15/10/ 1998

Di verti ssenent for tourists

MALAYSI A is a blessed country. Anong its blessings are the verdant hills.

I slands encircled by pristine waters of various shades, fromazure to
turquoi se. The country is also bl essed with diverse peopl es, diverse
cultures and diverse festivities. Al these are attractions to other

peopl es fromother clinmes who desire divertissenent. In a word, tourists.
And over the years tourismhas channelled nany a ringgit to the country's
econony. For instance in 1996, tourismrevenue was RML1.2 billion. This
amount is not snall. Neither should it be sneezed at. It keeps hotels,
restaurants and retail shops alive. It creates jobs, thousands of jobs. It
contributes to the devel opnent of nore hotels, restaurants and retai
outlets. Clearly then tourismis no snmall contributor to the country's
economny. But in the past year, revenue contribution fromthis sector

regi stered a decrease. It dropped fromthe 1996 figure of RML1. 2billion to
RMLO. 5bi I lion. Among the contributing factors for the decrease in the
tourismringgit were the spread of the Coxsackie virus, the haze that cast
a pall of gloomover nany parts of the country and in the second hal f of
the year, the econom c sl owdown. Mdre significantly, as the |atest
official statistics reveal, tourist arrivals have declined this year.
Partly due to nmalign reports of the foreign nedia on the political

devel opnents in the country.

Surely the decline in tourist arrivals which by extension neans a
decline in the tourist ringgit nust be arrested. It is a service sector
that warrants nore attention, now nore than ever, fromthe industry and
the Governnment. Perhaps it is for this reason the Prine M nister, Datuk
Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad i ssued the directive on Tuesday to the Culture
Arts and TourismMnistry, the private sector, hoteliers and tour
operators to intensify tourismpronotion. As explained by the M nister,
Dat uk Sabbaruddi n Chik, Dr Mahathir also wanted the tourismindustry to
| ook for new markets and redefine existing markets.

We agree that the industry has to | ook for new nmarkets. W agree too
that the industry has to | ook at novel advertising canpaigns. The industry
has to | aunch nore pronotions such as organising fam liarisation tours for
foreign travel operators. Al these require noney, especially government
funds which over the past decade have shrivelled. FromRWMA5.4 million in
1988 to the RML1 million allocation for the current year. The Governnent
has a role, true. But it cannot always take the | ead. That mnust cone from
the industry which includes hoteliers, restaurant operators and tour
pronot ers.

Al must realise that the industry has redefined itself over the years.
Visitors to our shores do not just want sun, sea, sand, sights, exotic
food and cheap shoppi ng. Qur nei ghbours offer all these and nore at a
cheaper price. If we desire to be conpetitive we nust offer these and
nore. Tourists, both fromthe Wst and the East want divertissenent. Many
want entertainnment, cabaret style. Which is why dozens of 747s | and on the
ai rports of Phuket and Bali everyday. Besides the sea, the sand and the
sun, we can offer thema cultural feast. W have a diversity of cultures,
of dances and songs. But above all we can offer them sonething that we
have been encouragi ng and developing all this while - eco-tourism MNbre
and nore discerning tourists want to trek into the tropical forests and
expl ore the natural caves. These and our Mal aysi an ways, if properly
pronoted, mght just do the trick to attract nore tourists to our shores.
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