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Tourism players nust co-operate if Johor's potential is to be realised

Carol Murugi ah

HOVE to Mother Nature's marvel s and m dni ght shoppi ng mania, host to sea-
slicing powerboats and kites, Johor is undeniably making ripples in an
ocean of tourismopportunities.

For far too | ong Johor has been a predom nantly agricultural and
manuf acturi ng-driven State but now she has awaken to the smell of tourism
and the whiff of ringgit which it brings.

Ironically, it took the devastating backl ash of the 1997 econom ¢ sl unp
to peel back the eyelids of the State's powers-that-be for a w de-angl ed
vi ew of the tourismgol dnine which had, until then, served as nore of an
aftert hought in Johor's devel opnent pl ans.

Both | ocal and international tourismmarketing then went into full gear
as the post-slunp econonic effort in Johor was steered towards featuring
this | esser sector nore promninently.

Eco-tourism agro-tourism retail, culture, sports and | eisure were somne
of the areas explored and gi ven nakeovers to fit the State's new profile.
Li ke its nane which neans "jewel" in Arabic, Johor sought to polish and

present its |long-hidden gens to the world, with State Tourism Committee
chai rman Datuk Dr Chua Soi Lek subsequently announci ng ni ne areas
earmarked for devel opnent as "tourist corridors".

The Johor Baru city centre, Johor River, Kota Tinggi, Desaru, Pengerang
peni nsul a, Mersing and its islands, Endau-Ronpin National Park, Ledang
Val | ey and Tanjung Piai were identified as the sel ect nine.

As a result, tourismhas | eapfrogged its way into an inpressive third on
the priority list of profitable sectors - directly behind agriculture and
manuf act uri ng.

Al ong wi th the netanorphosis, the Johor Governnent discovered its touch
in organising international and regi onal events, namely the U M Fornul a
One Worl d Power boat Chanpi onshi ps and the Second Link Bridge Run with the
hel p of the private sector.

It was a job well done, in both efforts, and the accol ades were heaped
upon the State by appreciative quarters for a job well done, indicating
that the sweat and tears poured into these projects did not go down the
drain.

The tourismand pronotion mleage the State and country gai ned from
hosting these events was phenonenal, especially the powerboat race which
was beamed via satellite to 500 m|lion people across the gl obe.

Turning to tourismto resuscitate an ailing Johor econony is not only an
option of nonetary gain, but one of commbn sense too

Wth nore than 60 per cent of tourist arrivals in Malaysia literally
knocki ng on Johor's doors for entry into the country, it is only natura
for the country's "Sout hern Gateway" to cash in on the tourist dollar.

The Si ngapore factor also lends testinmony to the State's touri sm appeal,
with day-trippers fromthe republic convergi ng on Johor Baru during the
weekends, much to the delight of | ocal businesses.

In a bid to bolster southern ties and capitalise on the Singapore
dollar, the State Governnment recently announced that a "smart card" woul d
soon replace the passport to ease congestion and travel along the Causeway
and t he Second Li nk.

By going all-out to nmake Johor tourist friendly, the State Governnent
shoul d be conmended for doing much to boost its own and the country's
international image. But along with this approach conmes its fair share of



pr obl ens.

The frontrunners of the local tourismindustry do not seemto share the
ent husi asm of the State Governnment in making the endeavour a success.

This is enbarrassingly evident when maj or touri smevents, such as the
thrice-annual Mega Sale Carnival, are enthusiastically pronmoted by the
authorities, but the industry's frontliners (hoteliers and retailers)
choose to dismiss the efforts with an apathetic brush of the hand.

What is worse, sone of these frontliners have been accused of jacking up
hotel roomrates wi thout significantly contributing towards the tourism
cause.

This blatant profiteering caught the attention of Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad who condemmed the practice during the Wrld
Power boat Chanpi onshi ps i n Johor Baru recently.

Anot her "victint of the breathl ess pace Johor is adopting in shaping its
tourismindustry is the Johor Tourismlnformation Centre (Jotic).

Established in the |ate 1990s to provide information on tourismrel ated
activities and programes in the State, the centre has since wasted away
froma tourismappendage to a |lifeless hunk of concrete, no thanks to poor
nmanagenent .

It is hoped that the English | anguage magazi ne currently in the
pi pelines to serve as a reference guide for foreign holidaynmakers will
survive several publications and not succcumb to an early "death" |ike
Jotic.

Also in startling contrast, while much is being done to devel op and
pronote tourism other equally inportant factors which conpl enent these
efforts are being |l eft unattended, |ike cleanliness and mai nt enance of
facilities and ameniti es.

Heavily polluted rivers and rubbish-1ined roads streak Johor's ot herwi se
attractive | andscape, even though the State is gunning for billing as the
next watersport haven after Dubai.

Al t hough t he occasional clean-up activity has been organi sed, public
apat hy and | ack of support ensure that roadside litter remain part of the
| ocal scenery.

These bl eni shes may wel |l have a negative inpact on first-time visitors,
much | ess repeat travellers.

Therefore, nore time and troubl e have to be taken to ensure that a well -
defined and mai ntai ned tourismfacade is presented for all to see.

Johor has what it takes to break into the international tourism narket.
But in order to carve out a sizeable chunk of that tourist market, it
needs the backing of tourismfrontliners, government agencies, private
compani es and the public at |arge.

Co-operation is the operative word here. Until it can get each sector to
co-operate the State Governnent's aimto pronote tourismw || continue to
be pl agued by hi ccups, which could nean an unsavoury experience for nmany
an unwary tourist.
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