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•

Distinguished Delegates of the GMS National Tourism Organizations,

•

Representative of the Asian Development Bank,

•

MTCO Executive Director,

•

Tourism businesses operators and private sector representatives

•

Distinguished Guests Representatives of diplomatic corps, as well as Development Partners,

•

Ladies and Gentlemen.

A very good morning to all of you, and welcome to Preah Sihanouk Province, Cambodia: Kingdom of Wonder - Feel
the Warm!
It is my great pleasure to welcome you to Preah Sihanouk Province for the Mekong Tourism Forum 2016. On behalf of
the Ministry of Tourism of the Kingdom of Cambodia and my own behalf, I would like to extend our warmest welcome
to Distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen, colleagues from the GMS countries, development partners, ADB,
MTCO, NGOs and tourism business from around the world for the valuable support, assistant and cooperation to
improve quality of tourism services and tourism product development in the GMS sub-region. Your participation today
reflects further our solidarity, friendship and cooperation as well as follows and upholds our spirit of cooperation.
It’s our great honor and this is the second time for Cambodia since we successfully hosted the Mekong Tourism
Forum 2010 in Siem Reap, a destination awarded by Trip Advisor in 2015 as number one in Asia, and number two
in the world. Again, we are proud to host the Mekong Tourism Forum 2016 this time in heart of Cambodia’s great
destination, the Southern Tourism Coastal Corridor, the world’s most beautiful beach connecting Thailand and Viet
Nam. Cambodia coast has been awarded as World’s Most Beauty Bay in 2011, so please spend your time to enjoy our
beautiful beaches!
Excellency, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,
Tourism is a strong driving force for socio-economic development in the region that has benefited all of our countries.
Indeed, while Southeast Asia is the fastest growing tourism region in the world (+6%), the Greater Mekong Subregion
is the fastest growing subregion in Asia in 2015 and expect to continue its growth. For Cambodia, in 2015 we
welcomed 4.77 million international tourists increased 6.1%; the coastal zone welcomed 0.6 million international
visitors and 9.7 million domestic tourists. The tourism generated around USD 3.1 billion injected into the National
Economy, created opportunities for about 620,000 jobs equal to 13% of the total domestic jobs, contributed 13%
to GDP. We expect that by 2020 Cambodia will welcome 7.5 million international visitors, generate USD5 billion in
total and create opportunities approximately 1 million direct jobs. This fact presents enormous opportunities for our
countries, as well as international investors, to derive the maximum benefits from this important sector.
The desire of today’s travellers of having an authentic, cultural experience is what is driving much of this growth, and
it is the richness of our collective cultures that will the foundation of our tourism sector for the future. Today when
tourists visit a destination; they are not only just seeking for relaxation on a beach, but also seeking for meaningful
experiences that connect them with local cultures and places. And these experiences must be authentic, and genuine
to be successful.
While growth in tourism arrivals, trips and revenue are all desirable goals, we must ensure that this development
is sustainable, and brings out the very best that our region has to offer in terms of our heritage, culture, nature and
people.

Bringing tourism experiences closer to local cultures also presents tremendous opportunities for generating local
incomes and conserving local customs and lifestyles. Indeed, by focusing on developing authentic tourism products
and experiences we are addressing the demands of the modern and current travel market while providing socioeconomic development opportunities for local people as well as preserving and enriching local customs and cultures.
Excellency, Distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,
To capitalize on this important opportunity the theme of this year’s Mekong Tourism Forum 2016 is “Authentic
Experiences Along the Mekong River”. And with this year’s Forum’s excellent agenda and your active participation,
I am sure that together we will advance the development and promotion of the authentic tourism experiences that
connect our visitors with the genuine, authentic, cultures and lifestyles of the local people, and to ensure that these
tourist experiences also support local development while conserving the riches of cultures that define what is special
about our region.
The Ministry of Tourism, Kingdom of Cambodia is proud to host this important event and I would like to wish all of you
great success as we work together to strengthen and improve the tourism sector of the Greater Mekong Subregion.
This is our collective responsibility and purpose.
Last but not least, I would like to express my sincere thanks and appreciation to all Distinguished Delegates, Ladies
and Gentlemen, colleagues from the GMS countries, development partners, ADB, MTCO, NGOs and tourism business
operators, ladies and gentlemen for your kind support, assistance and cooperation and I wish all distinguished
delegates, ladies and gentlemen a pleasant and enjoyable stay in Preah Sihanouk Province, the magnate of tourism
attraction of Cambodia’s coastal area—the Rising Star of the Southwest.
Now, I would like to declare the Mekong Tourism Forum 2016 open!
Thank You!
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•

HE Dr. Thong Khon, Minister of Tourism, Royal Government of the Kingdom of Cambodia

•

HE Yun Min, Governor of Preah Sihanouk Province

•

Distinguished Delegates of the GMS National Tourism Organizations,

•

Representative of the Asian Development Bank,

•

Tourism businesses, operators, and private sector representatives,

•

Development partners, friends of the media, speakers, and delegates

•

Exellencies, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen:

Good morning, and welcome to Sihanoukville.
On behalf of the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office, I would like to thank the Ministry of Tourism of Cambodia
and the Province of Preah Sihanouk for their warm welcome, gracious hospitality, and excellent arrangements
provided to us here at the 2016 Mekong Tourism Forum – under the theme of “Authentic Experiences along the
Mekong River”.
This is the third time that the Ministry of Tourism of Cambodia hosts the annual Mekong Tourism Forum; the last
time in 2010, it was in Siem Reap. Personally for me, it is always a pleasure visiting Cambodia, the Kingdom of
Wonder, and it is a great privilege to visit the Southern Tourism Corridor, one of the multi-country thematic routes
listed in the recently launched Experience Mekong Tourism Marketing Strategy 2015-2020, linking Thailand,
Cambodia, and Vietnam as a new emerging and exciting tourism destination in the Greater Mekong Sub-region.
Today, nearly half of the over one billion international tourist arrivals in the world are to emerging and developing
economies, like the Greater Mekong Sub-region, where those arrivals create and maintain jobs and income for
those in need. And UNWTO expects emerging economies to grow at double the pace of advanced ones over the
coming 20 years. At this rate, emerging economies will be receiving over one billion arrivals by 2030. But with this
growth also comes responsibility to ensure that it is inclusive and sustainable.
Excellencies, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen,
Arguably one of the most significant emerging trends in worldwide tourism today, is the demand for “experiential
travel,” typically meant to convey the idea of more immersive, local, and authentic experiences.
When travelers engage with locals, not only does it maximize local economic benefits, travelers are also creating
their own personal experience, leading to new discoveries. Our most cherished travel memories often revolve
around the people we meet and the moments of unexpected encounters. These experiences are then very often
shared on social media, creating new stories that influence and inspire other consumers, to experience these
destinations themselves.
As such, social media is much more than a marketing tool. It is a wholly integrated part of the travel experience,
with infinite possibilities to engage consumers and locals, and create unexpected moments along the journey.

The Mekong Region is made up of a mosaic of micro experiences, or what we call Mekong Moments, that when
curated, collected, and showcased, can define the brand positioning of the region and shape the perception
consumers have of the Mekong Region.
Recognizing the emerging importance of Experiential Travel and its close links to inclusive growth and poverty
alleviation as a cornerstone for the next ten-year sub-regional tourism sector strategy 2016-2025, I would like
to thank the Government of Cambodia and the Ministry of Tourism for hosting this important annual forum this
year in Sihanoukville, that provides a powerful opportunity for the first time to address the most relevant theme
of “Authentic Experiences in the Greater Mekong Sub-region”.
													
Thank You!

www.mekongtourismforum.org

MEKONG TOURISM FORUM
The Mekong Tourism Forum provides a cooperative platform for
stakeholders in the tourism industry to discuss the development,
marketing and promotion of travel to, from and within the Greater
Mekong Subregion (GMS). It presents an inclusive, interactive and
results-oriented opportunity to encourage public and private sector
participation in representing the GMS as a single destination.
Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA) organized the first Mekong
Tourism Forum in 1996 and led it for 10 consecutive years. The
hosting of this influential annual event rotated among destinations
within the GMS until 2005. In subsequent years private sector
initiated events around the region continued to work towards the
forum’s goals.
The Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office (MTCO) has revived
the forum in 2010 taking place in Siem Reap, Cambodia, with
the theme of “New Roads, New Opportunities”. Followed by
MTF2011 “Destination Mekong: The Making of a Star” in Pakse,
Laos, MTF2012 in Chiang Rai, Thailand with the theme of “20/20
Vision: Building on Two Decades of GMS Cooperation”, MTF2013
in Guilin, China with the theme ““The Rise of the Chinese traveller:
Optimizing the impacts for the GMS”, MTF2014 in Mandalay,
Myanmar with the theme “Tourism investment for the protection
of Heritage and Culture”, and MTF2015 in Da Nang, Viet Nam with
the theme “Unlocking the potential of the GMS via innovative
partnerships”.
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HIGHLIGHTS OF
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FORUM 2016
Developing authentic experiences along the Mekong River

S

IHANOUKVILLE, CAMBODIA, July
6, 2016: Mekong tourism industry
stakeholders should take care to ensure
that the region does not become a victim of its
own success.
The Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS or
“Mekong”) is well positioned for tourism
growth due to its proximity to large and
growing outbound markets, such as China
and India, and the fact that nearly half of all
international arrivals globally are to emerging
destinations.

Indeed the GMS is the fastest-growing
sub-region in Asia said Minister of Tourism,
Cambodia HE Dr Thong Khon during the
opening session of the Mekong Tourism
Forum 2016, July 6, in which he welcomed
more than 200 delegates to Sihanoukville.
In his introductory remarks, MTCO Executive
Director Jens Thraenhart said: “UNWTO
expects emerging economies to grow at
double the pace of advanced ones over the
coming 20 years.
“At this rate, emerging economies will be
receiving over one billion arrivals by 2030.
“But with this growth also comes responsibility
to ensure that it is inclusive and sustainable.”
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Mr Thraenhart urged the GMS tourism
sector to take notice of clear emerging trends,
such as travellers’ desire for “experiential”,
“immersive”, and “local” travel.
“Authenticity is critical to sustaining Mekong
tourism well into the future,” he said.
“When travellers engage with locals, not only
does it maximize local economic benefits,
travellers are also creating their own personal
experience, leading to new discoveries.
“Our most cherished travel memories often
revolve around the people we meet and
unexpected encounters.”

In a call back to the previous day’s wellattended 2016 Mekong Tourism Digital Boot
Camp, Mr Thraenhart said social media should
not be cynically thought of as a marketing tool
to sell product.
Social media was now a “wholly integrated
part of a traveller’s experience”; before, during
and after travel.
The authenticity or uniqueness of a traveller’s
experience of a place will be reflected in their
social media engagement, he said.

H.E. DR. THONG KHON
MINISTER OF TOURISM, CAMBODIA

In a video message to delegates, UNWTO
Secretary General Taleb Rifai commended the
GMS Tourism Working Group and the MTCO
for picking the theme of authenticity for the
Forum. He also applauded the participation of
the Global Sustainable Tourism Council.
“The declaration by the UN of 2017 as the
International Year of Sustainable Tourism
for Development is a unique opportunity to
advance the contribution of the tourism sector
to the three pillars of sustainability—economic,
social and environmental—while raising
awareness of the true dimensions of a sector
that is often undervalued,” Mr Rifai said.

Highlights of
M e k o n g To u r i s m F o r u m 2 0 1 6
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THE EXISTENTIAL
THREAT:
CLIMATE CHANGE
If we don’t deal with climate change

“we will not exist”,

I

nternational Coalition of Tourism Partners
(ICTP) President Prof Geoffrey Lipman
highlighted the need to develop a “green
growth tourism strategy” in the Mekong region
in order to avoid the catastrophic consequences
of climate change.
With average water levels just five feet (1.5m)
above sea level, and with seasonal flooding
patterns, the Mekong region is particularly
susceptible to climate change.
Prof Lipman’s message is that “climate change
is existential”. If we do not get control of
carbon in the next five years and progressively
move toward a ‘no carbon’ era by 2050, “our
grandchildren will freeze or fry”.
The Mekong region can take a lead in
mobilizing the travel industry using 2017—
the International Year of Sustainable Tourism
Development—as a launch pad, he said.
Sustainability is at the core of MTF 2016’s
theme of authenticity. “There is authenticity
in every community” Prof Lipman said before
warning that it can so often be a victim of its
own success.
The massive opportunities to benefit from the
rise of China and India have to be weighed
up against the equally massive threats to the
character and uniqueness of destinations;
their authenticity. Therefore the challenge for
tourism stakeholders is to maintain authenticity
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said Prof Geoffrey Lipman in his
keynote address.

by focusing on quality over quantity.
Furthermore, aviation’s contribution to climate
change will increasingly come under the
microscope, posing a massive challenge for that
sector and knock-on effects for everyone else.
Prof Lipman identified opportunities for
travel and tourism stakeholders to get ahead
of the curve, including: Public strategy;
Public-private partnership funding; Impact
investment; Glocalisation (According to
Oxford University Press, “glocalisation” is the
practice of conducting business according to
both local and global considerations); Green
growth; Measure to manage; Linking to
SDGs and climate targets; Multi-stakeholder
engagement; and Education & training.
The former Executive Director of International
Air Transport Association (IATA), former
President of World Travel & Tourism Council
(WTTC), and former Assistant Secretary
General of UNWTO said of the challenges
ahead: “We will need friends, collaborators and
partners everywhere—the task is existential.”

WILL SUN LIGHT THE WAY?

I

n addition to his ICTP presidency, Prof
Lipman is Director of Greenearth.travel and
founder of The SUN Program, the latter of
which he introduced to delegates.
The Strong Universal Network (SUN) is
aimed at providing “a new form of human and
electronic support for measured, progressive
change by a sector that must be in the
vanguard”.
It will do this through a system of solarpowered ‘SUN-ARKs’ that track change,
source global innovation and funding, and
share good practice. SUN-ARKs will be
inter-connected via the internet cloud, with
access to global data sources for research,
measurement, and analysis.
Each prefabricated unit will be delivered
in a container and positioned throughout
the world in a range of communities; linking
national parks, urban centres and tourism
destinations.

SUN-ARKs will bring together interested
stakeholders around a local university,
managed by a team of three trained, ‘glocally’
focused post-graduate researchers, to provide
"Green Growth" & "Travelism"-related data
insights, funding advice, innovation sourcing
and strategy support.
The ARKs will be linked to national SUN
Chapters developed with the support of ICTP.
The panel discussion that followed Prof
Lipman’s keynote address—featuring senior
MoT/NTO representatives of Cambodia,
Laos, and Vietnam—included topics such as
community consultation and engagement
in tourism development planning; the silo
of tourism relative to other government
departments; the equitable distribution of
tourism’s benefits; and appropriate measures
and indicators that track tourism’s alignment
with the sustainable development goals
(SDGs).

Highlights of
M e k o n g To u r i s m F o r u m 2 0 1 6
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AUTHENTICITY IS COMMON SENSE

RORY HUNTER, KYI KYI AYE, INTHY DEUNSAVAN,
LUCY PENG, SOKOUN CHANPREDA and WILLEM NEIMEIJER

D

eveloping and sustaining authenticity
is “common sense” according to Rory
Hunter, CEO of Song Saa Resort,
which is located on a private island off the coast
of Cambodia.
“Of course we want to look after our people. Of
course we want to look after our environment.
And of course we want to offer an experience
to people who will appreciate it and feel that
they are contributing to its protection by virtue
of their visit.”
One of Song Saa Resort’s initiatives is marine
conservation, which started as a corporate
social responsibility program of the business.
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However this was limiting so Mr Hunter spun
it off as an independent foundation with donor
funding giving it the resources to do more.
The activities of the foundation would be
“impossible without the business at the centre
of a sphere of influence” he said.
Mr Hunter joined Kyi Kyi Aye, Senior Tourism
Advisor with the Myanmar Tourism Foundation;
Lucy Peng, Manager at Tang Dynasty Travels;
Sokun Chanpreda, CEO of HMD Asia; and
Inthy Deunsavan, CEO orGreen Discovery
Laos & Inthira Hotels on a keynote panel
discussion moderated by Yaana Ventures and
Khiri Travel Chairman Willem Neimeijer.

Hotels have vast scope to innovate new experiences for
guests, Mr Chanpreda said. HMD Asia has set up a foundation
for education, training and job placement, and a village well
program. It is funded by donors and guests. Shinta Mani
Resort guests find out about the work of the foundation but
are never pressured to donate. Yet they donate plenty. Mr
Chanpreda said guests don’t go to the property because of
the foundation; they go for the quality of the property and
the excellent service, which has been enhanced by increased
staff loyalty and retention.
Mr Deunsavan related the experience at one his properties
at which 100 locals helped build tree houses and a zip line
through the nearby forest. With the forest now offering
a sustained economic benefit there has been a marked
reduction in both illegal logging and illegal poaching.
According to Ms Aye, villagers around Bagan in Myanmar are
key stakeholders in sustaining authenticity and broadening
and deepening the experience of Bagan beyond that of
archaeology. She described the tensions between local
lacquer ware artisans and the purveyors of cheap imitations,
implying that regulations and standards were sometimes
needed.
Responding to an audience question about Chinese
experiential travellers Ms Peng said that more Chinese were
interested in independent travel experiences. “Chinese
travellers are becoming more aware of the impact they have
on destinations, especially in large groups,” she said.

Highlights of
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YOUR PLACE IS YOUR PRODUCT

G

reat places to live are great places
to visit, according to James Dion,
Sustainable Tourism Program Manager
at National Geographic Maps. And the best
travel advice comes from the people who live
there he said as he delivered a presentation
about “Experiential Tourism”.

“Product is place,” he said. “Protect it.”
Poor management can destroy a sense of place
and can lead to the objectification of culture,
however some place have taken control of their
image. Mr Dion cited some examples:
The old city of Toledo, Spain has restricted
new development and tightened residency
and property laws. From afar Toledo’s skyline
has barely changed from centuries ago. And
modern Spanish lives play out in storied homes
and alleyways. In Chattanooga, Tennessee
initiatives to make the city more liveable for
Chatanoogans have attracted a boom in visitor
arrivals. Romania, keen to move on from its
image as the home of Count Dracula, has
developed a brighter and friendlier image.
National Geographic advocates, and is
attempting to facilitate, “geotourism” which it
defines as “tourism that sustains or enhances
the distinctive geographical character of a
place—its environment, heritage, aesthetics,
culture, and the well-being of its residents”.
Mr Dion told delegates that geotourism
is achievable by identifying uniqueness,
developing it if necessary, marketing it—
telling the stories of your place (“local voices
inspire global audiences”)—and sustaining it.
Indicators of successful geotourism are an
emphasis on quality not quantity, length of stay,
yield, an equitable distribution of income, and a
sustained sense of pride of place.
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JAMES DION
SUSTAINABLE TOURISM PROGRAM MANAGER AT
NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC MAPS

“Geotravellers” comprise the natural target
market for geotourism destinations. In the US,
geotravellers include 55.1 million generation
X-ers aged 43-55 who are educated, with a
high disposable income, and take more than
four leisure trips per year.
American geotravellers also include 75.4
million millennials whose digital lives have more
in common with Chinese millennials than their
real lives have with their older compatriots.
Only 54% of millennials own a TV, for example,
yet practically all of them have a computer and/
or a mobile device.
Experiences are important to geotravellers.
They are active and more willing to go outside
their comfort zones for adventure, culture,
food etc, yet they want to stay connected. And
they can be both budget and luxury travellers
depending on their mood.
In spending $350 more per person than other
travellers, geotravellers want to feel renewed
or positively impacted by their travels.
National Geographic’s online geotravel tools
are available to destinations as a not-for-profit
“development assistance model”.

SARAH SCHWEPCKE
GIZ’S SOUTHEAST ASIA LEAD FOR RESPONSIBLE & INCLUSIVE BUSINESS HUBS

DESTINATION MUTUAL BENEFIT

F

or tourism to be sustainable the core
beneficiaries must be local communities,
asserted Sarah Schwepcke, GIZ’s Southeast
Asia Lead for Responsible & Inclusive Business
Hubs, during her presentation on “Destination
Mutual Benefit: Building the Case for Inclusive
Tourism”.
There are both business and development benefits
to be reaped from true sustainable tourism. On the
business side there is quality and innovation while
on the development side communities can look
forward to careers and the benefits of conservation.
“Inclusive business models are not a form of charity,”
Ms Schwepcke said. She explained that in the
context of tourism, inclusive businesses outsource
services such as laundry, transport, and guiding
to local individuals and businesses. They source
groceries from local farmers and market gardeners.
And they buy artwork, souvenirs, soaps, and other
tangible products from local artists, artisans and
manufacturers.
Inclusive business models maximise the retention of
tourism income within host communities, she said.

Highlights of
M e k o n g To u r i s m F o r u m 2 0 1 6
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WORKING WITH CHILDREN AND ANIMALS

JOE CUMMINGS, JAMES SUTHERLAND, DR ASHLEY BROOKS,
SEILA SAMLEANG and JOHN ROBERTS

C

omedian WC Fields famously said
that one should never work with
children or animals. However, it is
imperative that stakeholders in the Mekong
region’s travel & tourism industry take care
to protect them.

The impacts of tourism on children and
wildlife were the focus of a panel discussion
about “Keeping Authentic Experiences Alive”.
Moderated by Talisman Media Editor-atLarge Joe Cummings, the panel comprised
Dr Ashley Brooks, Land Use Specialist
at WWF Tigers Alive Initiative; John
Roberts, Worldwide Conservation Director
at Anantara Hotels & Resorts; James
Sutherland, Communications Coordinator
at Friends International; and Seila Samleang,
Executive Director of APLE Cambodia.
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Mr Samleang of APLE, a Cambodian NGO
dedicated to combating the sexual abuse
and exploitation of children, reported the
good news that there has been a decline in
reported child sex tourism cases in Cambodia
since 2013. From 2004, when such statistics
started, to 2012 there was horrendous
growth in the number of reported cases;
from 18 to 296 cases. Better tourism
infrastructure and increased awareness of
the issue among local stakeholders play an
important role, he said.

World Vision statistics from 2013 indicate that 95% of tourists
have interactions with children when they travel; and most are
uncomfortable with it. Mr Sutherland offered tips for travellers
when dealing with children. One such suggestion is not giving
to beggars nor visiting orphanages because there were more
sustainable ways to help, such as patronising a social enterprise.
Mr Sutherland said Friends International runs training programs
for local community members and tourism providers.
Every wild tiger shares the same territory as more than half the
people on Earth; a relatively small circle encompassing Southeast
Asia, the Indian subcontinent and China. Yet there is a unique
opportunity in northeast Cambodia to develop tiger safaris as
a wildlife tourism product, said Dr Brooks. The Eastern Plains
Landscape, a vast forested region in northeast Cambodia and a
small part of Vietnam, is considered to hold the greatest potential
for tiger recovery in Southeast Asia. The landscape spans an area
of more than 30,000 sq km and includes key protected areas:
Lomphat Wildlife Sanctuary, Phnom Prich Wildlife Sanctuary,
Mondulkiri Protected Forest, Seima Protected Forest and Yok
Don in Vietnam.
When “authentic” traditions and contemporary sensibilities collide
there emerges an elephant in the room. Sometimes authenticity is
not what travellers want to see. This is the issue Mr Roberts faces
at the Anantara Golden Triangle Elephant Camp & Resort where
elephants are owned and trained in captivity by mahouts. It is a
millennia-old tradition that continues to survive thanks largely
to tourism. Logging and other traditional jobs for elephants and
mahouts have declined. However some of the mahouts’ practises
conflict with Western sensibilities. The challenge for the mahout
community is to modernise their practises and evolve their
tradition creating a “new authenticity”.

Highlights of
M e k o n g To u r i s m F o r u m 2 0 1 6
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A RIVERS RUNS THROUGH IT

JOHN BOYD, MAARTEN PERDOK, NAIDAH YAZDANI
and DOUG HAINSWORTH

C

ongestion on the Mekong River is
already a problem according to the
cruise operators who joined the “River
Cruise Development” panel discussion. The
panellists agreed that there were too many
ships for the extant docking infrastructure,
especially at main river ports such as Phnom
Penh.
The discussion followed Doug Hainsworth’s
presentation of the key findings of UNWTO’s
report Mekong River-based Tourism Product
Development written by Peter Semone
which can be downloaded in full from www.
mekongtourism.org/mekong-river-cruise.
Moderated by UNWTO’s Mr Hainsworth,
the panel included Naidah Yazdani, Asia
Director of CF Mekong River Cruises at
Croisi Europe; Maarten Perdok, Managing
Director of Heritage Line; and John Boyd,
Director of Pandaw Cruises.
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The existing docking infrastructure could be more efficiently
managed by introducing slot times like at airports, Mr Boyd
suggested. He warned against too much cruising growth
too quickly as it would lead to “villager fatigue” as boatloads
come and go. “We must be aware that we are in their
backyard, where people wash, work, fish, et cetera.”
In a similar vein, Mr Yazdani warned against encouraging the
development and launch of larger cruise ships: “Problems
arise when the number of passengers on a cruise ship
exceeds the populations of the villages it visits.”
Mr Perdok said customers were looking for exotic
destinations, and the Mekong River was well positioned
for that. He said thematic cruises were becoming more
important. Examples of popular themes include food and spa
and wellness. The implication is that value, quality and higher
margins can be added to Mekong River cruise products
without resorting to larger ships and mass marketing.
“The Mekong offers a completely different experience to the
Danube or Bordeaux,” Mr Yazdani agreed.
On the question of China, Mr Yazdani said: “So far we have
only marketed to Western travellers. We haven’t started on
emerging Asian markets. There are 60,000 Chinese taking
cruises on the Yangtze River, so why not?”
Mr Boyd suggested what the Chinese market might want; “a
brand new product, including, perhaps, casinos”.

Highlights of
M e k o n g To u r i s m F o r u m 2 0 1 6
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• “Openness” Key to New Mekong Tourism Strategy
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SPECIAL OPEN FORUM ON
THE GMS TOURISM SECTOR
STRATEGY 2016-2025
“Openness” Key to New Mekong Tourism Strategy

T

he GMS Tourism Working Group, made
up of the six GMS member countries,
including the People’s Republic of
China, Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Myanmar,
Thailand, and Viet Nam, is keen to frame the
new GMS Tourism Sector Strategy 20162025 in terms of “openness”, emphasizing:
open skies, open borders, open roads, open
waters, open hearts, open minds, and open
trade to support inclusive and sustainable
tourism in the sub-region.
On the eve of Mekong Tourism Forum 2016—
immediately following the Mekong Tourism
Digital Boot Camp—nearly 200 delegates
attended an open session in which the GMS
Tourism Working Group sought ideas for the
strategy.
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The audience—representing multiple sectors
of the travel and tourism industry from all over
the Mekong region—raised suggestions to be
considered by the GMS Tourism Working
Group and the Mekong Tourism Coordinating
Office. These ranged from security and
statistics to branding and resilience.
HE Mr Tith Chantha, Secretary of State,
Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia said that the
updated tourism sector strategy must be
“creative, competitive, innovative, agile, databased, integrated, equitable and resilient”.
He said the strategy must address global
issues such as climate change, human resource
development, experience and service quality,
infrastructure and destination management.

He noted the strategy would be based on an honest
analysis of rapidly changing economic, environmental,
social, and technological factors. “Disruptions, such
as the rise of low-cost carriers, social media, and the
sharing economy are expected to continue,” he said.
“The tourism strategy should also be considered an ‘open
source’ endeavour,” said Mekong Tourism Coordinating
Office Executive Director Jens Thraenhart. “It will draw
on the ideas of multiple stakeholders in the region during
this year’s Mekong Tourism Forum and future events.”

H.E. MR. TITH CHANTHA
SECRETARY OF STATE, MINISTRY OF TOURISM, CAMBODIA

He added: “A lot has changed since the implementation
of the first 10-year GMS Tourism Sector Strategy, which
covered 2005-2015. For example, international tourist
arrivals have grown 190% over the decade, from some
20 million in 2005 to 58 million in 2015. Myanmar
has opened up and become one of the fastest growing
destinations in the world. Visa requirements have
been eased, new land and sea connections have been
developed, and there are now more air routes linking
primary and secondary cities in the GMS.”

For more information about
the strategy please visit:
www.mekongtourism.org/about/
tourism-sector-strategy

The Asian Development Bank is providing technical
assistance to prepare the updated strategy as part of its
support for the GMS Economic Cooperation Program.

Special Open Forum on
T h e G M S To u r i s m S e c t o r S t r a t e g y 2 0 1 6 - 2 0 2 5
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DIGITAL BOOT CAMP 2016
INTRODUCTION

VISOTHY SO
UNDERSECRETARY OF STATE, MINISTRY OF TOURISM OF CAMBODIA

T

he travel and tourism industry is
shaped by trends in technology
and must catch up and adapt to
compete, said Visothy So, Undersecretary
of State, Ministry of Tourism of Cambodia
in his introductory remarks to the Mekong
Tourism Digital Boot Camp. He added that
digital marketing is a key strategy.
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The Mekong Tourism Digital Boot Camp
2016 took place July 5, the day before the
main Mekong Tourism Forum 2016 and was
attended by the vast majority of the more
than 200 registered Forum delegates.

THE NEXT BIG THING: AUTOMATION

T

he next big thing in digital marketing will
be automation asserted Clement Wong,
CEO, Be My Guest (Singapore) during
his presentation on “Travel Marketing for
Small- & Medium-Sized Tourism Businesses”.
Programmatic media buying software will
automatically purchase, place and optimize
media based on advances in data mining and
analysis. Mr Wong estimated that 50% of all ad
buys would be programmatic by 2019.

SoLoMo—social, local, mobile—is already
important among younger and more techsavvy experienced travellers.

CLEMENT WONG
CEO OF BE MY GUEST
(SINGAPORE)

He added that mobile artificial intelligence
systems such as Apple’s Siri, Samsung’s
Sami, and IBM’s Watson would more greatly
influence purchasing behaviour.

YOUR WEBSITE IS A VIRTUAL DESTINATION

Ever since the advent of the internet, websites
have been virtual destinations for prospective
travellers in the dreaming and planning stages
of a travel experience.
A good SME website, Mr Wong advised,
curates local knowledge, hosts original video

and blog content, and offers a simple and fast
booking process.
Credible, quality content will drive conversions.
And content should be original to give it the
best possible search engine ranking.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
Digital Boot Camp 2016
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TARGET REPEAT ASIAN TRAVELLERS

S

ome 90% of trips taken by
Asians are to destinations
within Asia said Mr Wong.
First-time travellers from the
burgeoning middle classes still
prefer the security and perceived
box-ticking value of group tours.
However subsequent trips are
increasingly likely to be FIT.
Therefore the GMS would do well
to target repeat Asian travellers,
whose behaviour as consumers
correspond to the following five
stages:

DREAMING

BOOKING

PLANNING

EXPERIENCE

SHARING
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Prospective travellers are inspired
by social media (52%), display ads
(50%), and their mobile phones
(71%). Therefore it is important that
SMEs develop a mobile-optimised
website (before considering an
application) and strategies for social
media engagement.
SMEs must make booking a clear
and simple process. Online booking
facilities should take no more than
5 seconds to load or risk losing the
bulk of prospective customers. And if
a website is not optimised for mobile
devices, 57% of people say they
would never recommend it to their
friends.
Prospective travellers use search
results (85%) and video (60%)
when planning their trips. They are
also receptive to emails, which can
achieve click-through rates of more
than a third.
Bookings for ground content such
as day tours or day spas etc often
occur at the destination. It is better
for tourism SMEs offering ground
content to acquire customers before
they reach the destination. They can
do this by offering discounts and
package deals to secure advance
bookings, rather than compete with
the many suppliers offering same or
similar products.
It is most important that SMEs track
and respond to online reviews by
their customers.

GO SOCIAL TO UNDERSTAND CHINA

LUCY PENG
MANAGER,
TANG DYNASTY TOURS
(CHINA)

T

o understand Chinese travellers
Lucy Peng, Manager, Tang Dynasty
Tours
(China),
recommends
engaging in Chinese social media and
paying close attention to travel review
websites. Ms Peng suggested this during
her presentation on “Marketing to Chinese
Consumers”.
A successful strategy Tang Dynasty Tours
employs is marketing to the databases
of large organisations such as banks
and airlines, whose customers are prequalified by wealth and propensity to
travel.
China has been the world’s number one
outbound market since 2013. In 2015
there were 650 million Chinese users
of social media—including the Chineseowned equivalents of Facebook, Twitter
et al. That same year Chinese travellers
booked 250 million trips online.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
Digital Boot Camp 2016
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CONTENT IS CRITICAL TO
INDIAN TRAVELLERS...

VINEET BUDKI
CEO, GUIDDOO (INDIA)

•

There are 54 million Indian domestic and
international travellers annually who take
an average of 1.7 leisure trips each per year;

•

The average per person spend by Indians
on holiday is $3,000;

•

88% of Indian travellers are less than 45

•

O

nline and social media marketing to Indian
travellers is important at both the macro
(destination) and micro (SME) level said
Vineet Budki, CEO, Guiddoo (India) during his
presentation on “Marketing to Indian Consumers”.
And content is critical to the strategy. Content that
is search engine marketed or optimised, and viral in
nature, will help drive conversions, he said.
The Indian market is strongly segmented and
lucrative.
Mr Budki offered the following facts and statistics:
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years of age;

43% of trips are between four to seven
days’ duration;

•

75% of Indian travellers have children;

•

99% are university educated;

•

70% prefer packages;

•

54% search online for travel inspiration.

The tourism product mix is important to Indian
travellers, especially food. There are a lot of
Indian vegetarians and Jains who travel. Some
tour groups even take their own chef. And
because three quarters of Indian travellers
have children, products that cater to kids and
families are attractors.

... BUT SO IS CONNECTIVITY

C

onnectivity—i.e. direct flights— is
critical due to Indians’ tendency to take
short holidays (four to seven days). Mr
Budki said that while the Mekong region offers
great value in terms of total travel costs, agents
won’t recommend GMS destinations to their
customers due to poor flight connectivity.
Thailand is the exception as it is well-connected
to major Indian cities by air and does indeed
welcome significant numbers of Indian visitors.

To an Indian with the time and inclination to
travel to more than one Mekong destination
the lack of a single visa is discouraging, Mr
Budki said.
Guiddoo facilitates a lot of Indian travel to
Dubai. Dubai forecasts 2 million Indian visitors
annually by 2020. The Emirate is developing
more than a dozen India-focussed initiatives
and attractions to keep Indians coming to
Dubai, staying longer, and spending more. And
air connectivity is no problem—there are 16+
daily flights between Dubai and Mumbai alone.

LOVE ME, SOUTHEAST ASIA

S

outheast Asian travellers are increasingly
“socially-inspired”; planning trips with
friends or to meet old friends; and being
inspired to travel by friends’ accounts of their
experiences.

SIENG VAN TRAN
CEO, EGG GROUP
(VIETNAM)

To take fuller advantage of the organic and
viral power of social media, the travel industry
would do well to develop “love marks” said
Sieng Van Tran, CEO, Egg Group (Vietnam)
during his presentation on “Marketing to the
Southeast Asian Consumer”.
Love marks are brands that inspire “loyalty
beyond reason”. Loyal followers of a love
mark engage in passionate storytelling and
experience-sharing.
Characterised by a sense of “mystery”,
“sensuality”, and/or “intimacy”, love marks
can quickly reach into the hearts and minds
of target audiences via the endorsement of
beloved celebrities.

Mr Sieng also recommends “custom targeting”,
which is uploading one’s own email list of
consumers or agents into Facebook, Google
and others in order to leverage the internet
giants’ powerful data filtering and market
segmentation tools.
This can be made even more powerful by
learning how to use Google Trends to identify
“flash points”, where keyword searches
intersect with travel patterns.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
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A HUB FOR COLLABORATION

JENS THRAENHART
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE MEKONG TOURISM COORDINATING OFFICE (MTCO)

P

ut the traveller “in the picture” when
developing a digital marketing strategy,
said Jens Thraenhart, Executive Director
of the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office
(MTCO) during his presentation on the “Digital
& Content Strategy of Mekong Tourism”.
Digitally-connected travellers are travel
advisors now, he said. More than half of
prospective travellers change their plans
based on the anecdotes and social media
posts of other travellers. Tourism businesses
and destinations can inject real-life travellers
into marketing campaigns by encouraging or
incentivising them to use specific hashtags
when sharing their experiences online.
For example, the #MekongMoments hashtag
is one of the tools that will be available to
Mekong tourism stakeholders via MTCO’s
new digital strategy in 2017. The hashtag
will tie into a new consumer-focused travel
inspiration hub at www.MekongMoments.com.
With no barrier to participate, Mekong tourism
stakeholders can encourage their guests to
use #MekongMoments alongside their own
hashtag when sharing their experiences.
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MekongMoments.com will augment exposure
of #MekongMoments posts to benefit the
operator and the Mekong tourism industry as a
whole. As more Mekong tourism stakeholders
and travellers use #MekongMoments, the
breadth and depth of possible Mekong
experiences will start to be reflected online.
Mr Thraenhart explained: “The Mekong region
is made up of a mosaic of micro experiences,
or what we call Mekong Moments, that when
curated, collected, and showcased, can define
the brand positioning of the region and shape
the perception consumers have.”

In addition to the #MekongMoments
consumer marketing strategy, MTCO will
continue to develop MekongTourism.org into
a hub for public- and private-sector travel &
tourism stakeholders.
Mr Thraenhart described MekongTourism.
org as a “hub for collaboration”.

MTCO is developing the website’s content
contributor program for experts and
storytellers, expanding the Mekong Tourism
e-Library, redeveloping and integrating the
Mekong Responsible Tourism Guide, and will
publish stories of tourism’s effects on Mekong
people and Mekong places in collaboration
with UNWTO.

MIND SHARE

T

he “sharing economy” was the dominant
topic discussed during a “surprise panel”
session entitled “Leveraging Digital”. The
panel was comprised of randomly-selected
audience members representing different
sectors of the travel and tourism industry.
Jens Thraenhart had earlier posited that
the sharing economy, as it relates to travel
and tourism, is a way for travellers to find
authentic experiences and for local residents
to supplement their incomes. For planners the
sharing economy allows tourism flows to grow
without relying on new infrastructure.

Mr Thraenhart cited AirBnB’s claims that they
grow the hospitality pie; for example, 1,230%
growth in room nights in Chinatown, Bangkok.
HE Visothy So, Undersecretary of State,
Ministry of Tourism, Cambodia said that they
were watching and learning from the sharing
economy. The Ministry embraces the choice
and diversity the sharing economy offers
travellers especially if it encourages longer
stays. Remote and emerging destinations stand
to benefit most, he said.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
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HIGHLIGHTS OF
THE MEKONG TOURISM
INVESTMENT SUMMIT
2016
INTRODUCTION

T

he ASEAN region bucked the trend in
2014, attracting a 5% increase in foreign
direct investment (FDI) while global FDI
fell 16%. “Developing Asia”, which includes
parts of the Greater Mekong Sub-region
(GMS), did even better, welcoming 9% more
FDI inflows.
Dr Watcharas Leelawath, Executive Director
of the Mekong Institute, offered a summary
of investment trends to lead off the Mekong
Tourism Investment Summit 2016.
The Summit took place July 7, a day after
the main Mekong Tourism Forum 2016, and
was attended by most of the more than 200
registered Forum delegates.
A key attractor for FDI is investment in
infrastructure, especially roads and transport
links. “It’s crucial for enhancing connectivity,” Dr
Leelawath said. Better connectivity between
nations and regions leads to increases in FDI,
trade, and jobs, and a reduction in poverty.
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DR WATCHARAS LEELAWATH
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF
THE MEKONG INSTITUTE

Cross-border transport arrangements, such as the new single
inspection facility for trucks and passports at the border
between Laos and Vietnam, save enormous amounts of time
and money when taken in aggregate.
The GMS railway is closer to becoming reality. There remains a
need to agree on technical standards, cross-border procedures,
a centralized organizing body, and how to best involve the
private sector.
Energy policy is another driver of FDI and economic growth.
The Mekong Institute advocates promoting best practices
in indigenous, renewable, low-carbon energy production,
particularly if it involves public-private partnerships or the
private sector in its own right.
As far as human resource development (HRD) goes Dr
Leelawath believes governments need to adjust their attitude
from “regulator to facilitator”. HRD priorities identified by
the Mekong Institute include improving English-language
proficiency and offering vocational training in such areas as
fisheries, agriculture, hospitality, and tourism.
Dr Leelawath underscored connectivity as the key driver of
investment in the GMS.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
Investment Summit 2016
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OPENNESS & ACCESS

O

pen borders, open skies, and
single visas were among the issues
discussed by panellists involved in
the “Infrastructure Investment in the GMS”
session moderated by Dr Leelawath.

Joining him on the panel were Luzi Matzig,
Chairman of Asian Trails; Thourn Sinan,
Chairman of the Cambodia Tourism Federation
and CEO of B2B Travel; and Jens Thraenhart,
Executive Director of the Mekong Tourism
Coordinating Office.
Mr Matzig called for borders to be opened
more widely. In Europe, for example, most
people enter European nations over land.
Dr Leelawath said that a security or
immigration official’s answer to that question
would be the question: “Would you leave your
house unlocked all day?”
Overland travel through the Mekong was
challenging, agreed Mr Thraenhart. However

the region’s air infrastructure was “quite
remarkable”; there was a good standard and
relatively easy entry procedures.
Mr Matzig also called for rationalization of
entry procedures; “Malaysia doesn’t need
visitors to fill arrival cards anymore.”
His position was supported by International
Council of Tourism Partners (ICTP) President
Prof Geoffrey Lipman, who, from the
audience, said that the World Economic
Forum believes collecting visitor information
is an historical relic. “Security is the last valid
reason” for the practice and that there are
much more efficient and effective ways to
achieve the same outcomes.
Prof Lipman added that a single visa for the
GMS should be an advocacy position for the
MTCO. “When tourists move, so does the
economy,” he said.

JENS THRAENHART, LUZI MATZIG,
DR WATCHARAS LEELAWATH and THOURN SINAN
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ROOM FOR A CHALLENGE

VISHAL DAGA, RORY HUNTER , JAMES KAPLAN,
VICTOR PANG and SOKUN CHANPREDA

T

he importance of connectivity—
transportation infrastructure and open
borders—was a theme that continued
into the panel discussion on “Hotel Investment
in the GMS”, moderated by Paola OmelliBock, VP of HVS. But it was not the only topic
discussed during a wide-ranging session.
The panellists were Vishal Daga, Director of
Development at Six Senses Resorts & Spa;
James Kaplan, Senior VP of Development at
Minor Group; Victor Pang, VP of Development
(Thailand, Cambodia, Laos & Myanmar) at
Accor Hotels; Sokun Chanpreda, CEO of
HMD Asia; and Rory Hunter, CEO of Song Saa
Resort.
On human resource development Mr Kaplan
discounted the sharing economy, e.g. AirBnB,
as a threat. Training and retaining good people
was a bigger challenge. “As an economy grows
and diversifies, other careers become more
attractive,” he said. Mr Kaplan said that larger
hotel chains often failed to leverage the capacity
for staff to travel, live, and work overseas as
part of their careers.
Mr Pang said Accor offered no-obligation
training to locals. “It’s better to train someone
and they leave than not train them and they
stay,” he quipped. Staff members who feel cared
for are more loyal, he added. Small things such
as air-conditioning, food, and beverages in the
staff room make a huge difference.

Mr Daga agreed. At Six Senses employees were
“hosts”. “Happy hosts lead to happy guests,” he
said. Treat them right.
Localised sources of energy via solar microgrids offer both a good business case and a
social good, according to Mr Hunter. At Song Saa
resort he is planning to invest in a one-hectare
photovoltaic field which will not only power his
property but offer the local community reliable
clean energy at lower rates than the centralized
alternative.
“Water is the new oil,” Mr Kaplan said in
response to a delegate’s question about waste
management. Modern hotels are quite good at
treating and recycling water and making use of
grey water, he said. While policy and regulation
is up to governments, the bottom line for
investing in such practices is showing promise.
Independent hoteliers were the biggest
problem due to a combination of inexperience
and limited start-up finance, Mr Chanpreda
said. While waste water treatments systems
pay for themselves in the long run, they are
expensive to set up.
Mr Hunter is optimistic that technology will
solve the world’s water problems. As renewable
energy gets cheaper desalination will become
more economic.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
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SUSTAINABLE MANAGEMENT IS
GOOD MANAGEMENT

RANDY DURBAND
CEO OF THE GLOBAL SUSTAINABLE TOURISM COUNCIL (GSTC)

M

anaging for sustainability is good
management, said Randy Durband,
CEO of the Global Sustainable
Tourism Council (GSTC) as he launched into
a presentation about “Applying Standards
to Sustain Experience Delivery”. Managing
for sustainability take a long-term view and
is better at mitigating risk, Mr Durband
asserted.
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The challenge for the travel and tourism
industry has been in coming up with
standards for sustainability using global
baselines or benchmarks. The value of such
standards would flow into more consistency
in training, education, and awareness;
more direction in policy-making and legal
and regulatory codes; more precision in
measurement and evaluation; more clarity
for markets and consumers; and more
precise criteria for certification.

Mr Durband’s organisation establishes and
manages global sustainable standards. At the
heart of this work are GSTC’s Sustainability
Criteria of which there are two sets:
Destination Criteria (GSTC-D) and Hotel &
Tour Operator Criteria (GSTC-H&TO).

Each set of standards has 42 criteria in four
pillars: Sustainable Management; Social &
Economic; Cultural; and Environmental.
All of these, individually and collectively,
aim to maximise the good in tourism while
minimising the bad.

These are the guiding principles and minimum
requirements that any tourism business or
destination should aspire to reach in order to
protect and sustain the world’s natural and
cultural resources, and meet its potential to
alleviate poverty.

GSTC’s standards are designed to be
universally applied, Mr Durband said, but
local criteria can and should be added if
required.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
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ROOMS WITH A GREENVIEW

ERIC RICAURTE
CEO OF GREENVIEW

C

arbon emissions per hotel room are
coming down, Greenview CEO Eric
Ricaurte said during his Mekong
Tourism Investment Summit presentation.
However, with the tens of millions of new
rooms predicted to come to market by 2050
the aggregate emissions of the hospitality
industry will be massively larger than what
they are now.
The challenge for the hospitality industry is
to encourage a “catalysed uptake” of greener
practices, Mr Ricaurte said.
Greenview is undertaking a Green Lodging
Survey. Participation in the survey will give
hoteliers a view of where they sit in relation to
others on a wide range of best practices.
“There is fierce competition among properties
on such things as gym facilities and wifi,” Mr
Ricaurte said. “Why not sustainable practices
as well?”
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The Green Lodging Survey is
available here:
www.greenviewportal.com/
surveys/greenlodging.

CONNECTIVITY AIR

DON ROSS , PETER WIESNER,
CAPT WORANATE LAPRABANG and DESIREE BANDAL

I

mprovements in infrastructure, a common
visa, and more open skies will facilitate
more equitable distribution of tourism
arrivals throughout ASEAN and the GMS.
This was the dominant message from the
panel discussion entitled “Air Connectivity
in the GMS”.

The panel included Peter Wiesner, Advisor
to Bangkok Airways; Desiree Bandal,
Director of ASEAN Affairs at Air Asia; and
Capt Woranate Laprabang, CEO of Thai
Smile Airways. TTR Weekly Editor Don Ross
moderated the session.

H i g h l i g h t s o f t h e M e k o n g To u r i s m
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• “No such thing as traditional food”
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MEKONG
FOOD TOURISM
SEMINAR 2016
“No such thing as traditional food”

L

uu Meng started out earning
$75 per month as a kitchen hand.
Now he sits atop a restaurant and
hospitality empire, the Almond Group.
If there were a Southeast Asian
equivalent to the “American Dream”
Luu Meng may very well personify
it having acquired celebrity and
prosperity through his passion for food
and spirit of entrepreneurship.
Luu Meng brought his knowledge and
experience to bear during the Mekong
Food Tourism Seminar 2016 which
took place July 7, a day after the main
Mekong Tourism Forum 2016.
Most of the more than 200 delegates
registered for the Forum stayed
behind to attend the session, which
immediately followed the Mekong
Tourism Investment Summit.
After hearing delegates spend some
time discussing how to connect
travellers with authentic food, either
using top-down (defining recipes and
certifying restaurants) or bottom-up
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approaches (allowing local foodies and
local food trends to guide travellers
and the industry), Luu Meng said there
was no such thing as traditional or
“authentic” food.
Of greater concern to Luu Meng was
food and water safety. He called on
government officials and tourism
industry stakeholders to pay more
attention to that.
Luu Meng thinks the real reason for
tourists’ often bad experiences with
food is that many chefs or cooks
who work in hotels and restaurants
frequented by tourists have lost their
passion. “They cook numbers, not food,”
he said. They cook to a strict budget
and are scared of cost over-runs.

The UNWTO views food as being of “utmost
importance” to any travel experience, said
Jens Thraenhart, Executive Director of
the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office
(MTCO).
He highlighted examples of destinations
that already leverage food: Australia actively
involves restaurateurs in the tourism value

LUU MENG
CEO OF ALMOND GROUP

chain and offers promotional opportunities;
the European Union spruiks food-themed
routes; and the USA, having developed a
culinary map of the country, sends celebrity
chefs to source markets to give agents and
prospective visitors a foretaste of what they
can expect.
Mr Thraenhart is keen to develop a food
tourism strategy for the Mekong region.
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"Through the Mekong Tourism Forum 2016 and its rich
program of presentations, panels and networking events, I had
the pleasure and the privilege to share insights and authentic
experiences with passionate people. The MTCO truly managed
to build a dynamic environment for inspiration, transformation,
and action. I look forward to the next edition!"
Catherine Germier
CEO & Founder,
Millennium Destinations

"The Mekong Tourism Forum 2016 in
Sihanoukville, Cambodia did not fail to live
up to expectations. Excellent speakers and
knowledgeable panellists shone light on
relevant topics for the Mekong region. The
Forum is also a great opportunity for the host
country to showcase their destination, culture
and hospitality. I look forward attending the
Forum in 2017."
Willem Niemeijer
Founder & CEO, Khiri Group

“The Mekong Tourism Forum workshops were
focused on key issues such as sustainable
tourism and the role digital marketing can
play in the future in terms of delivering tourists
from new markets to countries centred around
the Mekong river. Environmental concerns
and infrastructure limitations were raised
on numerous occasions and the necessity of
keeping Mekong tourism activities authentic
was also highlighted.”
Naidah Yazdani, Asia Director
Compagnie Fluviale du Mekong by
CroisiEurope

“The Forum was very informative and an eye
opener for us to catch up on the latest trends
of tourism in GMS. It was valuable to know the
trends from the point of view of the tourism
sectors working actively in GMS, and ADB’s
contribution as well. The Digital Boot Camp
was stimulating; to find how to efficiently
use digital tools for tourism promotion. The
experiential tourism content helped me
find out how important ‘story tellers’ are
in terms of sharing travel experiences. The
authentic experience session prompted me
to reconsider what is authentic for Japanese
travellers in GMS; a really good lesson for
me. The sessions on tourism investment,
infrastructure, accommodation and air
connectivity were interesting. And Mr Luu’s
experiences and challenges he related during
the food tourism seminar will continue to
entice tourists in Cambodia.”

“What an amazing chance to connect with
tourism professionals and people in related
sectors in the Greater Mekong Sub-region.
The feeling at the meeting was inspiring
and forward thinking. It was an important
opportunity to reflect on my business. I
am excited at the thought of new market
opportunities, and to return back to my
team with a greater sense of future priorities.
And there were great social activities and
bonding over beers. Thanks must go to the
organisers, speakers and sponsors for such a
quality program. The keynote speakers were
exceptional, and it was a rare privilege to have
the opportunity to network with them for the
entire program.”
Jo Crisp
General Manager, PEAK Cambodia
Destination Management Company,
Intrepid (Cambodia)

Takako Ito
Project Officer,
Tourism & Exchange Division,
ASEAN-Japan Centre

"The 2016 MTF brought in an impressive
group of speakers, covering interesting and
relevant topics. It was clear based on the
participants' enthusiasm and comments that
they found the information and discussions
useful and engaging."
Randy Durband
CEO, GSTC

“It was very exciting to have such a wide
variety of international prestigious speakers,
complemented by local experts. I loved
how global best practice was then applied
to local case studies, and helped delegates
realise how locally based destinations
could become leaders for responsible and
authentic travel too. It was a great balance
of traditional conference, with interesting
panel discussions, and informal and engaging
workshop style conversations.”
Amy McLoughlin
Co-Founder, Ayana Journeys

“I attended the Mekong Tourism Forum 2016
in Sihanoukville on behalf of my client, Fairfest
Media with the objective of marketing the
lucrative Indian outbound to CLMV NTOs.
I am pleased to have accomplished such
and was able to make additional contacts
from private sector companies with similar
interests for India. I especially enjoyed the
Mekong Tourism Digital Boot Camp on the
first day plus the HVS Hotel Investment in
the GMS session. Congratulations to Mr Jens
Thraenhart and his colleagues at the Ministry
of Tourism, Kingdom of Cambodia for the
successful hosting of the recently concluded
MTF2016.”
Sheila Leong
Managing Director, EON Events

"I would like to compliment the organizers
of the 2016 Mekong Tourism Forum for
delivering an exceptional event. The forum
provided a fantastic opportunity for a wide
range of tourism sector stakeholders to come
together to network, share and expand our
understanding of important issues, and look
into the future as to where our industry is
heading. Topical issues addressed by high
quality keynote speeches, well-informed
presentations, and interactive forums
inspired motivation and dynamic interaction
throughout the event. Congratulations again
to all involved."
Douglas Hainsworth
International Tourism Specialist/
Deputy Team Leader,
Tourism Infrastructure for
Inclusive Growth Project, Cambodia.

“It was a great pleasure for me to have the
opportunity to participate as one of the MTF
2016 speakers at the invitation of Ministry
of Tourism, Cambodia and MTCO. Although I
have visited Cambodia a few times, especially
to Phnom Penh and Siem Reap, this was
my first visit to Sihanoukville, and I had a
wonderful experience of local hospitality, local
travel, and local life. MTF 2016 gave me a
unique experience. What differentiated it was
the sharing of experiences aligned to Mekong
Tourism; digital marketing and promotion;
as well as strategies and approaches
for authentic and sustainable tourism
experiences in the GMS. Congratulations to
the organizers and the sponsors. I wish for
MTCO’s continued success in keeping GMS’
authentic experience alive through people-topeople networking.”
Daw Kyi Kyi Aye
Senior Tourism Advisor/
National Coordinator, Myanmar

"For me the appeal of the Mekong Tourism
Forum was the way the event brought policy
makers, researchers and other experts in direct
contact with professionals like hoteliers, tour
operators and creators of digital products.
That dialogue gave everybody a better
understanding of how the industry and the
region as a whole are perceived from different
perspectives. As someone who writes about
food and travel for the general public, I left
with more insight into what goes on "behind
the scenes" in both the public and private
sector but also with concrete examples of
fresh approaches to developing tourism
while preserving and promoting local culture
sustainably. I should add that the informal
atmosphere of the Forum encouraged direct
exchanges meaning for me at least it was an
experience that was highly productive as well
as being a pleasure to attend."
Vincent Vichit-Vadakan
Food and travel writer

The Mekong Tourism Forum brought together
a really great mix of experienced practitioners
and disruptive innovators and frontrunners
within their industry. Throwing this mix into a
room to discuss a variety of new trends made
for very interesting discussions and surely set
the course for a few successful collaborations
in the future. I liked that both “mass” trends
(like marketing to the Chinese) were mixed
with aspects of responsible tourism, food and
of course inclusiveness etc. Big compliment
for such a varied programme, which surely
attracted a wider audience into the room!
Sarah Schwepcke
Southeast Asia Lead for Responsible &
Inclusive Business Hubs, GIZ

“I attended the whole MTF and appreciated
the variety of topics as well as the different
speakers. The breaks gave me ample
opportunity to discuss with the attendees the
topics and questions as well as other tourismrelated issues.”
Peter Wiesner
Advisor to the Board,
Advisor Network Management,
Bangkok Airways

“Personally I appreciated the discussion on
hospitality investments in the Mekong region.
There is no doubt that great opportunities
lie ahead of us, especially with the gradual
opening to foreign investment and the
improving legal framework. There is also a
shift in business culture toward globalization
as more entrepreneurs in the Mekong region
are now competing to enter joint venture
agreements with foreign partners. It was
great forum with quality participants.”
Jean-Philippe Beghin
Managing Director, ALL-THE-ANGLES

THANKS &
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SOKHA BEACH RESORT
SIHANOUKVILLE, CAMBODIA
For more information about Sihanoukville, please visit:
http://www.tourismcambodia.com/travelguides/provinces/sihanouk-ville.htm
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Sokha Beach Resort
Sihanoukville, Cambodia

S

ihanoukville province is a small southern province of Cambodia. The capital sits on
a peninsula with beaches and tropical islands around. Sihanoukville (also known as
Kampong Som or Kampong Saom) was founded in 1964 to be the only deep-water
port in whole Cambodia. It is gradually being redeveloped as a tourist attraction, but despite
the promise of massive Malaysian investment – a casino is planned for Naga Island – tourist
numbers are still fairly low. Also its nice with sand beaches and several paradise islands have
made it popular as a tourist destination.
In honour to the king, who fought for the independency of Cambodia the provincial capital was
called Sihanoukville. Located in the southwest corner of Cambodia, 232km from Phnom Penh,
Sihanoukville can be reached via National Highway No 4. White-sand beaches that include
Ohchheuteal, Sokha, Pram Pi Chan, and Deum Chrey beautify this coastal city. These beaches
are known for their quiet, cosy atmosphere and the large stretches of white sand and clear
waters and these make them popular spots for families on vacation. These seaside paradises
with the refreshing coolness of the fresh water streams can be enjoyed all year round.
Business opportunities in Sihanoukville are varied from financial activities to tourist and travelrelated industries in conjunction with the government’s objective of making Sihanoukville a
major tourist destination besides its status as an International Offshore Financial Centre. The
government welcomes both foreign as well as local investors to participate on a joint-venture
basis.
This famous see side resort is formed by wide and huge streets and quite new big concrete
buildings, which lost any impression of the former architectonical colonial style. As the town
is not a small place due to it’s wide spread urban areas, the best way to get around is to hire a
motorbike. Beside the nice beaches and some very nice vantage points there isn’t that much
to see in the town itself.
To catch a nice view on the city you best climb the small hill to Wat Leu. Wat Krom is another
place of interest as this is a recently build pagoda, because the older one was destroyed by the
Khmer Rouge and it houses a sanctuary called Yeah Mao, the guardian of the cost. Nearby to
the town there are nice places for a detour such as the Ream National Park and the beautiful
Kbal Chhay Waterfall.
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SPEAKERS

SINOUK SISOMBATH
Founder of Sinouk Coffee

DOUGLAS
HAINSWORTH
ADB Consultant
H.E. YUN MIN
Governor of Sihanoukville

VISOTHY SO
Undersecretary of State
Ministry of Tourism,
Royal Government of the
Kingdom of Cambodia
LUCY PENG
Customer Service Manager
Tang Dynasty Tours

THEODORE KOUMELIS
Co-founder & Managing
Editor of TravelDailyNews
Media Network

SIENG VAN TRAN
Chairman at
Quintessentially Lifestyle
for Vietnam, Laos,
Cambodia, Myanmar
KYI KYI AYE
Senior Tourism Advisor at
Myanmar Tourism Federation

NAIDAH YAZDANI
Asia Director of CF
Mekong River cruises by
Croisi Europe

VICTOR PANG
Vice President,
Development
Thailand, Cambodia,
Laos & Myanmar
Accor Hotels Asia Pacific

PAOLA ORNELLI-BOCK
Vice President Bangkok Office
HVS
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MAARTEN PERDOK
Managing Director
Heritage Line
LUZI MATZIG
Chairman, Asian Trails

JOE CUMMINGS
Lonely Planet Author &
Editor at Large
Talisman Media

CAPTAIN WORANATE
LAPRABANG
Acting Chief Executive
Officer of Thai Smile
Airways Company Limited

SEILA SAMLEANG
Executive Director
APLE Cambodia

JAMES SUTHERLAND
International
Communications
Coordinator - Friends
International

DON ROSS
Editor
Travel Trade Report (TTR)
Weekly

JOHN BOYD
Director of Sales
Pandaw Cruises
VINEET BUDKI
Co-Founder & CEO
Guiddoo (India)

JAMES KAPLAN
Senior VP
Minor Group

PETER WIESNER
Advisor to the Board
Bangkok Airways
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CLEMENT WONG
CEO & Founder
BeMyGuest

WATCHARAS LEELAWATH
Executive Director
Mekong Institute

SARAH SCHWEPCKE
Southeast Asia Lead Responsible
and Inclusive Business Hubs
GIZ

JAMES DION
Sustainable Tourism
Program Manager
National Geographic - Maps

THOURN SINAN
Chair
PATA Cambodia Chapter

INTHY DEUANSAVAN
CEO & Founder
Green Discovery &
Inthira Hotels (Laos)

WILLEM NIEMEIJER
Chairman
Khiri Travel Group

JOHN ROBERTS
Worldwide Conservation
Director
Anantara Hotels, Resorts & Spas
ASHLEY BROOKS
Land Use Specialist
WWF Tigers Alive Initiative

DESIREE BANDAL
Director ASEAN Affairs
Air Asia

VISHAL DAGA
Corporate Director of Development
Six Senses Resorts & Spas
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RANDY DURBAND
CEO
Global Sustainable Tourism
Council (GSTC)

GEOFFREY LIPMAN
Director of
Greenearth travel &
President of ICTP

LUU MENG
CEO
Almond Group

WALTER JAMIESON
Professor and Director
Service Innovation Program
College of Innovation
Thammasat University

ERIC RICAURTE
CEO
Greenview

H.E. DR. THONG KHON
Minister of Tourism
Royal Government of
Cambodia

SOKOUN CHANPREDA
CEO
HMD Asia

SOUNH MANIVONG
Director General of
Tourism Development
Department
Ministry of Information, Culture,
and Tourism of Lao PDR

RORY HUNTER
CEO
Song Saa Hotels & Resorts

STEVEN SCHIPANI
Senior Portfolio
Management Specialist
Asian Development Bank
(ADB)

JENS THRAENHART
Executive Director of
The Mekong Tourism
Coordinating Office
(MTCO)
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ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK (ADB)

DIGI.TRAVEL

THAMMASAT UNIVERSITY,
BANGKOK, THAILAND

MEKONG TOURISM
COORDINATING OFFICE (MTCO)

DIGITAL INNOVATION ASIA (DIA)

CHAMELEON STRATEGIES

GLOBAL TOURISM ECONOMIC
FORUM

PATA CAMBODIA

TRAVEL PARTNERS

BANGKOK AIRWAYS

SOKHA BEACH RESORT
SIHANOUKVILLE

AIR ASIA

CAMBODIA ANGKOR AIR

CAMBODIA AIRPORTS

B2B GO EXPLORE

SOKHA HOTELS
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FRIENDS INTERNATIONAL

TECHNOLOGY PARTNERS

AREA DIGITAL

GUIDDOO

SUPPORTERS

CAMBODIA HOTEL
ASSOCIATION

WORLD TOURISM
ORGANIZATION (UNWTO)

PACIFIC ASIA TRAVEL
ASSOCIATION (PATA)

GLOBAL SUSTAINABLE
TRAVEL COUNCIL (GSTC)

AMAZING THAILAND

CATA CAMBODIA
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MEDIA PARTNERS

TTR WEEKLY

TRAVEL DAILY NEWS ASIA

4HOTELIERS.COM

MICE AND TOURISM
AROUND THE WORLD

TRAVEL NEWS ASIA

HOTELINTEL.CO

TRAVEL INDEX

TRAVHQ

BANGKOK 101

EGLOBAL TRAVEL MEDIA

ASEAN.TRAVEL

SOUTHEAST ASIA GLOBE

DISCOVER CAMBODIA

SPONSORS

IVANNA INVESTMENTS

SMART

ANGOR BEER

For available MTF 2016 presentations, please visit

www.mekongtourismforum.org/index.php/presentations/
mtf-2016-presentations/

Are you passionate about
sustainable, responsible, and inclusive travel & tourism ?
Do you have a stake in the Greater Mekong Subregion ?

MEKONG TOURISM
GIVES YOU A VOICE

CAMBODIA | CHINA | LAO PDR | MYANMAR | THAILAND | VIET NAM

Help us tell your story.
Share with us your knowledge and expert opinion
so that we in turn can share it with the industry:
• Articles, analyses, and opinion pieces for our news feed
• Documents for our e-library

Help us tell the stories of others.
• Nominate operators for our Responsible Tourism Guide
• Nominate destination hosts for our
Tourism Impact Stories project with UNWTO
• Nominate promising travel & tourism startups for MIST

That Luang

Help us build capacity.
Join our #MekongMoments campaign and
help micro & small enterprises
learn about digital and social media marketing.
#MekongMoments

Become a Mekong Tourism Expert,
Partner, or Storyteller.
Regular contributors to Mekong Tourism receive
a profile page and will be eligible for a range of
profile-enhancing benefits and advocacy opportunities.

Contribute to tourism policy on
a topic YOU are passionate about.
Mekong Tourism Experts & Partners can initiate,
lead or join a Mekong Tourism Network;
a group of like-minded regional stakeholders
determined to advocate for positive change.

www.MekongTourism.org
www.MekongTourism.org/e-newsletter
Sign up to make a diﬀerence at www.MekongTourism.org/contributor-program
Join the next Mekong Tourism Forum at www.MekongTourismForum.org
Learn more at

We give
you
a voice

Subscribe at

Follow @TourismMekong on

What happened at MTF2016?
1. Mekong Tourism Digital Boot-Camp (in collaboration with Digital Innovation Asia & Digi.travel) educating the industry on the
importance of digital, social, and mobile. The event, hosted by the Ministry of Tourism of Cambodia, featured experts from BeMyGuest, Tang Dynasty (China), Egg Agency (Viet Nam), Guiddoo (India), and Mekong Tourism Coordinating Ofﬁce.
2. Mekong Tourism Strategy Open Forum (in collaboration with the Asian Development Bank). We invited the travel and tourism
executives to join the Mekong Tourism Sector Strategy Open Forum to brainstorm how the tourism strategy foundation for the
next 10 years should be set.
3. Mekong Tourism Investment Summit (in collaboration with HVS) debating investment opportunities, risks, and challenges in
the GMS, to create innovative partnerships by hoteliers, airliners, tour operators, cruise companies, banks and public sector.
4. Mekong Tourism Symposium (opened by HE Dr. Thong Khon, Minister of Tourism of Cambodia) – the main event of the Mekong
Tourism Forum focusing on the MTF2016 theme “Authentic Experiences along the Mekong River”, with keynotes from the former
Assistant Secretary General of the UNWTO, and National Geographic.
5. Mekong Food Tourism Seminar (in collaboration with Thammasat University and Chameleon Strategies) – The Mekong region
couldn’t be better placed to satisfy the need, and position the region as a multi-country, must-visit tourism destination. The role of
food tourism in the GMS can help position the Mekong Region as a unique and exciting travel destination.
6. Post Tours – exciting tours to explore Sihanoukville at the Southern Coast of Cambodia.
Sokha Beach Resort | Sihanoukville, Cambodia

MEKONG TOURISM COORDINATING OFFICE
c/o 3rd Floor, Department of Tourism
Ministry of Tourism and Sports, 154 Rama 1 Road
National Stadium, Wangmai, Pathumwan
Bangkok 10330, Thailand
Web: www.mekongtourism.org
Tel: +66 2612 4150-1
Mobile: +66 8555 44234, +66 8963 25829
Fax: +66 2612 4152

