02/ 01/ 1999

The hol i day connection

FORGET Friday. Fromnow, the first Thursday or Saturday of each nonth is
where the action will be, as civil servants and sone private-sector

enpl oyees take advantage of an additional rest-day - one designed to keep
t he econony goi ng through i ncreased consumer spendi ng.

Since the idea was tabled during the 1999 Budget speech | ast Cctober,
comerci al banks, finance conpani es and Pos Mal aysi a Bhd have announced
their participation in the scheme. As Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mohamad has expl ai ned, the objective is to foster famlial ties
whi | e pronoting donestic tourism

Initially, Ml aysians will have to readjust their tinme-worn habit of
rushing to settle bills and personal financial matters on this particular
hal f-day at governnent departnents, banks and post offices. Schools will
have to reschedul e extra-nmural activities, and weekly househol d chores may
be reassigned.

But these are m niscul e changes when conpared to adjustments that will
be required of all in the tourismindustry. For too | ong accustoned to
dependi ng on the | argesse of big-spending foreign tourists, operators wll
have to | earn all over again howto val ue cost-consci ous donmestic tourists
and to neet rel evant needs in service.

Yet, beyond touting existing pronotional packages, little has been heard
as to how the industry intends to manage the expected increase in |ocal
clientele or to address valid concerns that have been repeatedly raised
for years now. It will be interesting to see how hoteliers re-work their
practi ce of adding a surcharge to weekend rates, or applying a single
suppl enent to those unfortunate enough not to travel with a conpani on.

Such questions nust be faced and answered wi thout further delay or
feebl e excuses, especially when people are nore guarded about forking out
their savings on luxuries |ike travel. Every flexible gesture by industry
will be as significant as fair conpetition in attracting payi ng guests of
al | budget-classes. This is no tine to be turning up the nose at
combi nations that do not fit industry-inspired nodels of consumer
behavi our.

Where the public is being encouraged to spend, operators should be nade
to consistently sell quality and value for noney. This will have to be
translated into better-designed and i magi nati ve packages all round. Unlike
foreign travel, domestic tourismhas the distinct advantage of being able
to attract repeat visitors within the same year due to famliarity,
security or hospitality standards.

Hotels, retail outlets, tour and travel agencies, transportation firns,
cultural troupes, food vendors and souvenir sellers have the potential to
gain fromthe government's plan to rel ease enpl oyees en nasse for a two-
day weekend. However, this will not happen unless the industry is prepared
to work a | ot harder.

It may be that attention was focused on the school holidays and festive
season between Christnas and the New Year. And i ndeed, a lull can be
expected fromnow until Hari Raya Puasa, in deference to religious
priorities during Ranadan

Operators who view their sector as a half-full glass of opportunities
will use this relatively short period to review plans and co-ordi nate
services. |If they lose out on the nmonmentum or shortchange clientele,

Mal aysi ans may choose not to | eave the confort of hone.
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