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Travel insurance a must for travellers
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Hong Kong people are perhaps the most ardent travellers
in the world. According to statistics, they made a

total of 69 million outbound trips in 2004 , that is to say,
each person made close to ten trips in a year. Even if a large
number of such trips are same-day visits to Shenzhen or Macao,
it is still fair to say that each one of us travels overseas one to
two times on average in a year. Indeed, spending a few days
in a foreign destination has long become one of the most
favourite pastimes for Hong Kong people to relax and to
recover from our high-pressure life. That is why since its
takeoff in the 1970s, the outbound industry has been thriving
vigorously, as can be evidenced by the fact that Hong Kong
travellers spent about HK$7.8 billion on package tours in 2004.

Hong Kong travellers and packages

Given the huge numbers of Hong Kong travellers, one is
naturally interested in learning more about some of their characteristics.
Let me focus here on pleasure travel lers since they are the
ones that rely most on travel agents, and leave aside business
and VFR (visiting friends and relatives) travellers.

Pleasure travel has become more common and popular
for Hong Kong people since the 1970s when the economy be-
gan to see double-digit growth lasting for almost two decades.
Nowadays, Hong Kong travellers are generally regarded
as the more experienced and sophisticated ones among
Asian travellers, almost on a par with Japanese travellers,
but still lagging a little behind their American or Euro-
pean counterparts in terms of diversity of destinations,
and length and frequency of overseas journeys.

Although Hong Kong people have been travelling
extensively, even to such faraway places as Antarctica,
Alaska and Kenya, they almost always prefer joining package
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(Editor's note: As Hong Kong people travel more frequently and more extensively, the importance of travel insurance can hardly be overestimated. At
present, about half of all pleasure travellers take out such insurance for their overseas trips. To encourage more travel insurance purchases and to ensure
better insurance services for the travelling public, it is advisable to allow travel agents to sell travel insurance after receiving proper training, as argued by
TIC Chairman Mr Ronnie Ho in the following article.)
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tours rather than making all the travel arrangements themselves,
which sets them apart from American or European travellers in
a conspicuous way.

Broadly speaking, there are two kinds of package
tours, namely all-inclusive packages and air-plus-hotel
packages .  All- inclusive package tours include all the ingredi-
ents that make up a journey such as transport, accommoda-
tion and sightseeing. They are especially popular among family
travel lers and have long been a major source of income for
many travel agents. As for air-plus-hotel packages, they include
air tickets and accommodation only, and have gradually gained
popularity in recent years especially among those young and
educated travellers.

International travel and risks

Why are Hong Kong travellers so keen on joining
package tours? The reasons, I believe, are that firstly,
package tours are affordable to most people even for
long-haul destinations; secondly, package tours provide
a hassle-free travel experience; finally and most importantly,
by joining package tours, the risks inevitably involved
in international travel can be transferred to the travel
agents which organise the tours.

The last reason is especially important because no mat-
ter how experienced a traveller is, there are numerous
possibilities in which his trip may go wrong, be it a package
tour or a self-planned excursion. For example, his pass-
port and wallet may be stolen; his luggage may not fly with him
to the destination; he may suddenly fal l i l l ; and so on and so
forth. Of course, if he is a member of a package tour, problems
of this kind will be taken care of, not only by himself, but by his
travel agent and the tour escort accompanying the tour as well.
But in some more serious unexpected events such as a
car crash, the traveller may find himself faced with a
situation he can hardly handle even with the help of his
travel agent. This is when travel insurance can come in
and help to hedge against such risks in international travel.

Travel insurance and protection

Here is a real-life example of how travel insurance can be
of much help to travellers and travel agents alike. In mid-July
this year, a Tibet tour of 39 people met a tour coach accident
in Lhasa, with the result that nine people were slightly injured
and two were hospital ised. Fortunately, 36 of them had pur-
chased travel insurance and al l the 11 victims were covered.
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The insurance company concerned, on learning about the accident,
first sent a doctor and a nurse to Lhasa to examine the condi-
tions of the victims, and then arranged for a charter flight to fly
the two seriously injured tour members back to Hong Kong.
The remaining injured travellers were also sent to hospital for
examination on returning to Hong Kong.

The accident was so aptly and promptly handled that all
the affected tour members were satisfied with the arrangements
made by the insurance company and the travel agent, thus minimising
any unfavourable media coverage afterwards. I believe it can
be safely assumed that if the travellers had not purchased
any travel insurance policies, they could not have been
so well attended to, given the limited resources and the
lack of expertise in handling such an emergency situa-
tion on the part of the travel agent.

Although the importance of travel insurance is indisputable,
the percentage of travel lers who have taken out such insur-
ance before setting off for their holidays is subject to debate.
As far as I know, there seem to be no rel iable statist ics for
that. My estimation is that at present about 50 per cent
of pleasure travellers buy some kind of insurance cover
for their trips, and that there is a steady increase in travel
insurance purchases over the years. This growing trend of
more and more travellers taking out travel insurance is in line
with a similar trend elsewhere. For instance, the United States
Travel Insurance Association has estimated that the percent-
age of American travellers purchasing travel insurance has in-
creased threefold since the terror attacks in 2001. Indeed, given
the frequency of unexpected events in recent years, which
caused large numbers of deaths and injuries, such as
the tidal waves in South Asia last December and the London
bombings this July, there is every reason to encourage
the travelling public to have themselves protected against
the unpredictability of overseas travel through travel insurance.

Travel insurance is a very special type of insurance in that
whereas its protection period is very short, its benefits and services
are unusually broad. Common areas of travel insurance cover
include lost or damaged luggage, medical expenses, cancella-
tion of trips, emergency hotline services and medical evacuation,
among others. Now that natural disasters and terrorist attacks
have become a major focus of concern for travel lers, some
insurance companies also offer policies that cover these areas.
Given the wide variety of travel insurance products and
their importance to travellers, there is one essential problem
that needs to be addressed: how can they be distributed
in an effective and professional manner?
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Sale of travel insurance and travel agents

At present, it is estimated that more than 60 per
cent of travel insurance policies are sold on the pre-
mises of travel agents. Given that the preferred mode of
travel by Hong Kong people is to join package tours as
mentioned in the above, it is just natural that they also
prefer to purchase travel insurance at the same location
where they book their holidays, hence such a high percentage.
In such countries as Britain, America, Singapore and Australia,
registered travel agents are allowed to sell travel insurance (but
not other insurance products). In Hong Kong, however, there is
a legal grey area in this respect. Whereas on the one hand
travel agents are responsible for the majority of travel
insurance policies purchased by travellers, on the other
hand they are not allowed to explain to the travellers
the details of such policies as they are not qualified in-
surance agents. This is hardly in the best interests of
the travelling public.

That is why I strongly support the proposal put forward
by the Office of the Commissioner of Insurance to in-
troduce a new category of insurance agents, called travel
insurance agents, in order to allow travel agents to pro-
mote and sell travel insurance to the travellers. Under
the proposal, travel agents will be required to receive
proper training and pass a qualifying examination be-
fore they can be registered as travel insurance agents;
and after registration, they will have to follow a Con-
tinuing Professional Development scheme in order to
update their professional knowledge. Once the proposal
is implemented, a win-win-win situation will come into
being. The first "win" is for the travellers: they will be
actively encouraged by their travel agents to take out
travel insurance policies and when they do buy ones,
their policies will be explained to them in detail by properly
trained travel insurance-cum-travel agents. The second
"win" is of course for the insurance companies: they may pos-
sibly see their travel insurance sales doubled as at present only
about half of al l pleasure travellers seek insurance cover for
their tr ips. The third "win" is for the travel agents: they wi l l
have commanded the confidence of their customers when pro-
moting travel insurance products to them as they are experts
not only in travel matters but in travel insurance as well.

Finally, let us return to the question asked above: how
can travel insurance products be distributed in an ef-
fective and professional manner? My answer is: train
travel agents and let them do it. 


