China travel revolution ripples across the globe

Dear colleagues and friends,

In today’s Clearinghouse, I’d like to share with you two stories – from Associated Press (AP) and the Inter Press Service (IPS) - about the explosion of Chinese outbound tourism. Undoubtedly, the extraordinary growth of international travellers from the People’s Republic of China will lead to significant changes in global tourism and pose new challenges on governments and other concerned parties in charge of tackling the manifold problems resulting from tourism expansion.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

------------------ 
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CHINA’S TRAVEL REVOLUTION RIPPLES ACROSS THE GLOBE 

FONTAINEBLEAU, France (AP) -- After the whirl of rush hour traffic, stops for snapshots and a meal of rice, soup and fatty pork, Chen Guolin finally got to relax in the verdant gardens of Chateau Fontainebleau, where Napoleon luxuriated between military campaigns.

She'd been touched, she said, by the almost accentless "ni hao" -- hello in Chinese -- with which French ground staff welcomed her at Charles de Gaulle airport when her group arrived the previous evening. And she marveled at Fontainebleau's tranquility.

"If this was China, there would be people everywhere," she said.

Above all, her first day ever outside China had taught her a lesson: Just seeing Paris, first stop on a 15-day swing through France and Spain, confirmed to her that her homeland is on the rise.

"I really don't feel as if there's any difference between the outside world and China," said Chen, a construction engineer in a smart navy-blue A-line skirt. "Seeing overseas makes you love your country even more."

Trip by trip, a Chinese tourism revolution is doing as much as diplomacy and billions of dollars of trade to build bridges between China and the West.

Armed with digital cameras and videocams, and still connected to home by their cell phones, Chinese with a pent-up hunger for fresh experiences, cultures and shopping are heading in droves to countries that a few decades back were as inaccessible to most of them as the moon.

Last year, Chinese for the first time overtook Japanese as Asia's biggest travelers, making 20.2 million visits, China's tourism administration says.

Europe is bracing for a Chinese surge following a tourism pact that simplifies visa procedures for Chinese tour groups and allows Chinese travel agents to advertise European destinations.

The impact of the agreement, which went into effect on Sept. 1, promises to be dramatic: France, the world's top tourist destination, expects to attract as many as 1.5 million Chinese next year, from the estimated 300,000 to 400,000 who visited in 2003.

Through travel, Chinese are learning about the world, themselves and their country, and teaching the world a little about China and its march to modernity.

"Apart from the language, I really don't feel like I've left home. The stores are as smart as back home, just more expensive," said Hua Mingwei, a 51-year-old Chinese tourist stocking up on perfume with his wife at the Galeries Lafayette department store in Paris.

Their sole gripe: Hotels didn't provide hot drinking water.

"They need to think about catering more to Chinese tastes," said Hua. "We don't drink cold water."

Poverty, history, culture and politics long conspired to delay the advent of mass Chinese tourism, whose effects are now being felt from Paris to Auckland, Las Vegas to Sydney.

As recently as 15 years ago, when cheaper air travel was unlocking the world to Western tourists, the few coming from China were mostly state representatives and people with relatives overseas. For most Chinese, life beyond the Great Wall was glimpsed largely through the prism of television and other media all controlled by a Communist Party long suspicious of the West.

And who could afford foreign travel when telephones, televisions, or even bicycles were luxuries? Getting passports was a bureaucratic obstacle course. The government wasn't keen on travelers squandering precious hard currency overseas and returning - if they returned at all - with dazzling tales of the West's luxuries and freedoms.

Economic growth

Capitalist reforms and stunning economic growth have brought skiing in Korea, golfing in Nevada, shopping in Tokyo and dining in France within reach of millions of middle-class Chinese.

They still call China "Zhongguo," the Middle Kingdom, center of the world. But as well as cars and IKEA furniture, they want albums of souvenir photos from overseas and are the targets of ads like this one in the Shanghai Morning Post: "Seclusion in a castle, in the forest, in a log cabin. Germany, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg. Eight Days for Five European Countries for under 10,000 yuan!"

That's US$1,210, roughly what Hu Jie likely paid for the Japanese camera with which he merrily shot photos at Fontainebleau. A manager with a Chinese air conditioning firm, he's an experienced traveler, having previously worked in France. He led the group of 22 people that included Chen, the engineer.

The day began with introductions to their bus driver, Andrew. "An-de-lu. An-de-lu," some of the visitors murmured, memorizing his name.

Talk then quickly turned to life in Europe as Paris rolled past the windows. But these were hard customers. Last night's hotel wasn't up to the standards of those in China, said one. The streets are cleaner at home, said another. And the Champs-Elysees, which the French call the world's most beautiful boulevard? Not as wide as the Avenue of Heavenly Peace that scythes through Beijing, they scoffed.

"China's got 5,000 years of history. When you travel overseas, you realize that other countries can't compete," said Song Deliang, on his second trip to Europe.

By 2020, the World Tourism Organization predicts, Chinese will be the world's fourth most prolific travelers, taking 100 million trips, trailing the U.S., Germany and Japan, which is expected to make a tourism comeback after a four-year slump.

That makes Chinese a market tourism officials and hoteliers cannot ignore.

"Their economy, their wealth, their ability and their inclination to travel is very, very strong," Bruce Bommarito, executive director of the Nevada Commission on Tourism, said in a telephone interview. He has spent 18 months learning basic Chinese. "It's very important that we stay at the top of the curve," he said.

At least one Novotel in Paris has introduced Chinese TV and restaurant menus, hot drinking water heaters, a Chinese receptionist and breakfasts of rice porridge and noodles.

Only the Chinese habit of spitting -- in plates, cups or ashtrays -- poses problems, said deputy manager Patrick Chmielewksi.

Conversely, Chen and others in her group were irritated that Fontainebleau offered no Chinese-language tour or audio guides to steer them through the sumptuous rooms and history. "It's such a shame. We have come such a long way," said Chen.

But Emaury Lefebure, the chateau's director, says free Chinese-language leaflets will be ready for next summer. And thus again, tourism will have built bridges.

"It's important that cultures mix. In the rest of the world, people have no concept of the Chinese. But we're just like everybody else," said Zhang Jiaping, 73, another engineer in Chen's group. "When you travel and meet people, they understand that."

------------------------

http://www.ipsnews.net/africa/interna.asp?idnews=25974
CHINESE TOURISTS SET TO CHANGE FACE OF REGION

By Marwaan Macan-Markar

BANGKOK, Oct 22 (IPS) - Fear of a downturn in tourist arrivals to South- east Asia due to the combined effects of terrorism and lethal health hazards such as bird flu seems to be unfounded. And the hordes of Chinese travelling from mainland China to neighbouring countries seem to bear testimony to that fact.

The weekly flights from the Asian giant to Thailand are being singled out by travel experts as just one clue to this emerging face on the region's tourist map. This summer alone there were 88 flights a week from 23 Chinese cities to Thailand.

''This is phenomenal compared to how infinitesimal it was a decade ago,'' Imtiaz Muqbil, executive editor of 'Travel Impact Newswire,' told IPS. ''That is the most number of cities from one country feeding the travel industry.''

And these Chinese travellers are changing the face of tourism in places like Thailand, where the service industry now is beginning to cater to Oriental tastes -- rather than the common fare in satisfying usual visitors from Europe and the United States.

The standard breakfast buffets dished out at hotels both in Thailand and elsewhere across the region illustrates this growing Chinese presence. 

''More hotels in Asia are serving congee (a Chinese favourite rice porridge) for breakfast,'' John Koldowski, managing director of the strategic intelligence centre at the Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), told a press conference here on Wednesday.

The operators of beach resorts are also becoming familiar with the way Chinese holidaymakers prefer the arrangements of beds in rooms - not facing the ocean and near the window, he added.

PATA, a Bangkok-based non-profit organisation that serves the Asia- Pacific tourism industry, credited Chinese tourism for helping this region achieve ''phenomenal growth'' during this year.

Between January and October, the Asia-Pacific region had recorded 171.3 million arrivals, which is a nearly 30 percent increase when set against the same period in 2003, which saw 134 million arrivals.

''Growth of 30 percent is unheard of. This is phenomenal. We are in the best position of people coming to (the) Asia-Pacific,'' Koldowski said at the press conference.

Of that, Chinese travellers have contributed a significant share, according to PATA.

This year, the Chinese have made 15.7 million visits to countries in the region as against 9.02 million visits made during all of 2003, states a PATA study on travel and tourism in the region released this week. In 2002, the association recorded 8.3 million outbound journeys from the country to the region.

The places that stand to gain are the Maldives, Nepal, Hong Kong, Japan, Indonesia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Vietnam, Australia and New Zealand.

And PATA expects this trend to get better, with countries like Australia due to see over one million Chinese tourists by 2006, from the 450,000 in 2002 and Hong Kong to see visits from China hit nearly five million by 2006, from the 2.7 million in 2002.

It also forecasts that Chinese travellers will dominate the Thai market by 2006, with over one million visits, edging to second place visitors from Britain, expected to be 947, 795.

The profile of the Chinese tourist is also changing from the image that was dominant five years ago - the low-budget traveller who came on 'zero cost' tours. Under that arrangement, tour guides in China offered trips to places like Thailand at no cost but recouped their expenses from commissions made by forcing the Chinese travellers to buy goods at shops selling jewellery and handicrafts.

''The Chinese market has become more sophisticated now because of greater familiarity with the region and increasing knowledge of English,'' says Muqbil, of the travel newswire. ''Some prefer to travel as individuals, not in groups.''

Chinese spending capacity also reflects the evolving pattern. According to Muqbil, the daily average amount spent by a Chinese tourist in Thailand in 2003 was 3,732 baht (93 U.S. dollars) as against 3,261 baht (81.50 U.S. dollars) per day spent by a European tourist during the same period.

''This shows that they are willing to be big spenders,'' adds Muqbil.

Yet the bulk of Chinese tourists are still to drawn to Thailand because of the cheap deals on offer, say tour operators like Keiji Takeda, chairman of the Bangkok-based Shintake Tour.

Most Chinese tourists stay at hotels that offer rooms for two at 600 baht (15 dollars) per night, he said. ''A visit to Bangkok always includes a cabaret show with dinner at a price far less than what Japanese tourists or others are charged.''

And the events since the Sept. 11 acts of terror in the United States have lent a new dimension that have made Chinese tourists more attractive to hotels in the region. They have not stopped travelling due to fear of possible terror attacks unlike travellers from Europe, the United States and Japan.

''There is less sensitivity among the Chinese to issues related to terrorism unlike the tourists from Europe and North America,'' says Muqbil.

The only momentary pause among Chinese travellers was when the region was battling severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) last year, the lethal virus that spread to over 20 countries, infected some 8,000 people and claimed nearly 800 lives.

However, this year's spread of another lethal virus - bird flu - which has killed 30 people in Thailand and Vietnam has not stopped Chinese holidaymakers, as the numbers indicate.

Little wonder why Koldowski says that the Chinese market is ''redefining the tourist market in Asia.'' (END/2004)
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