financial crisis 
and Asia markets have become more pro-
lific as the ‘East is now new West’, so it’s not 
that drastic as Phuket’s European markets 
remain strong while other segments have 
outpaced them.” 

Sharing similar sentiments, Anthony 
Lark, president, Phuket Hotels Associa-
tion, commented: “Phuket is changing, as 
are the world travellers… Asia and Russia 
are becoming more prolific (source mar-
kets) than in the past, yet the legacy mar-
kets from Northern Europe and Scandi-
navia remain firmly intact as Phuket is an 
important destination for these markets.”

 7.5 million
The number of inbound passengers 
flying into Phuket International Airport 
in 2016, of which international arrivals 
made up 54 per cent  

20%
The increase in passenger arrivals 
from the UK last year, propelling it into 
Phuket’s top five source markets 

81,727
The existing total number of keys 
in Phuket, spread across 1,744 
establishments, according to C9 
Hotelworks

Destination in numbers

Anthony Lark, 
president, Phuket 
Hotels Association
We see (all) markets 
as simply growing. 
As arrival numbers 

grow, so do the new 
experiences being offered here. It’s much 
more than just beaches these days. Europe-
ans continue to highly value Phuket; we also 
see a greater number of North Americans 
coming here as the fights are very good 
across the Atlantic via Dubai and Doha and 
direct into Phuket.

Ludovic Gallerne, area director, sales 
& marketing, Banyan Tree Hotels & 
Resorts Phuket
After the rouble crisis the last two years, 
the Russian market has made a come back 
to Phuket this season. Guests from Rus-
sia continue to come en masse through 
charter operators and the luxury market also 
grew back equally. Phuket’s enforcement of 
laws in protecting the environment and the 
beaches is certainly playing a major role in 
this change, and local investments to improve 
infrastructure and attractions are certainly 
paying off.  

How do you think Phuket will fare for the longhaul markets in the future?

Viewpoints

MY WAY

Siprang Srinarintranon 
Head of group marketing  

and communications,  
Diethelm Travel Group 

What are the greatest challenges 
for Thai tourism today, and what 
would you do if you had your way to 
improve the industry?
Language: Language barriers often 
make exploring rural areas difficult for 
tourists seeking to experience Thai-
land in greater depth, as many Thais 
in less-visited areas only speak Thai or 
their regional dialects.         

The country should strengthen for-
eign language education among Thai 
students starting at a young age. Now, 
most schools concentrate on writing 
and grammar, but not so much on 
actual conversation skills. I would give 
more support to language education 
with a focus on speaking and learning 
from native language speakers.

Staying competitive: With greater  
competition from other South-east 
Asian countries, Thailand needs to 
showcase more unusual or off-the-
beaten-track destinations and aspects 
of the country to stay intriguing and 
relevant for visitors. There still exists 
places in Thailand that are relatively 
unexplored; the same goes for Thai 
culture and traditions too – few tour-
ists are aware of Isan’s Phi Ta Khon 
festival where villager wear large, elab-
orate “ghosts masks”, for example. 

I would promote new places and 
experiences to encourage a deeper 
understanding of the country’s dif-
ferent regions, traditions, cuisine and 
customs. 

Environment control: Thailand’s 
tourism industry continue to grow, 
but there often aren’t strong environ-
mental or development regulations in 
place to ensure that destinations are 
developed responsibly or sustainably.          

I would develop responsible tour-
ism practices and initiatives, from 
limiting the use of plastic and styro-
foam food containers at tourist des-
tinations, to investing in renewable 
resources and recycling programmes, 
to working with local communities to 
generate income for them directly. 

“The arrival of the direct flights into 
Krabi and Phuket mean we need to of-
fer more competitive and meal-inclusive 
deals to compete within the worldwide 
beach segment,” added Fitzell. 

With better direct connectivity into 
Phuket from longhaul markets, secondary 
beach destinations in southern Thailand 
are now picking up as favoured holiday 
spots for European visitors. 

Destinations like Krabi, Trang, Koh 
Lanta and Khao Lak no longer have to 
“suffer in Phuket’s shadow”, Fischer re-
marked. “We’re seeing more roomnights 
booked by the German-speaking markets 
in Khao Lak than Phuket.” 

He added: “More than 60 per cent of 
repeat travellers look to new destinations 
and it doesn’t help that the influx of char-
ter markets flooding Phuket right now are 
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Issue of the day

Paying the price at national parks
Park officials and tour operators are at odds over what constitutes ‘fair’ admission charges, writes Siriarpa Kamjan

Destination Thailand

Aerial view of Maya Bay  
at Phi Phi islands

T
our operators in southern Thai-
land are adjusting their busi-
ness strategies following The 
Department of National Parks, 

Wildlife and Plant Conservation’s (DNP) 
announcement that the admission fees 
to the Hat Noppharat Thara-Mu Ko Phi 
Phi Marine National Park will maintain 
its current rates for foreign tourists at 400 

the tour prices. 
Similarly, Love Andaman has also been 

affected by the high entrance fees to Simi-
lan Islands (500 baht for foreign adults 
and 300 baht for children), and Worra-
nuch would like the authorities to reduce 
the admission fees as the facility manage-
ment and security on these islands still do 
not reach standards compared with other 
marine national parks.  

“The measure to achieve quality tour-
ism of the DNP is acceptable if the offi-
cials call on all tour operators to make an 
agreement to trade fairly by not (under-
cutting) tour package prices too much,” 
Muangthong remarked. 

On the other hand, Sasina Kaudelka, 
general manager of Ancient Thai Travel, 
told TTG Asia that the entrance fees have 
not made a great impact on her company 
but she thinks entrance fees to all national 
parks in the country should not be raised 
in the future. 

Moreover, she suggests that all tour 
operators should seek to find a solution 
together, control quality of services and 
avoid slashing tour prices. Tour operators 
should also adjust their business strategy 
to overcome unexpected obstacles and 
achieve sustainable business, she urged.  

No of rooms 60
Rates From US$945 (at time of stay March)
Contact details
Tel: (66) 76 310 100
Email: sales@trisara.com
Website: www.trisara.com

TRIED AND TESTED

LOCATION One of the most brilliant 
sunsets I have ever seen is in north-west 
Phuket. A 15-minute drive from Phuket 
airport and you’re in the ‘garden in third 
heaven’, the meaning of trisara in Sanskrit 
and one it deserves to hold, truly. 

Trisara is enveloped in a rich tropical 
forest and garden full of vibrant hibiscus, 
orchids, heliconias and bougainvilleas. 
Nestling in this greenery – like the bushy, 
long-tailed squirrel I spot hopping about 
on a tree – are 60 pool villas, private resi-
dences, spa and gym, all ocean-facing and 
cascading down to a secluded bay with a 
good stretch of fine white-sand beach.

ROOM I’m in a Signature Oceanview 
Pool Suite (303) and I can’t believe this is 
a lower category of the six types of villas 
the resort has. At 230m2 with an excellent 
layout and amenities, it is tops enough for 
me. What I love is its location on the high-
est level of the resort, where the treetops 
are on the same level as the suite’s 9m in-
finity pool, which brings nature at eye lev-
el with me as I do languid laps in the pool.

At that height too, I get a full view of the 
Andaman Sea, be it from the infinity pool, 
outdoor deck, bedroom or living room. 
But rather than gaze out to an empty 
ocean, which is boring after a while, there’s 
an outcrop in the sea and small boats that 
are possibly taking swimmers or snorkel-
ers to it. Gleaming private yachts, as if 
they’ve just sailed from St Tropez to the 

Trisara’s first major renovation since its opening 12 years 
ago retains its lovely aspects, in addition to new offerings 
to appeal to future customers, writes Raini Hamdi

Trisara, Phuket

Andaman, add a more idyllic and exclu-
sive feel to the scenery. Not forgetting the 
flaming red sunset here, which is a sight 
to behold.

My suite feels brand new. The renova-
tion gives it a modern, fresh and breezy 
look, yet Thai as well with its lime-washed 
teak wood, Thai silk and local objets d’art.

FACILITIES Much of the innovation at 
Trisara, which was relaunched last De-
cember, is on facilities and services. 

F&B has been reimagined. For just 60 
villas, there are three concepts, Seafood, 
The Deck and PRU. Seafood adds new val-
ue by hunting old, authentic Thai ‘mama’ 
recipes to offer guests, although Thai food 
is also served at The Deck, along with piz-
zas and steaks. 

PRU is a new dining experience that 
attempts to elevate the farm-to-table 
movement in a gorgeous setting. Us-
ing locally sourced ingredients, includ-
ing from Trisara’s own farm, young chef 
Jim Ophorst devises tasting menus and à 
la carte items that do not look ‘farm-ly’ 
at all; rather, they read like Michelin-star 
preparations.

I think PRU is a good way for the hotel 
to attract the ‘foodies’ market, but it isn’t 
for simple eaters like me. Give me that 
fried grouper with mama’s chilli sauce 
at Seafood, or the thin and crispy truffle 
pizza at The Deck anytime.

F&B prices look a little steep to me, but 

to eat at The Deck under the stars with 
the resort’s water feature, lotus pond and 
beautiful lighting as backdrop, to enjoy 
interactions with genuinely caring staff 
such as Seafood restaurant manager Ken, 
and to get quality ingredients cooked to 
perfection is a priceless experience.

Another innovation is Trisara’s DDen 
(Director’s Den), which bills itself the 
world’s first resort production studio 
where in-house professional photogra-
phers and videographers help guests tell 
their stories through novel digital formats, 
including photo, video and virtual reality.

The resort also fields a new spa, Jara.  
My therapist, Mee, is so hardworking, nev-
er letting up even one second in a 90-min-
ute massage and using all her strength to 
ease my pain points. If a massage can be 
described as truly touching, this is it. 

SERVICE Relaxed and friendly.

VERDICT Heaven on earth.

baht (US$11.50) for adults and 200 baht 
for children.   

In February, some 500 tourist boats 
staged a protest at the park to demand a 
reduction of the admission fees for for-
eign tourists, citing the high charges as a 
deterrent for tourists to the destination.

However, DNP officials dismissed the 
claims and pointed out that foreign visitor 

numbers to Phi Phi Islands had surged on 
the contrary,  from 435,462 in 2015 to 1.4 
million in 2016. 

While it seems the park entrance fees 
are affecting the boat operators, some in-
bound agents in southern Thailand are 
feeling the heat too. 

Nattakit Lorwitworrawat, managing 
director of SeaStar Andaman, said foreign 
tourists are not directly affected by the 
entrance fees as these charges are usually 
included in tour packages. 

However, the high entrance fees weigh 
down on tour operation costs for inbound 
agents amid fiercer market competition. 
“We try to deal with it by introducing new 
products or services to our clients so that 
we can generate more income and survive 
during this difficult time” Nattakit said. 

As well, the Seastar Andaman chief 
would like DNP to help tour operators to 
overcome this chronic issue by setting a 
more moderate price instead. 

Worranuch Muangthong, sales manag-
er of Love Andaman, said that its overseas 
agents had requested for the company to 
lower its tour package prices to the Phi Phi 
islands, as European  customers – which 
makes up around 20 per cent of its clien-
tele – are showing a greater concern over 

Ocean View Pool Junior Suite

Elevated farm food at PRU

mailto:sales@trisara.com
http://www.trisara.com


#BookCentara
Centara has a spectacular range of properties in gorgeous summer
destinations including Thailand, as well as ravishing resorts in, the 
Maldives, Sri Lanka and Vietnam, giving travellers a choice ranging from 
sophisticated city retreats to luxurious beachfront resorts. There’s also 
total access to local activities, and a�er the fun, guests can indulge the 
senses at super-sumptuous SPA Cenvaree — easy to enjoy with children 
busy at the Kids’ Club.

Plus, coming soon, two brand new openings — four-star 
Centara Muscat Hotelin Al Ghala, the business district of Oman 
and the sophisticated Centara Grand Hotel Doha in Doha’s West Bay district, 
where two children under the age of 12 can stay and play for FREE.

DISCOVER MORE AT 
 centarahotelsresorts.com/b2b
 02 769 1234
 sales@chr.co.th

DISCOVER CENTARA
AND SHARE

THAILAND   •   MALDIVES   •   OMAN   •   QATAR   •   SRI LANKA   •   VIETNAM

11647_CHR_Ads_TTG_Asia_Apr.indd   1 3/16/2560 BE   18:28

mailto:sales@chr.co.th


April 2017  TTG Asia  24

NEWS IN A MINUTE

1

Destination Thailand

1  A new beach resort near Hua Hin
Ananda Hua Hin Resort & Spa 
opened its doors on April 1 to be-
come Compass Hospitality’s newest 
luxury brand. Located 15 minutes 
from Hua Hin town, the beach resort 
offers 162 rooms, 11 suites and 23 

pool villas (ranging from 188m2 to 
268m2 in size). 

Facilities include a pool, kids’ 
club, spa, 900m2 ballroom, as well as 
four F&B options that include Blue 
Biscuit, a club/restaurant with live 
blues and jazz performances.

2  Lufthansa ups Bangkok 
capacity with A380 
From October 29, Lufthansa will op-
erate a daily Airbus A380 between 
Bangkok and Frankfurt in place of 
the existing Boeing 747-400 for the 
winter timetable. This increases its 
capacity on this route by more than 
35 per cent from October 2017 to 
March 2018. 

Lufthansa’ A380 aircraft carries 
509 passengers in total, featuring 
first class (eight seats), business class 
(78 seats), premium economy (52 
seats) and economy (371 seats). 

Lufthansa Group Airlines (Luf-
thansa, SWISS, Austrian Airlines and 
Eurowings) offer 24 flights a week 
from Thailand to Europe. 

3  Premium whisky atop 
Bangkok’s skyline 
The Dome at lebua in Bangkok has 
unveiled Alfresco 64 – A Chivas Bar, 
perched 250m in the air on the 64th 
floor of the Tower Club. Offering 
aerial views of the skyline and the 
Chao Phraya River, the 200m2 bar 
will feature the one-of-a-kind Chi-
vas Exclusive lebua blend, signature 
blends from Chivas Regal as well as 
other premium whiskies. 

The venue is divided into three 
sections: an indoor area resembling 
an opulent yacht cabin, the Herit-
age Room for private events, and the 
glass-enclosed outdoor area that juts 
out over the building. 

4  Park Hyatt Bangkok to open 
next month
Following several delays, Park Hyatt 
Bangkok is finally opening on May 
12 and is expected to up the ante on 
the city’s F&B options. 

The signature Penthouse Bar & 
Grill, which spans the uppermost 
34th, 35th and 36th floors of the ho-
tel, will include an international grill 
restaurant, a cocktail bar with resi-
dent DJs, VIP lounge, speakeasy and 
sky bar, all with spectacular pano-
ramic views. 

The 222-room Park Hyatt Bang-
kok is housed within the top 27 
floors of this retail complex, and 
has no fewer than 57 different room 
configurations and 12 event venues 
spanning a total of 2,000m2. 

2





Perak's 
budding 
tourism 
ambitions

Royal Belum National Park

Destination Malaysia

Perak is all fired up with a new campaign to woo international tourists and make 
tourism a major economic generator for the state. S Puvaneswary reports

F
or far too long, Perak has stood in 
the shadows of its more popular 
neighbours Penang and Lang-
kawi, which attract foreign tour-

ists by the hordes each year. But not any 
longer, as Perak is now making known 
its tourism ambitions with the year-long 

Visit Perak Year campaign launched on 
January 1, 2017. 

Unlike the previous 2007 campaign 
that was mainly targeted at domestic tour-
ists, the new Visit Perak Year campaign 
now trains its sights on the international 
markets. So far, Tourism Perak has partici-
pated in last year’s ITB Berlin and WTM 
London, joined travel consumer and trade 
fairs, organised B2B networking sessions, 
and hosted fam trips for overseas agents.

Acknowledging that tourism is still a 
nascent industry for the state, Perak State 
executive counsellor for tourism, arts, cul-
ture, communications and multimedia, 
Nolee Ashilin Mohammed Radzi, said: 
“The state started to look at (tourism) 
seriously as an income earner four to five 
years ago. It is currently the third biggest 
economic generator after agriculture and 
industry. By 2020, the state wants tourism 
to climb to second position.”

Currently, the state is promoting Royal 
Belum State Park, one of the world’s old-
est rainforests, and the UNESCO-listed 
Lenggong Valley to international tourists. 
Other attractions include Pangkor Island, 
The Banjaran Hotsprings Retreat, Sungai 
Klah Hot Spring Park, Matang Mangrove 
Forest Reserve, Gua Tempurung and Kua-
la Kangsar. 

Tourism Perak was initially banking on 
the opening of the Movie Animation Park 
Studio (MAPS) to draw more tourists 
from Asia, but the opening was delayed 
from early 2017 to June. 

Nolee Ashilin said: “We had been pro-
moting the theme park to Asian markets 
as a family attraction. The delay is expect-
ed to affect arrivals from neighbouring 
Indonesia, Singapore and Thailand. These 
markets enjoy theme parks and will do 
short weekend visits.”

Ganneesh Ramaa, manager, Luxury 
Tours Malaysia, is hopeful that the “ad-
ditional promotions by the state govern-
ment will help Perak gain more exposure 
with international markets”, as foreign 
agents and tourists are more familiar with 
Malacca, Penang, Langkawi, Kuching, 
Kota Kinabalu and Kuala Lumpur. 

Greater international promotion of 
Perak’s offerings will make it easier for 
inbound agents to sell longer stays in the 
state, pointed out Kingston Khoo, senior 
product development, contracting man-
ager at Discovery Overland Holidays, who 
used to sell Perak as a day tour en route 
from Kuala Lumpur to Penang for the Eu-
ropean markets. 

He added: “Now, we sell the state as a 
one-night offering with cultural and na-

ture tours that appeal to Europeans. We 
take them to see pottery making in Kuala 
Kangsar, whitewater rafting in Gopeng, 
see the Rafflesia flower and Rajah Brooke 
butterfly in Ulu Geroh, and visit both the 
restored heritage buildings in Concubine 
Lane and the Kuala Kangsar royal town.”

But more could still be done by the 
state, said Khoo, such as providing better 
infrastructure and  interpretive informa-
tion at Lenggong Valley to attract history 
buffs, as well as more accommodation 
choices at Royal Belum State Park besides 
the 106-key Belum Rainforest Resort.

Perak has its own airport in Ipoh, but  
Singapore is the only foreign destination it 
has air connections to as the short runway 
makes it difficult to land aircraft larger 
than the Airbus A320. 

While Ganneesh does not think the 
lack of direct international flights is a lim-
iting factor, with Perak located a two-hour 
drive from the air hubs of Kuala Lumpur 
or Penang, Belum Rainforest Resort’s 
director of sales Yani Sapawi thinks oth-
erwise even though the resort is usually 
booked out during the peak periods that 
coincide with Malaysia’s school holidays 
and the European summer holidays. 

She said: “Our offerings will appeal to 
Singapore FITs but it is difficult to tap 
the market due to the lack of public bus 
services (from Penang, Ipoh and Kuala 
Kangsar); Singaporeans are unwilling to 
self-drive. Nevertheless, we have not given 
up on this market and we are planning a 
fam trip for travel agents from Singapore 
in 2Q2017.”

 6 million
The target number of tourist arrivals 
for Perak during the Visit Perak Year 
campaign

3
The number of airlines – Tigerair, 
Malindo Air and Firefly – with direct 
connections from Singapore to Perak

12,090 
The total number of hotel rooms in 
Perak, of which 2,366 are in the four- 
and five-star categories

Destination in numbers

Nigel Wong, 
director, 
Urban Rhythm 
Tours, Ad-
ventures and 
Travel

Promotions must 
be continually done 

(by the state), and they need to be consis-
tent and fresh, and target traditional and 
newer markets as well as niche segments.

Every year, new attractions must be 
promoted in key markets as this will attract 
repeat visitors, and also tell foreign agents 
that there is something new in the destina-
tion to sell. As well, product updates and 
presentations for local inbound agents must 
be conducted, so they can keep abreast of 
new tourism developments. 

Calvin Ho, 
senior gen-
eral manager, 
Sunway Theme 
Park 
The state also 

needs to create 
its own event that is 

sustainable and has a strong brand recall so 
visitors will keep coming back year after year.

Public transport infrastructure also has 
to be improved by having bus links to all the 
major attractions. The government also needs 
to convert the airport into an international 
airport to encourage more direct arrivals.

What more can be done beyond 
Visit Perak Year to sustain momen-
tum created by the campaign?

Viewpoints
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Issue of the day

Participation overseas takes a beating
A weak ringgit, uncertain ROI are making the trade more wary of attending trade shows abroad. By S Puvaneswary 

Malaysia pavilion at ATF 2017

T
rade players in Malaysia are tak-
ing a more prudent approach to 
participation in overseas trade 
shows, weighed down by the ail-

ing ringgit that has lost about 39 per cent 

year, we cut costs and chose to exhibit at 
six shows in Asia. Where possible, we will 
join Tourism Malaysia’s pavilion as that 
helps to reduce our costs.”

While Berjaya Hotels & Resorts group 
director, business development & mar-
keting, Irene Chew, sees branding and 
marketing value in trade shows, the ROI 
is less apparent and as such, the group 
has reduced its participation to alternate 
years. 

Chew added: “Prior to 2015, we used 
to have representatives from most of our 
properties. Now, we have reduced the sales 
personnel. Those who attend will repre-
sent all our properties in Asia. With the 
advancement of technology, we now place 
more emphasis on digital marketing.”

For Anthony Wong, group managing 
director, Asian Overland Services Tour-
ism & Hospitality Group, one way the 
company cuts cost at trade shows is by 
sharing a booth with another Malaysian 
exhibitor. 

Wong added: “Times are hard and there 
is a slowdown in some major markets, but 
we believe marketing must never slow 
down during hard times.”

In such lean times, Tourism Malaysia 
tries to lend a hand to the trade by allow-
ing inbound players to use its creatives 
free-of-charge to reduce their cost of pro-
motions. 

Tourism Malaysia’s senior director, in-
ternational promotion division, Asia/Af-
rica, Musa Yusof, said: “We give them the 
soft copy and they can further customise 
it by adding their travel agency name and 
package price. We also allow the local 
trade to use our commercials and tailor 
them for different markets.”

Meanwhile, Malaysian Association of 
Tour & Travel Agents’ (MATTA) vice pres-
ident for inbound and domestic, KL Tan, 
is keeping an eye on the budget for mem-
ber agents participating in its roadshows 
in India and China this year, an initiative 
the association rolled out last year. MAT-
TA will also organise roadshows to the 
South Asian cities of Dhaka, Kathmandu 
and Colombo in July.

Said Tan: “The roadshows are organ-
ised in a cost-effective manner. We travel 
on budget carriers where possible and 
the meetings take place in a budget hotel. 
MATTA also subsidises part of the cost.”

against the US currency since 2014.
M Manimaran, senior director of sales 

& marketing of Saujana Hotels & Resorts 
in Shah Alam, said: “In 2014 and 2015, we 
exhibited at 10 travel trade shows. This 



No of rooms 200 
Rates From RM450 (US$101)
Contact details
Tel: (60) 3 2168 1688
Email: info@thefacekl.com
Website: www.thefacekl.com

TRIED AND TESTED

LOCATION The Face Suites is located 
on prime land in the Golden Triangle, 
considered the heart of Kuala Lumpur’s 
CBD. It is within walking distance to the 
Bukit Nanas monorail station, Quill City 
Mall and KL Life Centre, a contemporary 
dining and entertainment hub. Nearby at-
tractions include Petronas Twin Towers, 
Aquaria KLCC, KL Tower and Pavilion 
Kuala Lumpur.

ROOM I immediately felt very welcome 
when I stepped into the living room of 

A homely feel, roomy interiors and dazzling views of Kuala 
Lumpur's downtown are what it takes for this new serviced 
residence to put a smile on S Puvaneswary's face

The Face Suites

my one-bedroom suite and saw a plate of 
Christmas cookies laid out for me – my 
stay coincided with the Christmas season. 
Next to it was a welcome letter from the 
general manager, Sunny Tan. 

The place was homely, with potted 
plants in the living room and TV area, as 
well as an assortment of books on the liv-
ing room shelf and private study room. At 
100m2, the suite was certainly expansive  
by city standards.

The living room space also included a 
full-sized refrigerator, a washing machine 

with dryer facilities, and a modern kitch-
enette equipped with a kitchen hood and 
microwave oven.

I loved that the work area was separated 
from the living space by a sliding door. For 
those wanting to work, the TV was located 
at the far end of the living room, well away 
from the work desk. 

I noticed that all the different spaces of 
my suite had individually controlled air-
conditioning, which is both practical and 
economical. 

FACILITIES The rooftop on level 51 
offered a spectacular panoramic view 
of the city. Solely for recreation and 
dining purposes, level 51 also had a 
fully equipped gym, a reading room 
and best of all, a large, open air infinity 
pool, which also happens to be heated. 
It was an especially nice feeling to swim 
at night against a backdrop of a million 
lights shimmering from the high-rise 
buildings all around.

The semi-fine dining restaurant of-
fering Western fusion dishes, Tangerine, 

MY WAY

Annette J Wood
Head of creative & marketing, 

Apxara Travel & Events

events with a wow factor, especially in 
the Klang Valley.

The area is in dire need of good 
event spaces that provide sufficient fa-
cilities without breaking the bank. Due 
to certain regulations, there are still 
many government-maintained venues 
such as public parks that do not allow 
alcohol to be served. This limits event 
spaces to within the four walls of hotel 
ballrooms and restaurants. 

Malaysia is fortunate to be home to  
rich, diverse cultures as well as influenc-
es from the colonial past such as Portu-
guese, Dutch and British. However, not 
enough is done to preserve our history. 
Colonial buildings and architecture 
have been lost in the midst of develop-
ment and those still in existence are not 
being used for their potential. 

This is sad because travellers want to 
see and experience Malaysia for what 
it really is. I feel the tourism products 
available do not represent our true cul-
ture and history. 

If I had my way to improve things, I 
would... educate the relevant authori-
ties on the importance of attracting 
business events tourists to Malaysia, the 

What tourism challenges is Malaysia 
currently facing?
Coming from a business events back-
ground, we face challenges organising 

Destination Malaysia

need for flexibility in allowing alcohol 
consumption, and creating event spac-
es that are unique to Malaysia.

I would also like to encourage the 
development of a new wave of tour 
guiding courses to bring fresh tal-
ent and ideas, and change the way we  
show our guests around. I would like 
to see tour guiding courses introduced 
into the educational curriculum or 
as subjects in secondary schools, al-
lowing the younger generation to  
showcase Malaysia from their perspec-
tive. 

I would also give people the oppor-
tunity to participate in walking tours 
and cycling tours conducted by dif-
ferent generations of Malaysians who 
have differing travel experiences. I 
would like to encourage our people to 
become Malaysia’s ambassadors and 
engage them to conduct immersive 
travel experiences that allow guests to 
experience life as a Malaysian. 

I would also like to see an improve-
ment on the upkeep and maintenance 
of our existing tourism facilities and 
products. 

located on the rooftop, will open soon. 
Deepblue Bar, also on the rooftop, is set to 
open in June.

SERVICE The staff were helpful, friendly 
and took care of my every need.

VERDICT I had a great experience stay-
ing in such a fantastic location in the city.

mailto:info@thefacekl.com
http://www.thefacekl.com
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NEWS IN A MINUTE
1  New wing for Riverside 

Majestic Hotel in Kuching
A new Premier Wing at Riverside 
Majestic Hotel will open in 2H2017 
with a total of 272 rooms, including 
eight family rooms. This will boost 
the hotel’s total inventory to 513 
keys, making the property the largest 
hotel in Kuching in terms of rooms.

A purpose-built sky bridge con-
nects the Premier Wing with the 
original hotel tower, allowing guests 
ease of access to all facilities. The 
new wing will also have a rooftop sky 
lounge on the 18th floor. 

2  Learn about Sarawak’s history 
at Brooke Gallery
The Brooke Gallery in Kuching 
opened in September 2016 with arte-
facts loaned from The Brooke Trust. 
Each object was selected to evoke a 
particular aspect of Sarawak’s his-
torical journey. 

For example, Sir James Brooke’s 
personal sword symbolised the first 
Rajah’s prowess, but when he passed 
on it became the Sword of State 
and symbolised the sovereignty of 
Sarawak and each Rajah that fol-
lowed. As well, the Sarawak anthem 
on display, composed by Lady Mar-
garet Brooke, served as Sarawak’s 
state anthem for over 70 years. 

2

3

3  Zipline tours across 
Langkawi’s forest
Introduced in September 2016, the 
Umgawa Zipline Eco-Canopy Tour 
offers zipline tours in Langkawi’s 
Machinchang Cambrian Geoforest 
Park.

Two safety rangers lead groups 
of nine onto numerous platforms, 
where guests can ride on 12 ziplines 
of various lengths that soar over the 
Seven Wells Waterfall and rainforest 
canopy.

4  Oakwood Hotel & Residence 
Kuala Lumpur opens
The first Oakwood-branded prop-
erty in the country opened last Oc-
tober in Kuala Lumpur’s Ampang 
with 251 units that range from de-
luxe rooms to two-bedroom apart-
ments.

Facilities include an outdoor 
swimming pool, a fitness centre, 
meeting rooms, and the TrEat Res-
taurant & Bar. Guests can also expect 
24-hour concierge and front desk 
services, business services and high-
speed Internet connection. 

5  Kuala Lumpur to get its own 
'Central Park' 
Taman Tugu, designed as a forest 
reserve with more than a thousand 

species of tropical trees, will cojoin 
Tugu Negara (National Monument) 
to cover an area of 26.7ha. 

Its first phase, costing RM650 mil-
lion (US$155 million), will be com-
pleted by 2018. The public recreation 
park will have camping sites, jungle 

treks, jogging tracks, lakes and a wa-
ter park. 

Walkways have been planned to 
connect it to Taman Perdana Botani-
cal Gardens and other tourist attrac-
tions in the area such as the National 
Museum and KL Sentral.



Finding a balance with 
alternatives

Destination Sri Lanka

While the trade wants to see a destination marketing strategy that will move demand in tandem to room 
inventory growth, the NTO says the answers lies in its non-traditional marketing plans. Feizal Samath reports

A
n explosive room supply growth 
that outstrips a slowing arrival 
demand is one of the biggest 
challenges the Sri Lankan tour-

ism industry is grappling with right now, 
especially as there has not been a clear and 
updated destination marketing strategy 
from the NTO. 

According to official data, Sri Lanka’s 
room supply is expected to increase by a 
third in the next few years, from a regis-
tered 32,929 as at end-2016 to a total of 
around 40,000 rooms across all categories 
including homestays and guesthouses. 

New openings in Colombo this year in-
clude debuts under the Shangri-La, Shera-
ton and Grand Hyatt brands while Möv-
enpick Hotel Colombo recently launched 
in January.

Krishan Balendra, director at John 
Keells Holdings, the largest hotel operator 
in Sri Lanka, said that despite the signifi-
cant new capacity injected into the market 
last year, the group has “not seen an over-
supply during the current season”.

However, Devindre Senaratne, presi-
dent of the Sri Lanka Association of In-
bound Tour Operators, observed lower 
occupancies in the top tiers as arrival 
growth dipped 14 per cent year-on-year 
in 2016, down from 17.8 per cent in 2015 
and 19.8 per cent in 2014. 

This was partly due to the slowdown in 
growth of tourist arrivals from China – Sri 
Lanka’s second largest source market after 
India – from 136 per cent in 2014 and 57.6 
per cent in 2015 to 26.4 per cent in 2016. 

“Chinese visitors are filling the gaps 
(taking up 35 per cent of occupancy dur-
ing the off-peak season) in hotels, other-
wise it would have been a dead summer,” 
said Senaratne, adding that 51 per cent of 
the visitors stayed in informal sector ac-
commodation.

To drive demand, the industry has been 
calling for a destination marketing cam-
paign since the last one was launched in 
2009, as occupancies in five-star hotels are 
not reflecting increased arrivals as visitors 
opt for cheaper accommodation. 

“Give us time,” said Sutheash Balasu-
bramaniam, newly appointed managing 
director of Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion 
Bureau (SLTPB).

The bureau will launch a short-term 
digital marketing campaign in markets 
including India, China, Western Europe 
and the Middle East followed by a global 
campaign later this year or in early 2018.

“The world has changed and most trav-
ellers look at where to go next either on 
their iPad or mobile. We want to aggres-
sively tap that market initially through 
digital marketing and social media plat-
forms,” Sutheash said. 

The new promotion campaign will re-
volve around “authenticity, diversity and 
compactness”. Sutheash added: “This is 
Sri Lanka’s unique selling proposition. 
We offer the real thing, not an artificial 

snow place for instance, and you can see 
all these attractions in a short time. This 
is the advantage that we have over India, 
Thailand or the Maldives.”

As well, increasing the number of 
homestay units in coming years is one 
way the SLTPB is pushing for sustainable 
tourism development while providing 
visitors with an authentic village living 
experience.

Sri Lanka has declared 2017 the Year of 
Poverty Alleviation with a focus on tour-
ism, a key pillar of the national economy, 
as a driving force.

Said SLTPB chairman Paddy Withana: 
“We need tourism benefits to trickle down 
more to the people… Last year the tour-
ism spend per day was US$166. Now what 
percentage of that amount percolated to 
the bottom is what we need to find out.”

Meanwhile, strategies to fill rooms in 
the higher tiers include organising mega-
events such as those centred around water 
sports, music, food and entertainment, as 
well as developing lesser-known national 
parks. 14%

The year-on-year increase in 
arrivals in 2016 to two million, up 
from 17.8 per cent in 2015

32,929
The number of registered rooms 
in 2016, up from 28,566 in 2015

166
The average spend per day in 
US dollars in 2016 compared to 
US$164 in the previous year

Destination in numbers

Srilal Miththapala, director,  
Laugfs Leisure
We cannot be a “high-end destination” 
and at the same time have stronger 
growth in the informal sector at the lower 
end of the spectrum. Sri Lanka’s tourism 

needs to take a hard look at where it wants 
to position itself and relentlessly pursue that 

goal, without trying to grab each and every segment that periodically 
presents itself like the ‘flavour of the month’.

Chandra Mohotti, senior vice presi-
dent, Galle Face Hotel Management
New marketing strategies need to be 
adopted. After the war ended in 2009, 
there has been a definite shift in the 
profile of the guest aided by Internet 
access. Identifying new markets while 

recognising the potential productivity of 
traditional markets are key when directing 

marketing efforts to ensure reasonable growth.

What else needs to be done to better market Sri Lanka?

Viewpoints
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MY WAY

Prageeth Hewage
CEO & founder, 
miracleofasia.lk

Seema Makala Temple along 
Beira lake, Colombo

If I had my way to improve digital 
infrastructure in Sri Lanka, I would...  
encourage all tourism service provid-
ers to provide free Wi-Fi access for 
their guests. In the tourism industry, 
information is key. Wi-Fi remains a 
key requirement for many tourists. 
Furthermore, I would (support) tech 
companies in the development of mo-
bile apps to provide access to tourism 
services and products.

If I had my way to improve the di-
versity of Sri Lanka’s offerings, I 
would... work with tourism stake-

holders to develop creative tourism in 
Sri Lanka. We see in tourists a growing 
interest to discover host culture and 
experience the destination like a local. 
Well-known travel destinations are no 
longer popular and interesting for this 
crowd. 

Promoting adventure tourism is 
one way forward. People want to be 
pioneers and discover less-travelled 
places. The young travellers espe-
cially are looking for unique and au-
thentic experiences or opportunities 
to learn something new and meet 
new people. 

I would work towards developing 
new spaces for this kind of tourism, 
which we did in a way when we hosted 
the Global Young Leaders Camp in 
Sri Lanka. What the students from 
around the world really enjoyed was 
not simply travelling, but also learn-
ing about new cultures and getting 
to know people, talking to villagers, 
headmasters and priests. 

If I had my way to provide worry-
free travel in Sri Lanka, I would... 
work with tourism stakeholders to 
actively create a safe, homey environ-
ment for tourists. Tourists want to be 
assured that they are not at risk when 
travelling alone. This can be achieved 
only by educating local stakeholders 
who are meeting with travellers at the 
ground level. We will involve hospital-
ity schools, education institutes and 
universities as they play a major role 
in ensuring trouble-free travel experi-
ences.

1  A dining venue for music fans
Located in the heart of Colombo, 
Sooriya Village is a new venue for 
music fans, housing a restaurant, a 
lounge, performance spaces, record-
ing studio, rehearsal suites, library 
and lecture room.

Sooriya Village was set up by the 
grandson of Sri Lanka’s pioneer re-
cord label producer, Gerald Wick-
remesooriya, whose work is dis-
played on the walls. 

2  National museum restored 
The Colombo National Museum 
reopened on February 6 after a two-
year restoration. The Italian-style 
museum now offers a new mobile 
app, as well as a new layout that po-
sitions its ground floor galleries in 
chronological order and those on the 
upper floors by themes.

3  New, bigger space for cricket-
themed cafe
Established in 1996 by Australian 
couple James and Gabrielle Whight, 
the cricket-themed cafe now boasts a 
new location with a larger space on 
Colombo’s Flower Road. Decorating 

the interiors are cricket memorabilia 
used by famous sport personalities 
dating as far back as the 1940s, while 
muted TV screens overhead play 
cricket matches new and old.

Food-wise, Imran’s Pakistan 
pumpkin soup, Gavaskar’s Greek 
salad, Sangakkara’s seafood pasta 
and Jayasuriya’s triple century chick-
en fillet are recommended.

4  Jetwing Colombo Seven opens
Jetwing Colombo Seven has opened 
within a mixed-use development in 
the capital city, offering 70 deluxe 
rooms and 28 serviced apartments, 
with some rooms designed for per-
sons with special needs. Facilities 
include a rooftop restaurant and bar, 
rooftop infinity pool, and conference 
facilities. 

5  Colombo gets a Mövenpick
Mövenpick Hotel Colombo opened 
in January 2017 with 219 rooms and 
suites featuring floor-to-ceiling win-
dows, a rooftop bar, a French restau-
rant and a gym, among other facili-
ties. It is the first Sri Lankan hotel for 
the Swiss chain.

Issue of the day

Counting the cost of  
lost longhaul links
SriLankan Airlines’ Europe pullout is a setback but other 
carriers have moved to fill the gap. By Feizal Samath

S
ri Lankan Airlines’ move to cease 
direct flights to Rome in May 
2016, followed by Paris and Frank-
furt in November, have been met 

with mixed reactions from the trade, even 
as Sri Lanka no longer boasts direct con-
nections to Europe apart from London. 

For Mahen Kariyawasam, managing 
director, Andrew the Travel, the pullout 
from Sri Lanka’s key European markets 
is the biggest issue that the trade has been 
grappling with over the past months. “We 
have lost 5,000 seats on these sectors.”

However, while admitting that the dis-
continuation of these flights is affecting 
inbound tourism, Sasi Ganeshan, a travel 
agency CEO, said “the national carrier’s 
share of traffic from Europe was marginal 
compared to airlines like Emirates or Qa-
tar Airways”.

According to official data, SriLan-
kan Airlines’ traffic from Germany ac-
counted for 21.9 per cent of the market in 

2015/2016, compared with 72 per cent by 
the Middle Eastern carriers; likewise for 
the Rome and Paris routes. 

Furthermore, arrivals for January to 
February 2017, part of the peak season, 
picked up 6.4 per cent year-on-year. For 
this period, arrivals from Germany were 
flat at 27,183, France up 0.4 per cent to 
24,575 and Italy grew 0.9 per cent to 7,808. 

Industry observers pointed out that 
KLM and Austrian Airlines’ resumption 
of direct services to Colombo in winter 
2016 and 2015 respectively have partly 
cushioned the blow of SriLankan’s depar-
ture from Europe.

Still, Paddy Withana, chairman of state-
owned Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion 
Bureau (SLTPB) expressed that German 
arrivals are likely to take a hit as tourists 
prefer quicker connections.

SLTPB managing director Sutheash 
Balasubramaniam said the European 
markets had stayed robust for Sri Lanka 

and they continued to patronise the coun-
try even during the years of instability 
(1983-2009), but acknowledged the need 
for SriLankan Airlines to restructure.

Losses have been unbearable for 
SriLankan Airlines which reported an ac-
cumulated loss of Rs12.1 billion (US$80 
million) in 2015-16. The airline’s rental 
cost (it doesn’t own aircraft) rose 23.4 per 
cent to Rs20.1 billion in 2015/16.

Exacerbating the national carrier’s 
woes is the closure of the country’s main 
gateway, Bandaranaike International Air-
port, from 08.30 to 16.30 daily, effective 
January to April this year. 

The national carrier is now placing 
greater focus on short- to medium-haul 
routes with planned increases of flights to 
Delhi, Mumbai, Kuala Lumpur and Bang-
kok, as it started taking delivery of its six 
Airbus A320neo order in February this 
year.

NEWS IN A MINUTE

5

©
AI

RB
US

 S
.A

.S
 2

01
3



April 2017  TTG Asia  32

Destination Sri Lanka

No of rooms 501
Rates From US$300 
Contact details
Tel: (91) 5 220 000
Email: hotel.srilanka@riu.com
Website:  www.riu.com/en/Paises/ 
sri-lanka/ahungalla/hotel-riu-sri-lanka/

TRIED AND TESTED

LOCATION This 501-room, five-star 
hotel is located in southern Ahungalla 
town, 130km from Colombo Internation-
al Airport. The only international brand-
ed resort in the area, the 5.3ha beachfront 

The Spanish chain forayed into Sri Lanka with its debut in 
August 2016, captivating locals with its all-inclusive offer. 
Feizal Samath dives in for free-flow food, drinks and fun

Hotel Riu Sri Lanka, 
property is close to Kosgoda Village, fa-
mous for its turtle nesting beaches and 
hatcheries, with easy access to popular 
watersports like diving and snorkelling.

ROOM There are 11 Junior suites, two Su-
perior suites, 30 Family rooms, 438 Double 
rooms, and 20 rooms designed for guests 
with special needs.

Large and airy, all rooms come with 
the usual mod cons – safe, flatscreen TV, 
free Wi-Fi and coffee/tea making facilities. 
The 92m2 junior suite that I occupied also 
had a king-sized bed, large sofa, central air 
conditioning and ceiling fan. 

FACILITIES The range of facilities is 
what makes this resort a standout. The 
all-inclusive package entitles guests to un-
limited food, soft beverages and alcohol 
(local and imported) at any time of day 
and night. Feeling the munchies past mid-
night? Just walk down to the after-hours 
bar, show your ID wristbrand (given on 
arrival) and you’ll get a beer and snack. 

Unlike most resorts in Sri Lanka, only 
in-house guests are permitted use of all 
facilities that include a discotheque, daily 
activities for children and live entertain-
ment in the evening with seating for 300 
guests.  

A massage at Renova Spa, surrounded 
by the enchanting Balinese music, im-
mediately put me at ease as the masseuse 
worked on my aching joints with coconut 
oil, so much so I almost fall asleep! Fifty 
minutes later, I felt totally recharged. 

F&B Two main restaurants treat guests 
to buffet breakfast, lunch and dinner with 
continental food and local cuisine while 
three speciality restaurants feature Italian, 
Asian and barbecue. 

Among the five restaurants and five 
bars, my favourite is the main restau-
rant Riti Panna, which offers a stagger-
ing choice of over 100 dishes, the largest 
I have ever seen at a five-star resort. The 
breakfast is a huge spread of Sri Lankan 
stringhoppers, roti, kiribath (milk rice) 
and chutneys, plus Western breakfast fa-
vourites like jams, cheese, nuts, bread, 
choice of eggs and hot/cold meats.

SERVICE Staff are engaging, warm and 
relaxed for one simple reason: everything 
is self-serviced. There are no stewards at 
your beck and call. 

Want a drink? Ask the barman and car-
ry your glass back to your seat. Want some 
peanuts to go along? Get them from the 
barman too. Details of the F&B opening 
hours, a map and a list of daily activities 
are provided on arrival.

VERDICT A pleasant, new experience 
for Sri Lankan guests while to RIU regu-
lars their experience is enhanced with 
local activities, a beautiful beach, nice 
evening entertainment, and great food 
and beverages. 

LOCATION This 501-room, five-star property is close to Kosgoda Village, fa

Ahungalla

mailto:hotel.srilanka@riu.com
http://www.riu.com/en/Paises/
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HO KWON PING ON WORKING WITH GIANTS 
Following the 16 million euro (US$17.1 
million) Banyan Tree-AccorHotels deal 
deal signed last December, Banyan 
Tree executive chairman Ho Kwon Ping 
revealed that Banyan Tree will manage 
all brand-related issues – including the 
conceptualisation of the hotel and work-
ing with consultants on interior design 
and restaurant concepts, to ensuring 
that operating practices are in line with 
standards – while Accor will manage 
the daily operations of the co-developed 
Banyan Tree hotels and decide on 
the choice of general manager (GM). 
GMs will report to Accor operationally but to Banyan Tree on brand 
standard matters.

Andrew J Wood, director of public relations, Skal International 
Bangkok, is skeptical if the alliance will work. He questioned: “I see 
two very opposite styles. Not sure the synergies hoped for will work 
on a relationship level. And will the GMs be able to manage the owner, 
Accor and Banyan, and keep all parties happy?” 

EXPEDIA CEO SAYS COMMISSIONS ARE LOWER 
Expedia Group CEO Dara Khosrowshahi, speaking during the Interna-
tional Hotel Investment Forum (IHIF) in Berlin last month, said the OTA 
has been lowering commissions over the last 10 years as it looks to 

CONVERT FOREIGN CHANGE 
INTO DIGITAL CURRENCY 
Travellers with spare foreign currency at 
the end of a trip can now convert them 
into digital money with favourite e-wallet 
brands (PayPal and Baidu) or e-Gift 
cards (iTunes, JD.com, Grab, Tokopedia, 
Starbucks and Facebook) at Travel-
ersBox kiosks in airports in Singapore, 
Tokyo and Manila. 

At Singapore Changi Airport, they 
may also make a contribution to the 
Changi Foundation, the philanthropic 
arm of Changi Airport Group that supports youth community efforts, 
or charities such as the Red Cross, as the TravelersBox kiosks at this 
airport do not offer e-wallet deposits. 

HOW ROYAL JORDANIAN TRUMPED 
US’ ELECTRONICS BAN 
The sudden announcement of US Department 
of Homeland Security’s ban on laptops and 
tablets on March 22 might have caught the 

affected Middle Eastern carriers by surprise but 
thumbs up to the airlines’ swift responses. 

Emirates quickly came up with a laptop and tablet handling 
service for passengers on US-bound flights. But Royal Jordanian 
Airlines took it one level up 
with its tongue-in-cheek 
responses on Twitter, first 
with a poem beginning with 
“Every week a new ban”, 
then with a list of “12 things 
to do on a 12-hour flight 
with no laptop or tablet” – 
including satirical sugges-
tions to “analyse the mean-
ing of life” and “engage in 
primitive dialogue” – and 
finally a recommendation 
to “Do what we Jordanians 
do best… Stare at each 
other!” Talk about trolling 
the Trump presidency with 
good humour. 

REEFS DAMAGED BY CRUISE SHIP 
More than hundreds of years of nature’s work 
came undone in a day when British-owned 
Caledonia Sky rammed into coral reefs in West 
Guinea’s Raja Ampat at low tide, damaging an 

area of more than 18,000m2 in the Indonesian 
island chain that has often been described as an 

underwater Amazon. Locals are now demanding compensation as 
authorities said it could take between 10 and 100 years for the reefs 
to restore, and local livelihoods like fishing could be affected too. 

Connect ICYMI: Tune in to what’s been going on at 
ttgasia.com and the social media space
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Travel Hall of Fame  
Since 2002, TTG Asia Media has honoured 
luminaries that have won the prestigious 
TTG Travel Award for at least 10 consecutive 
times for the same award title in the Travel 
Hall of Fame.

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

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

TTG Asia Media’s managing director Darren 
Ng and wife Cecilia together with The Travel 
Corporation’s CEO Brett Tollman at the Paris 
christening ceremony of @uniworldcruises 
SS Joie de Vivre. #ExperienceJDV

It’s a wrap for TTG reporters at ITB Berlin! 
Do check out the TTG Show Dailies for the 
hottest and most updated industry news from 
the showfloor. #itbberlin

TTG Asia’s Xinyi Liang-Pholsena speaks 
with #Airbnb’s co-founder and chief product 
officer Joe Gebbia, who was in #Singapore 
and #Bangkok to launch #AirbnbTrips in these 
two cities 

 Instagram

Snippets of happenings good and bad surrounding the travel trade

pass on lower fixed costs achieved through growth to shareholders 
and hotel partners alike. However, he believes the industry must 
change its pricing structure, specifically unbundle pricing the way 
airlines have unbundled airfare pricing, so prices won’t “differ wildly” 
when a customer books through a franchise, Expedia or Booking.
com, etc, and would truly reflect its value.

But it remains to be seen if commissions will continue to go 
south. While fixed costs are down, Expedia is faced with enormous 
costs of going from a web to a platform company, which it has tried 
to defray by bringing in more travel inventory into its fold.  

WHOLESALE, AGENTS STILL KING FOR THAI HOTELS 
European wholesale/travel agency distribution still is the larg-
est share of business for hotels in Thailand. About 80 per cent of 
Banyan Tree Hotels & Resorts Phuket’s German bookings comes 
through the wholesalers, said area director of sales & marketing 
Ludovic Gallerne. Likewise, for The Rembrandt Hotel Bangkok, the 
UK, Swiss, German and Danish wholesale markets have been strong 
and are still growing, said general manager Eric Hallin.

The strong agent culture in Germany and Switzerland, which are 
home to tour operator giants such as TUI and Kuoni, has a role to 
play in driving contract bookings to Thailand hotels, said Klaus Sen-
nik, general manager of Ramada Plaza Bangkok Menam Riverside.

However, hoteliers in Thailand are not discounting the rising 
influence of OTAs, as outside of the German-speaking markets the 
travel agent holds less sway, and Europeans – like other markets 
worldwide – are also predisposed to online bookings.

TWITTER.COM/TTG_ASIAFACEBOOK.COM/TTGASIA INSTAGRAM.COM/TTGASIA

mailto:karen.yue@ttgasia.com
mailto:liang.xinyi@ttgasia.com
mailto:puvanes@ttgasia.com
mailto:idmfasia@cbn.net.id
mailto:rachel.lee@ttgasia.com
mailto:ng.yixin@ttgasia.com
mailto:rebeccaelliott@hotmail.com
mailto:adelaineng.abc@gmail.com
mailto:maris.carruthers@gmail.com
mailto:caroline.boey@ttgasia.com
mailto:prului@yahoo.com
mailto:rohit.kaul@ttgasia.com
mailto:jryall2@hotmail.com
mailto:rosa.ocampo@gmail.com
mailto:feizalsam@gmail.com
mailto:chadamasc@gmail.com
mailto:lee.peiqi@ttgasia.com
mailto:michael.chow@ttgasia.com
mailto:pierre.quek@ttgasia.com
mailto:shirley.tan@ttgasia.com
mailto:ingrid.chung@ttgasia.com
mailto:cheryl.tan@ttgasia.com
mailto:kwek.wan.ling@ttgasia.com
mailto:cheryl.lim@ttgasia.com
mailto:carol.cheng@ttgasia.com
mailto:darren.ng@ttgasia.com
mailto:raini.hamdi@ttgasia.com
mailto:traveltradesales@ttgasia.com
http://www.ttgasia.com
http://www.ttgtravelhof.com


ITB BERLIN 2017

Harbour Plaza North Point Hong Kong’s Amanda Chan, Harbour Grand Kowloon’s Doris Li,  
Harbour Plaza Metropolis Hong Kong’s Lucetta Chan, EuroMarketingConnections Germany’s 
Petra Becker, Shoestring Germany’s Susanne Rietbergen-Hänsel, The Kowloon Hotel’s Vicki 
Cheng and Harbour Grand Hong Kong’s Becky Chan

Ministry of Tourism India’s Suman Billa (centre) and Incredible India’s Mrituanjay Mishra (left) and  
Ajit Pal Singh

Langkawi Development Authority’s Dato’ Haji Azizan  
Bin Noordin

Sri Lanka’s Minister of Lands, Tourism Development and Christian Affairs John A.E. Amarathunga (centre)  
with (from left) Sri Lanka Tourism Promotion Bureau’s P.M. Withana, Madubhani Perera, Dilini Ratnayake and 
Dushan Wickramasuriya 

Sanda Hotel Myanmar’s Khin Sanda Win and 
Fabien Guilluy 

Central Java Provincial Youth, Sport and Tourism’s Trenggono Y A,  
Embassy of Indonesia Germany’s Fauzi Bowo, Ministry of Tourism, Republic 
of Indonesia’s Nia Niscaya and Idge Pitana, Government of South Sumatera 
Province’s Irene Camelyn Sinaga and PATA Indonesia Chapter’s Poernomo 
Siswoprasetijo

Thai Airways International Germany’s Matthias Horn, Jesada Chandrema 
and Thongchai Tungkasareeruk 

Furama Chiang Mai’s Wirachart Watthaphanich, 
Furama Hotels International Management  
Singapore’s Shirlena Tan and Gerard Lim

The ten ASEAN Tourism Ministers, leaders and ITB Berlin’s David Ruetz commemorate ASEAN 50th 
anniversary this year with the launch of the “Visit ASEAN@50: Golden Celebration” campaign,  
promoting ASEAN as a dynamic, diverse yet unified tourist destination

Berlin, Germany | 8 - 10 March 2017

ITB Berlin 2017 welcomed 109,000 trade visitors across 184 countries and regions, maintaining its 

stronghold as the World’s Leading Travel Trade Show. On March 9, 2017 at ITB Berlin, the roundtable 

media discussion, fashion show with cultural performance, and the cocktail party, were all part of the 

campaign to raise awareness about Visit ASEAN@50 among media and the travel trade in long haul 

markets, especially Europe. TTG was there to capture all the highlights with its 3-day show dailies. 

Read it online at ttgasia.com.

Catch the next TTG Show Daily at ITB China 2017 | Shanghai, China | 10-12 May 2017 

With ITB Berlin a success story, Messe Berlin has a new line up: ITB China, which is debuting in  

Shanghai this May. TTG is proud to be the only o�icial show daily for the upcoming ITB China and we 

look forward to seeing you there!

One Farrer Hotel & Spa Singapore’s 
Jessie Khoo-Gan

Trade Media Partner

Accor Hotels Team all ready to make you feel welcomed

Tourism Promotions Board (TPB) Philippines’ Theresita Landan, Joselito Gregorio, Susan del Mundo, 
Department of Tourism, Philippines’ Wanda Corazon Tulfo-Teo, Allan Canizal and Meggie Valdes, 
and TPB’s Nedalin Miranda

The Anvaya Beach Resort Bali’s Helmy Shaukany Hakim,  
Santika Indonesia Hotels and Resorts’ Cita K.Dewantoro and 
The Samaya Bali’s Ray Clark

Bintan Lagoon Resort Indonesia’s Agnes Tan
Riu Hotels and Resorts Spain’s 
Oliver Kluth
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