20/ 03/ 1999

Rise in tourist arrivals sign of recovery

THE huge increase in tourist arrivals during the first two nmonths of the
year needs to be sustained if it is to have any positive inpact on the
sector. The authorities say the bigger nunbers are a sign of economc
recovery, but it nust not be forgotten that econonmic recovery will also
depend on these authorities' ability to continue drawing the visitors for
the remai ni ng nont hs of the year.

Tourismis one of the biggest industries in Malaysia and is al so one of
the nost seriously hurt by the regional economic crisis. Despite severa
maj or tourismrelated events held in the country |last year, including the
Comonweal t h Ganes and the Asi a-Pacific Econom ¢ Cooperation neeting,

Mal aysia received only 5.2 million tourists |ast year, 23 per cent off the
official goal to bringin 6.8 mllion visitors. There were 6.2 mllion
tourists in 1997, the year of the crisis, 13 per cent down fromthe
previous year. The two nonths of hefty inflow of tourists, if sustained,
could put Ml aysia back to the pre-crisis state, when tourist arrivals
were consistently above 7 mllion.

Much depends on the ability of the authorities and the private sector
involved to project the right imge of the country to targeted narkets.
Apart fromthe econom c probl ens which have affected the players in the

i ndustry, tourismal so took a beating as a result of gross

m srepresentation of facts about the country and al so our own failure to
correct or counter the negative and distorted reports in the foreign
medi a. Foreign tourists had been put off by negative and often inaccurate
reports on haze and epidenic, street denonstrations and politica
instability. Even a severe downgradi ng of sovereign ratings by gl oba
agencies |ike Standard & Poors and Mody's Investors Service could scare
some people, as they woul d make compari sons between Mal aysi a and ot her
countries with simlar or worse ratings. Cever advertisement canpai gns
and pronotions could go sonme ways to try and draw the tourists, but nore
than the usual comercials are needed to neutralise the negative

pr opaganda.

The i ndustry has been very fortunate that it has the help of Prine

M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mbhamad to counter the negative and
distorted reporting on Malaysia. H s high-profil ed speeches on Wstern
propaganda recei ve wi de coverage and attention in the nedia in many
countries. The reports on Dr Mahathir telling Malaysia's side of the story
woul d have reached a | ot of those potential tourists who had been fed with
horror stories about the region and Mal aysia. On that score, severa

Cabi net ministers on road tours abroad have al so contributed towards this
end. For nore effect, though, the governnent offices in foreign cities
need to be nore pro-active and very aggressive in putting the record on
Mal aysia straight. Unfortunately, these offices representing the country
overseas are rarely streanlined for the tasks. In sone major cities, for
exanpl e, the high comm ssion adopts a different approach fromthat of the
tourismoffice or investnent pronotion outfit. One does not know what the
other is doing sonetimes. And even if it does, it does not extend the kind
of help that woul d add potency to a particul ar approach.

It makes sense to coordinate the efforts of the various offices in
foreign cities, not just anpong thensel ves but also with representatives of
the private sector. In Johannesburg or Cape Town, for instance, Ml aysia
has offices run by its national carrier, diplomats, investnent officials,



and scores of business interests. |If everyone contributes towards a
campai gn promoting Mal aysia as a tourist destination, it is not only nore
econom cal for everyone but also nore effective. Such a drive nmust be
nmoti vated fromhere at honme. The relevant authorities may want to initiate
a gathering of conpani es and ot her governnment agencies with presence in
foreign cities to brain-stormfor a common approach. The ministries that
are key inthis initiative would be the Culture, Arts and Tourism
Mnistry, the Mnistry of International Trade and I ndustry and t he Foreign
M nistry.
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