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Interview with new Chairman of the TIC

AFHELE Staff reporter

MEEFEEEESRSE  EANTEEEUANBEFEARRANZEZHGACTR -

New Chairman Mr Jason Wong speaks his mind freely on the objectives he has set for

himself within his term of office and various matters about the inbound and outbound

industries.
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1 Jason Wong, Director and General Manager of Hong Thai

Travel Services Ltd, was elected Chairman of the TIC in De-
cember last year. A member-elected director since 2009, he was Deputy
Chairman and Honorary Treasurer of the Board, Convenor of the Training
Committee, Deputy Convenor of the Public Relations Committee and a
member of various committees; and is currently Convenor of the Gover-
nance Committee, and a member of the Constitution/By-law Commit-
tee and the Staff and Finance Committee. Mr Wong gave an interview
to The Voice on 16 March. The following is a summary of the interview:

Objectives to be achieved
What do you want to achieve within the three-year term of the

TIC’s Chairmanship?

The TIC has always been unstinting in its efforts to regulate inbound
and outbound travel agents and to facilitate trade development. After
taking office, I'll continue to stick to the established principles of the
TIC by promoting sustainable and healthy development of the travel
and tourism industry and fulfilling the important duty of protecting the
rights of travellers and tourists in a fair and impartial way. Although the
TIC has recently had to confront quite a number of challenges concern-
ing, for example, the regulation of the inbound industry and the raising
of professional standards of the industry, I have confidence to tackle
them one by one.

As new Chairman of the TIC, I've set several objectives for my-
self, such as helping the industry tackle new challenges and new
changes brought about by online sale of travel products. By coinci-
dence, Financial Secretary Mr John Tsang has announced that govern-
ment funding to the tune of HK$10 million will be allocated to the
TIC in order to provide matching subsidies for SME travel agents to
make use of information technology to expand their business, par-
ticularly online business. The TIC will set up an independent commit-
tee very soon to work out the details, aiming at helping more SME
travel agents to optimise their software or upgrade their computer
systems.
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New Chairman Mr Jason Wong.
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As another example, the TIC has begun the work of setting up
a Qualifications Framework, which I hope will see greater progress
within my term of office. I also hope that the TIC will enhance its train-
ing initiatives by cooperating with different tertiary institutions and
training institutes in order to raise the professional level of the industry.
Apart from that, as the leading organisation of the industry, the TIC will
actively seek to have more communication with tourism bodies both in
mainland China and overseas in order to facilitate the exchange of informa-
tion between regulatory bodies of tourism in differ-
ent places and protect tourists more effectively. The
TIC may also increase the chances of cooperation
between traders and bring in business opportunities
for them through greater communication between

itself and trade associations in different countries.

Inbound travel
Starting from about the middle of last year, the

inbound industry seems to have shown some
signs of a slowdown, which is especially obvi-
ous for the mainland market. Do you have any
suggestions to turn the tide?
As the outbound market in mainland China has
become more vibrant, the number of countries
granting visa-free entry to mainland passport
holders has been on the rise, mainland travellers
have had more and more choices, and competi-
tion from nearby regions is getting more intense,
it’s more or less inevitable that visitor arrivals are
on the decline. We of course have to come up with methods to deal
with it. For example, we may look for new source markets, try to make
overnight visitors stay longer in Hong Kong, and offer a greater variety
of travel products. More importantly, it's necessary to ensure that tour-
ists who come to Hong Kong will have the protection they're entitled to,
thus enhancing the image of Hong Kong as a city of hospitality.

Apart from that, the TIC will in every way facilitate the measures of
the Government and the Hong Kong Tourism Board so as to cope with the
changes in the inbound market and help upgrade the travel and tourism
industry of Hong Kong. With the completion of several major infrastructure
projects such as the Hong Kong-Zhuhai-Macao Bridge and the Hong
Kong section of the express rail link, as well as the expansion of several
theme parks, inbound tourism still has plenty of room for development.

The inbound industry has relied heavily on the mainland market
in recent years. Now that this market has begun to slacken off, the
impact on business as a whole is quite big. While some people be-
lieve that we should actively look for new source markets, others
think that no other source markets could make up for the losses of
the mainland market, and therefore we should continue to try to
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attract more mainland visitors. Which of these two kinds of views
do you think more viable?
In fact no other markets can match with mainland China in terms of
visitor arrivals and tourism receipts, so we need to keep exploring the
mainland market, especially attracting more overnight visitors to Hong
Kong. The TIC is also playing a part in drawing mainland visitors par-
ticularly those from Guangdong province, which is the biggest source
market among all provinces in China. For example, we've joined hands
with the Guangzhou Tourism Bureau to introduce the Red Lists of “Qual-
ity and Honest Hong Kong Tours” both in Guangzhou and in Hong Kong
in the hope of promoting this kind of“Quality and Honest Tours” to main-
land visitors and providing more product variety for the mainland market.
As for whether we should attract overseas visitors or mainland
visitors, I think it’s not an either-or situation; we should focus on differ-
ent markets at the same time. The TIC wishes to attract more tourists
from overseas and emerging markets so that Hong Kong tourism can
grow healthily and steadily.

Over the past dozen years or so, the TIC has introduced quite a
number of measures to regulate the inbound market. Some traders
think they are too stringent, but some visitors and the public think
they are too lax. What do you think?

Every policy has its positive and negative sides, as well as supporters
and opponents. The TIC has always been open-minded about all kinds
of views. As a matter of fact, the TIC has regulated the inbound market
for only a dozen or so years, and this period is neither long nor short.
On the contrary, the regulatory regime for the outbound market put in
place by the TIC has been in operation for close to 30 years, and thanks
to the strong self-discipline of all travel agent stakeholders, both the
Government and the public have highly recognised the work of the TIC.
The inbound market has been changing very rapidly in recent years, and
the number of visitors has also surged hugely. Self-regulation, as the
TIC has been doing, is no easy task: you have to gain the support of the
trade and at the same time protect the visitors. But I believe the TIC will
do a better and better job.

Outbound travel

In recent years, many travellers have tended to make arrangements
themselves when they travel, and the airlines have kept slashing
the commissions for air tickets, some even paying no commission
to travel agents, which as a result have faced growing difficulties
in their business. Do you have any advice for outbound agents?

It doesn’t matter whether you're an outbound agent or ticketing agent,
you'll have to tackle your own problems. Technology is advancing fast,
especially the Internet, which has brought about a lot of benefits as well
as challenges. The Financial Secretary has announced in his budget that
matching subsidies will be provided for SME travel agents to help them use
information technology, and the TIC will take charge of the whole project. I
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hope it'll become a helpful push for them to look for a way out.

Apart from the use of IT, I believe we also need a big push when
it comes to developing the trade and making it more professional. We
need to make society recognise the value of travel agents, which are
not simply booking air tickets and hotels for customers. Travel agents
belong to the service sector, and must provide excellent service for their
customers, rather than rely solely on price competition, in order to
show their true value. This is the direction for travel agents to survive
and grow in the long run. The TIC should facilitate the trade to develop
more products and value-added services to cope with the market de-
mand and industry development.

Many traders have grumbled about the difficulty in recruiting peo-
ple. Sometimes it can be seen at career days of tertiary institutions
that the students seem to be unwilling to join travel agents. Is it true
that travel agents have difficulty attracting young people to join?

The work at travel agents is very dynamic, and should be attractive to
young people. For example, many employees of outbound travel agents
may travel overseas on business, which can broaden their knowledge. I
think drawing young people to join travel agents is not a big problem,
but retaining them in the industry is. Actually, not a few holders of Tour
Escort and Tourist Guide Passes are retired people, who are more expe-
rienced to handle unexpected situations and who, with proper training
and encouragement, could rejoin the human resources market; the
trade may study more in this area.

If an industry fails to make itself professional and its products lack
variety, then it'll have difficulty retaining new people because there are
obstacles to development and a lack of opportunities for upward mobil-
ity. But this situation doesn’t happen in the travel and tourism industry
only; other industries, such as catering and retail, also have similar
problems. Anyway, travel and tourism are a people industry; technology
can never totally replace people. Our industry can draw new blood, but
change is needed as far as products and training are concerned.

Young people like to make arrangements themselves when they
travel, but middle-aged and older travellers often choose to join
package tours. If this trend continues, the young people of today
may make arrangements for their trips in the future. Are you wor-
ried about this trend?

People have different needs in different stages of their lives. Young
people may love to carry their backpacks and go to travel on their own.
But if the destinations are not very common or with language barri-
ers, there’s a need to ask for professional advice and service from travel
agents, and these functions of travel agents may not be easily replaced
by the Internet. If you travel with all the family members, joining a pack-
age tour will have certain advantages: you'll be taken care of, you don't
need to worry about the foreign language, and you'll get a good bargain.

Travel agents will always have a place in the market. il
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