18 March 2005

Tsunami region in focus at Berlin’s international tourism fair (ITB)

Dear colleagues and friends,

In today’s Clearinghouse, we have two articles – by Deutsche Welle and Reuters – that reflect the positions of industry representatives and politicians on post-tsunami tourism at the German tourism fair (ITB) in Berlin.

Yours truly,

Anita Pleumarom

Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team)

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

http://www.dw-world.de/dw/article/0,1564,1518188,00.html
Deutsche Welle: 15 March 2005 

DOING BETTER THAN “BUSINESS AS USUAL”?

By Deanne Corbett

Thai resorts are spreading the message they're open for business

Three months after a tsunami devastated resorts in South Asia, the region is the focus of the world's biggest tourism fair in Berlin. Tourists are being asked to return, but can the industry learn from past mistakes?

In a sign of how much importance Germany attaches to tourism and efforts to rebuild areas devastated by December’s tsunami, Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder was on hand to open this year’s ITB tourism fair. He was the first German leader to speak at the ITB in eight years. Germany was one of the biggest donors of relief aid after the tsunami hit and its people are among the world’s most prolific travelers.

“Alongside the private and state relief aid there is now one thing that is crucial -- tourists should not take their eyes off the affected regions,” Schroeder said.  “That’s the only way to help give the region hope for the future.  If tourists stay away, it will hit the people there hard.”
In the fair’s Asia Pavilion, the message to visitors is: Come back -- our beaches are clean, safe and ready to welcome you.

German appeal to industry

But the German government likely won’t be thrilled to hear that it’s all business as usual. Before the ITB opened, German Development Minister Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul appealed to the tourism industry to take responsibility for reconstruction in tsunami-affected areas. The mistakes of the past should not be repeated, she warned. Instead, she called for “intelligent solutions” - sustainable tourism that would benefit both tourists and locals and protect the natural beauty of tourist destinations.

In countries such as Thailand, where tourism was already highly developed before the tsunami struck, experts at the ITB said there’s little chance of that happening.

“The window of opportunity was open briefly, but it has already shut,” said a German hotelier based on the Thai island of Phuket. Before the tsunami, Patong, the island’s most famous town, was known for its crowded strip studded with flashy discos and cocktail bars -- and its equally crowded beach. After the tsunami swept all the beach chairs and vendor stands into the sea, there was talk of redoing the beach more tastefully, with just one or two rows of beach chairs. “Now, it’s already back to four rows,” he said.

Juergen Kripl, a German hotel manager also working in Phuket, added that it’s been very difficult to check how donations are being used in Thailand. He complained of a lack of will among Thai businesspeople in the tourism industry to see improvements through. “Foreign donations could just be used to slap up the same kind of cheap hotels and restaurants that were there before,” he said.

The German development ministry could have more luck pursuing its vision in countries where the tourism industry still has room to grow -- Sri Lanka, for example.

Beyond beaches

Peter Richter, a senior advisor for the German Technical Assistance Service (GTZ), liases with the private sector in Sri Lanka to create a better tourism infrastructure and to train locals working in the industry. The temptation among locals immediately after the tsunami, he said, was to simply get things operational again so tourist dollars would flow as quickly as possible.

But together with German business consultant Wilja Witcombe, he’s promoting the “Beyond Beaches” campaign, training locals how to offer tourists alternative packages around other aspects of Sri Lanka -- nature, wildlife, culture and wellness. 

“Some fishermen in Sri Lanka do not want to go back out to sea because of the tsunami, so we are helping them to become tour guides of their area, training them in biodiversity, the ecosystem, things of relevance in their regions, and they can be part of the ecotourism trend,” said Witcombe.

As tragic as it was, Witcombe said that the tsunami provided an impetus among Sri Lankans who lost everything in the giant wave to rebuild their tourism industry on a more solid foundation.

“I think people are very aware of the need to do things differently,” she said. “The tsunami gave us a big push forward to get our message about alternative tourism across faster, and now, the people who didn’t listen before, and even laughed at our efforts, are listening.”
Early warning system

Another mistake of the past -- the lack of an early warning system for tsunamis -- also looks set to be remedied, something experts at the ITB agree will help tourists regain their trust in the region. Germany said it will build a warning system for Indonesia as part of its aid commitment to Southeast Asia.

The global satellite-based system was designed by the Helmholtz Association, Germany’s largest research institution. The Geoscience Center in Potsdam will oversee the 45 million Euro ($60.3 million) project to build it and predicts the first buoys could be placed in Indonesian waters by October of this year. The Indonesian system can be extended to other countries; Sri Lanka has already expressed interest.
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http://www.reuters.com/newsArticle.jhtml?type=reutersEdge&storyID=7878708
TSUNAMI REGION IN FOCUS AT GERMAN TOURISM FAIR 

Fri Mar 11, 2005 09:59 AM ET

By Erik Kirschbaum

BERLIN (Reuters) - Germany opened what was billed as the world's biggest tourism trade fair on Friday with an appeal to travelers to put tsunami-battered beaches back on their map to help the region recover from economic distress. 

German Development Minister Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul said on Friday tourism was the most important form of international aid for the region after the December tsunami, which left 300,000 people dead or missing. 

Rebuilding tourism and foreign travelers' confidence in the region will be a central topic of the International Tourism Exchange (ITB), expecting a record 10,400 exhibitors from 180 countries. The fair runs until Tuesday. 

"The best way for us to help is to spend our holidays there," Wieczorek-Zeul said after returning from a trip to Sri Lanka. "Anyone who travels to Sri Lanka or Thailand is making an active contribution for reconstruction." 

Wieczorek-Zeul said the reticence of tourists to visit areas that were rebuilt or not affected was having a devastating economic effect. 

"Even though there is still some clean-up going on in the southern part of Sri Lanka, you can spend your holiday there," she said. She told the Berliner Zeitung newspaper there were only 25 tourists in the normally full hotel she stayed in. 

"The mood is depressing without tourists," Wieczorek-Zeul said. Small cafes and shops are empty because no one is coming." 

The ITB is also expecting 140,000 visitors. 

Holiday plans hit  

Her remarks were supported by a new report by the World Tourism Organization and credit card company Visa International that found 30 percent of people questioned in 10 major economies said the tsunami had deterred them from the region. 

The post-tsunami global travel intentions survey, conducted by AC Nielsen and released in Berlin just ahead of the ITB, found Japanese and Koreans were especially reluctant to spend holidays in the countries hit by the tsunami.  

The survey found 54 percent of Japanese and 63 percent of Korean travelers said they would be less likely to visit the tsunami-affected countries this year.

By contrast, 69 percent of Canadians said the tsunami had no impact on plans to travel to the region, followed by French (65 percent), Germans (60 percent) and Australians (60 percent). 

"Since the tsunami disaster there has been a significant drop in international travel to affected tourist destinations such as Phuket in Thailand, Sri Lanka and the Maldives," said Visa executive James Murray, who presented the report in Berlin. 

"It has severely damaged the livelihood of many local communities dependent on tourism revenues. This happened in spite of the significant success the countries have had in restoring facilities and infrastructure." 

The report found that while some travelers felt taking a holiday to the affected countries was a good way to help them recover, others feared it would be inappropriate to spend their holiday in places where so much devastation happened. 

But it also showed some people were even more likely to travel to the areas now because of the tsunami. China had the most (20 percent) of that group followed by Britain (19 percent), Canada (19 percent) and Sweden (18 percent).
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NOTE: The articles introduced in this Clearinghouse do not necessarily represent the views of the Tourism Investigation & Monitoring Team (tim-team).

