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Executive Summary
The Board of Directors of the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office (MTCO), also known as the Tourism Working Group (TWG), has asked the Senior Advisor to prepare this Marketing Plan (the Plan) to be presented to the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) National Tourism Organisation (NTO) leaders and Tourism Ministers.   

The Plan has been developed with the view of providing strategic advice and direction on how to advance the MTCO’s marketing agenda in two specific areas:  
First, the Plan provides an analysis of the MTCO in its current state and makes specific recommendations of how institutionally the MTCO should be managed and developed to undertake its responsibility as the lead agent for marketing Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) tourism.  This issue is outlined in detail in Section 1 of the Plan and is entitled The Institution.  

Secondly, the Plan provides a general analysis of Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) tourism vis-à-vis global trends in the international travel and tourism industry.  GMS tourism strengths and weaknesses are considered and opportunities and threats identified in a SWOT analysis.  Section 4 of the Plan entitled The Marketing Implementation Plan recommends specific marketing-related actions that should be undertaken by the MTCO in the short (2008), medium (2009) and long (2010-2011) term.
In developing the Plan, the Senior Advisor has enlisted a Private Sector Advisory Group (PSAG) and communicated widely among private and public sector stakeholders in the seven GMS destinations.  In addition, country missions were undertaken in which face-to-face meetings were conducted with representatives of respective NTOs and private sector entities.  

The GMS Tourism Sector Strategy (TSS) has also been referred to extensively.  The TSS includes a sub-regional Marketing Strategy that identifies the mission of the MTCO marketing program to be to increase the number of high yield sub-regional travellers.   A subregional traveller is defined as any person that visits two or more GMS countries during any single visit to the subregion.  

Furthermore, the Marketing Strategy outlines three key marketing objectives for the MTCO in the short and medium terms, including: developing and strengthening sub-regional institutional capacity to market the subregion as a single destination; enhancing subregional product development and product quality; and enhancing the promotion of the subregion as a single destination. 
Based on a 2000+ respondent survey undertaken in 2004 during the development of the TSS, the following key sub-regional tourism offerings have been identified: nature, culture and adventure products.  Accordingly, it is important that any ‘single destination’ or subregional’ approach to marketing must embrace market segments that are attracted to these core products.   However, it is strongly recommended that further market research be conducted to verify the findings of the 2004 TSS survey and integrate emerging tourism development issues such as improved knowledge of value-chain tourism economics.  
This Plan seeks to embrace the findings of the TSS, complement the individual promotion efforts of the GMS member countries and promote sub-regional tourism around a ‘Mekong Brand’.  The overall approach to achieving these objectives is presented in The Plan as a first step towards developing an effective, coordinated and tangible marketing program for the GMS.   This Plan should be treated as a Living Document and should be continually revised and updated.
The MTCO sits at a critical juncture in its development; it is therefore essential that the organization act and be seen to be delivering a higher return on investment (ROI) on government as well as future private sector contributions to the MTCO.  
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1. The Institution
This section undertakes to provide an evaluation of the current state of the MTCO as a subregional institution for marketing.  The history of the organization, its current state of existence from a financial and management perspective, and comparative marketing organizations are all analysed.  The chapter concludes with specific recommendations for consideration by the Tourism Working Group (TWG) and respective NTO and Ministry leaders on a ‘best way forward’ for the MTCO in terms of its marketing responsibilities. 
Evolution of the MTCO as a Subregional Marketing Platform

The Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office was formed in January 2006 as the coordinating institution for the implementation of the GMS development and marketing agenda as outlined in the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy (TSS).  The institutional mission of the MTCO as currently presented on www.mekongtourism.org is ‘to develop and promote the Mekong as a single destination, offering a diversity of good quality and high-yielding subregional products that help to distribute the benefits of tourism more widely; add to the tourism development efforts of each GMS country; and contribute primarily to poverty reduction, gender equality and empowerment of women, and sustainable development, while minimizing any adverse impacts’.
Prior to the establishment of the MTCO, the Agency for Mekong Tourism Activities (AMTA) was charged with orchestrating sub-regional marketing.  AMTA, which was headquartered at the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), was discontinued in late 2005 and the responsibility of GMS subregional tourism marketing was assumed by the MTCO.  At the time, there was no specific development agenda linked to AMTA.
The marketing mission statement of the MTCO, as outlined in the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy, is “to increase the number of high yield sub-regional travellers”.  Whereby high yield is defined as someone who stays for 10+ days and/or has per diem expenditures of US$100 plus per day and subregional traveller is defined as any person that visits two or more GMS countries during any single visit to the subregion. The Plan slightly modifies the marketing mission by defining the focus market as long stay and above average spending visitors rather than high yield.   

In the context of the overall marketing strategies for the subregion to 2015, the key marketing objectives to 2010 as set out in the TSS Action Plan are to: 

· develop and strengthen the subregional institutional capacity to market the subregion as a single destination; 

· enhance subregional product development and product quality; and

· enhance the promotion of the subregion as a single destination.

In recognition of resource limitations and capacity constraints when the MTCO was launched in 2006, a modest step-by-step approach in implementing the marketing program was proposed in the TSS Action Plan.  These steps involved:
1) Launching a modest campaign to present a unified Mekong tourism branding through a consistently updated web page presence, collateral development engaging the services of a professional PR/Advertising group, arranging travel trade familiarization tours, presenting ‘The Mekong’ at regional trade shows, and re-branding AMTA as the Mekong Tourism Coordinating Office; 
2) Organizing interactions with core interest groups of the private sector (e.g. investors, ground tour operators, tour operators of generating markets, infrastructure developers etc.) to engage them in dialogue, present views of the potentials of Mekong tourism and seek support for the program as partners; and

3) Energizing and staging a re-launch of ‘Mekong Tourism’ as the new thematic tourism products and the private sector-driven initiatives are put in place.        
At the time of the writing of this Plan in November 2007, the above stated marketing steps (as prescribed in the TSS) had been implemented either partially or not at all.  

MTCO Finances
Since its inception, the operational costs of the MTCO have been underwritten by an annual contribution of US$15,000 by each of the member governments (Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam). At the close of 2007, the MTCO account held an operating surplus of some US$40,000. 

In addition to this US$90,000 in annual operational funding, Thailand’s Ministry of Tourism and Sport has provided office space (including utility costs).  In addition, since August 2007, the French Government has seconded a senior level tourism expert to coordinate and oversee implementation of the 28-development projects identified in the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy which are part of the MTCO development agenda.

In addition to the operating budget, the MTCO has a marketing budget of US$25,000 which is comprised of residual AMTA marketing funds which were transferred to the MTCO in 2006.  This money is earmarked to be spent in 2008 on enhancing the MTCO website and collateral.
Going Forward with the MTCO Marketing Agenda

The limited marketing budget of the MTCO dictates that in the short term the subregion will not have the luxury of the massive spending power enjoyed by many competitive destinations to draw visitors to the sub-region.  
Any marketing projects undertaken by the MTCO in the short term need to be highly focussed and aimed at developing a strong marketing framework.  In order to attract private sector support for its marketing programs, the MTCO needs to revitalize its institutional credibility which is currently viewed as ‘weak’ at best.

A Private Sector Advisory Group (PSAG) comprised of senior executives of regional private sector organizations has been formed to provide advice and direction to the MTCO’s marketing program.  During a 31 October 2007 meeting of the Advisory Group, members expressed concern that the MTCO’s reputation had been seriously diminished as a result of inactivity and lack of continuity.  It was unanimously agreed that if the MTCO is to ever receive financial support from the private sector as prescribed in the TSS Marketing Strategy, it must establish its relevance and authority as the ‘lead marketing organization for cooperative GMS tourism’.  It was furthermore expressed that in order to be realistic, any financial contributions by the private sector to the MTCO’s marketing activities must provide clear and tangible returns on investment.  Minutes of the first meeting of the PSAG are attached in the appendices of this Plan.

In addition to heeding the advice of the PSAG, the MTCO should carefully abide by the following marketing guidelines which are incorporated in the Marketing Action Plan which is outlined in Section 4 of this document:
· To maximize the potential of the internet as an effective marketing tool and source of comprehensive visitor information;
· To facilitate coordinated joint marketing and promotional activities with all stakeholders and partners;
· To encourage more effective and targeted sub-regional tourism marketing based on sound market research and understanding of consumer needs;
· To establish a stronger, more systematic and coordinated basis for sub-regional destination marketing by MTCO member countries and the private sector;
· To increase awareness of the GMS by creating a strong and distinct image (brand) and clear positioning in target markets;
· To facilitate awareness of the sub-region; and
· To complement existing national tourism marketing and promotion campaigns with a unified sub-regional program.
Comparable Regional Tourism Organizations

Many stakeholders have suggested that there are lessons to be learned from understanding how comparable regional tourism organizations market their respective subregions. An internet search using key words such as ‘tourism association’, ‘regional tourism marketing organization’, and ‘regional tourism cooperation’ produced links to a number of comparable tourism organizations similar to the MTCO.  They include:

The African Travel and Tourism Association

ATTA creates a hub for the positive development of travel and tourism in Africa. With over 350 members the African Travel and Tourism Association (ATTA) is Europe’s largest trade association promoting Africa. Membership covers all sections of the tourism industry. They are drawn from those who supply the product including hotels, lodges, camps, airlines and ground operators and those who service the market throughout the world, tour and web-based operators, travel agents, representation companies, tourist boards and all sectors of the media. The prime role of the association is to channel information and breaking news to its wide membership through its sophisticated web distribution email service “ATTAK”. National tourist boards, the media, the British Foreign Office and the membership itself use this distribution facility, to keep the industry informed. Response time is fast and information is quickly distributed. ATTAK enables members throughout Africa and the UK to keep abreast of the rapidly changing affairs of tourism.
The Baltic Sea Tourism Commission

BTC is a networking marketing association with the aim to promote tourism to the Baltic Sea region in North America, Asia and Spain.  The main activities of BTC include: press- and trade familiarization trips, an annual tourism conference, participation in tourism related projects, advocacy of the tourism industry among political decision makers, cooperation with other Baltic Sea organizations and the provision of tourism information.
The European Quartet

The European Quartet is a group of central European countries including: the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia.  The organization has an annual budget of 200,000 to 400,000 Euros which is funded by member governments and to a lesser degree the private sector.  Activities include: maintenance of a common Web-site www.european-quartet.com; multi-language promotional brochure (Chinese, Japanese and English); statistical Information

press releases and photo library; a common promotional video; road shows to key markets; marketing workshops; and special interest promotions.

Greater Tumen Initiative (Joint Tourism Promotion)  
Tumen River Region Development Area comprising China, North Korea, the Russian Federation and Mongolia offering cultural and natural heritage, historic and wildlife-based tourism products targeting mainly North East Asian and European markets seeking soft and hard adventure experiences in this once secluded area.  The UNDP and the Tumen  Programme supported a familiarisation tour of the Tumen Region for selected tour operators and travel journalists in October-November 1999. The participants from China, ROK and European countries assessed the tourist attractions, facilities and services of the area. They also had meetings with local tourism officials and inbound tour operators and travel agents to generate ideas about multi-destination tours in the region.  The project included publication of a promotional brochure for the Tumen Region entitled The Tumen River Area - New Horizons in Travel, which has been translated into Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Russian and widely distributed to local tourism agencies, tour operators and travel journalists. The project has been successful in increasing awareness of the Tumen Region’s tourism resources in key markets, and has been helpful in terms of development of tourism products in the area. The project has been complemented by Tumen Programme participation in a number of international tourism fairs in Asia, which are good opportunities to draw international attention to the attractions of the Tumen Region as a tourist destination.  Total Budget of US$ 70,000

The South Pacific Tourism Organization (SPTO)

The SPTO is the mandated inter-governmental organization for the tourism sector in the South Pacific.  In the early 1980’s an informal association of South Pacific national tourism organizations was formed, which subsequently became the SPTO.  SPTO is an organization with a membership that substantially represents both the public and private sectors.  Current full government member countries include The Cook Islands, Fiji, French Polynesia, Kiribati, New Caledonia, Niue, Papua New Guinea, People's Republic of China, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu. Private sector members include over 200 of the major tourism operators in the region.  The SPTO ’s mission statement is: "To be an internationally dynamic and leading tourism organization in the development of public and private sector tourism businesses in the South Pacific.’  Key marketing activities of the SPTO include: Regional Branding; Overseas Representation; Travel Show/Road Show Coordination and Facilitation; Regional Collateral Material; Regional Tourism Magazine; Web site development and promotion; Internet Marketing; Lead Generation; Tourism Products Database; and Internet and Marketing Training / Consulting
Tourism Vancouver Island 

Tourism Vancouver Island is a destination marketing organization whose vision is “To Position the Vancouver Island Region as a Premier Destination”.  The organization is a not for profit association representing the tourism stakeholders within the Vancouver Island region, which includes all the islands located between Vancouver Island and the mainland coast and also includes coastal areas of the mainland coast between Moses and Bute Inlets.  Tourism Vancouver Island is one of six regional destination marketing organizations (DMO) in British Columbia that are contracted by Tourism British Columbia to deliver marketing initiatives on behalf of the region.  As part of this contract each region administers the Tourism Partner Program for their respective region.  Through the Tourism Partner Program, Tourism Vancouver Island is able to offer tourism stakeholders within the region the opportunity to participate in marketing initiatives at greatly reduced costs.  In partnership with tourism stakeholders and Tourism BC, Tourism Vancouver Island coordinates over $1.5 million in advertising and promotional campaigns targeted at driving tourism business to the Vancouver Island Region. The association is governed by a board of directors that is made up of industry professionals from various parts of the Vancouver Island region.  The marketing committee meets regularly to evaluate and recommend strategies and tactics that are focused on reaching the vision of the association. 
The above subregional groupings as well as other individual competing destinations’ positioning concepts range from landscape, sightseeing and urban tourism based on shopping and nightlife of Hong Kong, Macau, Zuhai and Canton in the Pearl River Delta; soft and hard adventure and Buddhist culture in the SASEC; relaxation and fun in tropical island resorts of the South Pacific and Caribbean; hard and soft adventure in the Tumen River Area; and wildlife tourism in SADC.  In ASEAN, Malaysia positions itself as a microcosm of Asia while Singapore positions itself as an urban tourism destination and gateway to Asia. Within the broad positioning framework among potential competing regional destinations for its markets, the GMS is distinctive in its ownership of the Mekong River and its rich array of ethnic peoples and cultures.  
What is clear from seeing what comparable organizations are doing in terms of marketing activities is that any MTCO marketing plan must include consideration of several core channels, including: Trade Marketing, Consumer Marketing, Market Research and Intelligence, Media and Public Relations, Global Branding, and Internet Marketing.  These various channels will be explored for their individual merit later in this Plan.
Institutional Recommendations
In consideration of the input provided by the PSAG, consultations with individuals involved in tourism marketing and promotion in GMS countries and a review of the marketing activities of comparable organizations, the following institutional recommendations have been developed.  
These recommendations should be seen as ‘critical success factors’ which will enable the MTCO to overcome the current problems and issues which are symptomatic of the organization’s weaknesses.  These recommendations will provide the necessary institutional foundation for the MTCO to implement the marketing program outlined in this marketing plan. 
· For the purposes of marketing, the institution should be referred to as the ‘Mekong Tourism Office’ - (the ‘C’ in MTCO is confusing and dilutes the brand);
· A clear demarcation and distinction between the marketing and development functions of the MTCO should be established (MTO for the marketing role and MTCO for the development role).  For hereon, this Plan refers to the MTO and MTCO in these respective roles. 
· A dedicated tourism marketing professional should be retained to lead and organize the MTO marketing program;
· It should be agreed that the MTO marketing mission statement is to increase long stay and above average spending subregional travellers to the GMS (it is estimated that there were approximately 1,000,000 such travellers in 2006 or 4.5 percent of the 22 million visitors to the region);  
· The ongoing financial commitment by member governments in the form of annual membership dues is essential;
· Internal communication between the MTO, the MTCO and member NTOs must improve through consistent and regular national updates from the NTOs to the MTO and MTCO;
· Greater awareness of the MTO and the MTCO among GMS private and public sector tourism stakeholders needs to be developed;

· Simple, focussed, cost effective and well managed marketing activities must be implemented in the short term;
· The private sector must be fully engaged, initially as a dialogue partner and later potentially as a financial supporter, particularly for the MTO.  The same holds true for the MTCO and the donor community;
· Improved information content and flow to the international trade, media and consumer is essential;
· The short, medium and long term marketing plan provided in this MTO Plan should be agreed upon and from thereon fully embraced by all member countries.
2. Global Travel and Tourism
This section of the report explores the dynamics of tourism in the new millennium.  As many readers of this Plan will know, travel and tourism is an internationally competitive industry that in recent years has been increasingly recognized for its ability to attract foreign revenue, lure international investment, reduce poverty and help preserve the natural and cultural heritages at the national, provincial (state) and municipal levels of many countries. Nowhere is the potential of tourism more evident than in the GMS.  Only two decades ago a worn torn region, today the countries of the GMS are experiencing some of the most robust tourism growth rates on the planet.  
Issues and Trends

Travel and tourism will grow to new heights in the 21st century as it becomes more accessible to a larger cross section of the global population. This will result in commensurate economic opportunities for developed and emerging destinations around the world.  It will also create major challenges, not only in attracting and serving increased tourism demand, but also in mitigating the numerous potential negative externalities that will emerge as a result of tourism’s rapid growth. Successful destinations will strike a balance in developing their tourism industries by monitoring international trends, engaging tourism stakeholders, ensuring that the benefits of tourism outweigh any potential negative impacts and pledging a more equitable distribution of tourism revenue.

There is good reason for countries to focus on honing their abilities in tourism: it is a big business. According to the UNWTO, 846 million international visitor arrivals generated US$733 billion (US$2 billion/day) in tourism revenue in 2006.  Tourism represents 35 percent the world’s export of services and over 70 percent in the Least Development Countries. The UNWTO predicts that international tourism demand will double by 2020 to an astronomical 1.6 billion visitors generating well over US$1 trillion.  

Currently, the tourism industry is characterized by a variety of issues and trends, which present a range of inherent threats and opportunities.  These include, but are not necessarily limited to: 

· There has been an increase in the perception of terrorist threats in many countries most graphically embodied in the Bali bombings in 2002 and 2005. There have also been subsequent terrorism scares and attacks in London, Glasgow, Madrid, Bangkok and other destinations. 

· The notable growth of China into one of the largest source markets in the Asia Pacific region has become a primary focus of the world’s tourism industry. Chinese nationals have been increasingly visiting international destinations; a trend the industry widely agrees will continue to increase in the foreseeable future.  Equally phenomenal growth is also evident from the Indian outbound market.

· New destination branding campaigns from relative newcomers such as India, South Korea, New Zealand, Egypt, South Africa, Vietnam, Eastern Europe and the Philippines have been recently launched, adding increased competition to mainstay destinations such as Australia, Singapore, Thailand and Malaysia.

· Technology such as the internet has made booking travel-related products easy and convenient, empowering the consumer to be less reliant upon the traditional tourism supply chain. This disintermediation opens many possibilities for consumer-direct marketing and distribution.

· In what many refer to as the emergence of a Leisure Society, tourism is seen as a basic right – as opposed to an activity for a privileged few - and has become widely accessible for a more diverse global demographic. The rise of low-cost airlines and cut-rate travel deals is fuelling a new wave of demand for tourism in the new millennium. A similar boom last occurred in the early 1970’s with the launch of the Boeing 747 and other technological advancements in transport creating a wave of mass international tourism demand by increasing affordability and access.

· The emergence of sub-regional cooperative agreements in which neighbouring countries jointly market multi-nation itineraries in an attempt to increase the value and synergy for the tourist and the participating economies is on the rise.

· Demand is rapidly increasing for niche tourism products that are customised to satisfy the tastes of an increasingly discerning traveller, particularly among business and affluent leisure travellers. Many of these new niches are narrowly defined, but should not be overlooked.

· An increased awareness and consciousness among travellers of the social and environmental impacts of tourism which is fuelling a rapidly increasing interest in responsible, sustainable and green tourism.

Luring Today’s Discerning Traveller
The emergence of mass tourism since the 1960s is a dominant feature in the international expansion of world travel creating a fundamental shift in the industry. The 1990s saw a move from industry-based standardized packages toward greater personalised and flexible itineraries, a difference in the nature of experiences sought and concern with issues such as the environment and sustainability.  As a result, a great range of niche products has been developed and marketed to fulfil the demand for increasingly sophisticated travel tastes.

One of the most complicated factors to emerge in international travel is how to attract an increasingly discerning consumer to select one destination over another when making holiday plans.  It is generally acknowledged that most consumers will select a range of destinations (often three to five) when considering where to go on holiday.  A major element in this decision is the destination’s image.  Potential tourists select destinations through a process of elimination, which is often not a straight linear process from A to B to C. Travellers survey the many options, analyse and evaluate them and consider specific places based on their knowledge, the images portrayed in the media, value, and opinions of friends, family and colleagues. This can make travel decisions a lengthy and complex process often based on compromises.

Image and perception can be powerful tools in enticing travellers to a destination. Elements for memorable experiences such as the landscape, culture and interaction with the people of a country can feature as focal points in promoting awareness of a destination, (e.g. Paris’ Eiffel Tower, China’s Great Wall and San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge).  These icons and experiences can lead tourists to associate positive, must-see reasons to travel to a destination. This makes it imperative for a destination to create images of their tourism offerings that differentiate them from the competition. Obviously, negative images and publicity can be counter productive and present a major challenge to this process.

It is important to reflect on some of the many consumer trends now affecting tourist consumption, which may shape the quality as well as the nature of tourism demand in the coming years:

· Consumers are more discerning in their tourism purchases, irrespective of what they pay, and have high expectations of quality.

· Increasing numbers of global consumers are becoming more e-savvy and able to use new  technologies to uncover the range and extent of available travel and holiday options, leading to a greater demand for value-adding in the purchase and consumption process.

· Increasing numbers of experienced travellers are seeking more innovative, unusual and finely targeted products which match their lifestyles, perception of their lifestyle, interests and needs.  The traditional annual holiday of one to two weeks, purchased through a travel agent from a mass produced brochure, will no longer be the norm.

· The tourism industry is now faced with more discriminating clients, a proportion of which are willing to purchase a portfolio of products that appeal to their time-poor, cash-rich lifestyles.  Ease of consumption is the new buzzword: the holiday or trip is now seen as an opportunity to unwind and relax, and travellers will not tolerate stress, disorganization and lack of attention to detail.

· Marketing techniques, which stress targeting, segmentation and client identification to capture the individual needs of the traveller, provide optimal profits for the tourism provider.

· Low-cost, high-volume mass products such as low-cost airline travel will continue to fill a niche for independent price-sensitive travellers.

· Consumers continue to be heavily influenced by the image created by branding and advertising which establishes market position, defines value-added consumer benefits and builds confidence in tourism products.  This trend is likely to continue, with destinations and operators using the brand image to create a unique appeal to more pinpointed markets and groups.

· New product development to appeal to individualized aspects of demand (e.g. health and wellness tourism) will see further growth, as niche products aimed at specific groups with these interests are developed. 

As consumer preferences and behaviour shift with emerging technologies and lifestyle trends, it is essential that the tourism industry is able to adapt these changes into its product offerings and marketing approach.  
Amadeus, a leading Global Distribution System (GDS), recently commissioned a report entitled Future Traveller Tribes 2020 which brings together major macro, consumer and technology trends in order to understand what the future of air travel may hold.  The report identified four tribes that will have the most impact on the travel business in the future.  They include: active seniors, global clans, cosmopolitan commuters and global executives.  
Of particularly pertinence to the GMS, is the Active Seniors category which will be aged between 50 and 75 in 2020.  As the global population ages, there will be an unprecedented number of older people travelling.  With advances in science and medicine, this group will be healthier and more active than previous generations of the same age, and with higher disposable incomes, many will be taking holidays and short breaks to relax and enjoy the freedom of retirement.  This will further stimulate demand for health and wellness holidays.  Another key finding of the report is the increasing desire among consumers for ‘experience’ and the need to get away from the routines of every day life.
3. Tourism in the Greater Mekong Sub-Region
This section of the Plan takes a closer look at GMS tourism and provides an analysis of existing tourism demand, key segments, the subregion’s tourism product offerings, and issues related to market position and branding.  Much of the data used here has been extrapolated from the 2004 market research conducted in conjunction with the Tourism Sector Strategy and is therefore understandably outdated.  The section concludes with a SWOT analysis of GMS tourism marketing.  

Visitor Arrivals

Tourism arrivals to the GMS as set in the Tourism Sector Strategy are forecast to increase from 16.4 million in 2004 to 31.9 million in 2010 and 52 million in 2015.  In 2006, total international arrivals to the sub-region reached 22.28 million
, an increase of 9.4% on 2005 indicating continued strong recovery from the difficult years of 2003 and the Tsunami affected 2005, putting the sub-region on track with regard to the 2010 target of 31.9 million international arrivals set in the Tourism Sector Strategy. 
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After a moderate but steady trend towards convergence in the share of arrivals between the GMS countries between 1996 and 2004, the trend flattened off in 2005 and reversed in 2006.  This reflects both the opening of the new Suvarnabumi Airport coupled with big investment in the marketing of Thailand which has fueled tourism growth in the Kingdom.  The emerging capacity constraints in the other GMS countries in the area of cross border facilitation, air services, accommodations, tours and the basic support infrastructure needed to ensure a sustainable and attractive environment for tourists has created limitations in growth in other GMS destinations.  However, the trend to convergence of market shares should receive a boost from the additional capacity being developed as a result of various road and air infrastructure connectivity and tourist facility projects expected to come on line in 2009 and 2010.
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Existing Markets

In reviewing the independent and collective key national source markets for MTO member destinations, several markets stand out for their significant contribution to visitor numbers. 
For Cambodia and Vietnam the top ten source markets is clearly predominated by travellers originating from Northeast Asian countries, particularly Korea, Japan and China (PRC).  While the data for China’s Yunnan and Guangxi Provinces was incomplete, it appears that after the considerable demand generated by domestic Chinese visitors, there is strong interest among numerous North American and European markets.  Tourism demand for Laos is highly slanted to cross boarder visitors from neighbouring Thailand.  Thailand’s tourism demand is well balanced with no single market predominating except Malaysia due to heavy cross border activities in the south of the country.  While tourism arrivals to Myanmar remain relatively low at just over a quarter of a million visitors there is strong penetration into a variety of markets with considerable interest by high yield visitors.
Notably, four markets appear on each of the top ten source markets lists: Japan, the USA, China and Thailand.  

	Country
	Top Ten Source Markets
	Number of Arrivals

in 2006
	Percent of Total Arrivals

	Cambodia
	1. Korea

2. Japan

3. USA

4. Taiwan

5. China PRC

6. Vietnam

7. Malaysia

8. Thailand

9. United Kingdom

10. France

Total
	216,584

158,353

123,847

85,139

80,540

77,524

77,028

76,953

73,767

71,978

1.041,713
	17.9%

10.0%

7.8%

5.4%

5.1%

4.9%

4.8%

4.8%

4.6%

4.5%

65.5%

	China

Only Yunnan numbers represented based on 2005 available data.  Accurate data for Guangxi not available at time of writing of this report.
	1. Thailand

2. Singapore

3. USA

4. France

5. Germany

6. Australia

7. United Kingdom

8. Canada

Total
	81,172

63,150

62,981

43,768

28,543

25,501

17,289

15,479

337,883
	5.4%

4.2%

4.2%

2.9%

1.9%

1.7%

1.2%

1.0%

22.5%

	Laos
	1. Thailand

2. Vietnam

3. China PRC

4. USA

5. France

6. United Kingdom

7. Japan

8. Australia

9. Germany

10. Canada

Total
	675,845

190,442

50,317

46,829

32,453

31,684

23,147

22,021

18,004

12,419

1,080,014
	55.6%

15.7%

4.1%

3.9%

2.7%

2.6%

1.9%

1.8%

1.5%

1.0%

90.8%

	Myanmar 
	1. Thailand

2. China PRC

3. Japan

4. Korea

5. USA

6. Germany

7. Taiwan

8. France

9. Singapore

10. Italy

Total
	30,400

24,893

18,945

18,265

18,052

18,003

15,827

15,498

10,952

10,774

181,609
	11.5%

9.4%

7.2%

6.9%

6.8%

6.8%

6.0%

5.9%

4.2%

4.1%

68.9%

	Country
	Top Ten Source Markets
	Number of Arrivals

in 2006
	Percent of Total Arrivals

	Thailand
	1. Malaysia

2. Japan

3. China PRC

4. United Kingdom

5. USA

6. Singapore

7. Australia

8. India

9. Germany

10. Taiwan

Total
	1,591,328

1,311,987

949,117

850,685

694,258

687,160

549,547

459,795

516,659

475,117

8,085,653
	10.8%

8.9%

6.4%

5.8%

4.7%

4.7%

3.7%

3.1%

3.5%

3.2%

54.9%

	Vietnam

	1. China PRC

2. Korea

3. USA

4. Japan

5. Taiwan

6. Australia

7. Cambodia

8. France

9. Thailand

10. Malaysia

Total
	516,286

421,741

385,654

383,896

274,663

172,519

154,956

132,304

123,804

105,558

2,671,381
	14.4%

11.8%

10.8%

10.7%

7.7%

4.8%

4.3%

3.7%

3.5%

2.9%

74.5%



Source: Respective NTO’s, ADB TSS and PATA Strategic Intelligence Centre

For the GMS as a whole, there is a good balance in tourism demand with the top ten markets contributing only 54 percent of the region’s 22 million visitors.  The remaining 46 percent of the sub-region’s tourism demand is broadly penetrated into a variety of other markets.  Japan is one of the world’s top tourism spending markets and produces the most visitors to the GMS at nearly 8 percent of all tourism demand.  Other markets that are recognized as producing high yield visitors are the USA, the United Kingdom, Singapore and Australia.  The markets from China PRC, Korea and Taiwan, while delivering high volumes of visitors to the GMS, tend to produce lower yields due to short lengths of stay and low per diem expenditures. Thailand, because of its central location in the GMS and emerging middle class represents an important market within the sub-region. 
	Country
	Top Ten Source Markets
	Number of Arrivals

in 2006
	Percent of Total Arrivals

	Overall (GMS)
	1. Japan

2. Malaysia

3. China PRC

4. Korea

5. USA

6. United Kingdom

7. Thailand

8. Singapore

9. Australia

10. Taiwan
	1,754,176

1,734,027

1,584,590

1,548,343

1,041,468

1,018,219

936,013

882,581

803,087

791,476

12,093,980
	7.9%

7.8%

7.1%

6.9%

4.7%

4.6%

4.2%

4.0%

3.6%

3.5%

54.3%



Source: Senior Advisor Estimations, Respective NTO’s, ADB TSS and PATA Strategic Intelligence Centre

According to data provided in the Tourism Sector Strategy, it is estimated that international visitors to the GMS stay an average of 7.6 nights and spend around $97.42 per day.  These numbers are based on limited information and further research is required to understand the actual economic impact of the top source markets and segments to the GMS.  International visitors tend to come mostly for leisure and holiday travel purposes (65%), use mainly air transportation to get to and travel within the sub-region (75% of arrivals), and 20% are on a package tour.  

As shown in the below chart, Northeast Asia clearly produced the highest number of visitor arrivals to the GMS in 2006 (33%).  This is followed by Europe with 22 percent of all visitor arrivals.  Impressively, the GMS produced 16 percent of its own visitors lead by Thailand, a market included in all of the top ten source market lists.  The Americas, the Pacific and Southeast Asia (other than GMS) each respectively produced 7 percent of all GMS tourism demand with another 8 percent contributed by a variety of other countries in Asia and the world.
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Key Segments

A survey of 2,208 international tourists departing the subregion at its main international exit points was undertaken as part of the GMS Tourism Sector Strategy. The study aimed to develop a profile of the tourists, their visitation and expenditure patterns, and their attitudes and opinions towards the GMS as a single destination.

Respondents were asked to identify, from a given list, the specific tourist activities that they engaged in during their visit in the GMS. Sightseeing (75%) and eating local food (82%) were the two most common activities of the respondents.  Hiking (17%) and visiting cultural communities (21%) were relatively less popular tourist activities.
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Source: ADB TSS
One key research objective of the survey was to develop a profile of the subregional traveller, or the tourist who visits more than one GMS country in a given trip. There appear to be significant differences between subregional and single-destination visitors in terms of their participation in other tourist or recreational activities. As shown in the figure below, significantly greater proportions of subregional travellers participate in hiking and visits to natural parks, cultural sites, and cultural communities compared to those who visit only one country at a time. Interestingly, the findings also showed that those tourists engaged in beach-type holidays were least likely to engage in multi-country visits.
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Source: ADB TSS
Of those surveyed, seven out of ten (71.65%) of the visitors to the GMS did not visit any other countries in the sub-region. About eighty-percent of visitors to Thailand (79.6%) and Yunnan Province (83.9%) visited those GMS destinations exclusively. In contrast, almost all visitors to Laos, and about three-fourths of the visitors to Siem Reap, Cambodia said that they visited other GMS countries in the same trip.   The following chart highlights these findings.
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Source: ADB TSS
The survey found that: 47 percent visited just one additional country, while another 17 percent reported visiting two additional countries (for a total of three countries in the same trip); subregional travellers spent an average of 21.05 nights in the subregion; and subregional travelers spent an average of $82.13 per day in the country in which they were surveyed. 

Europeans (49%), North Americans (17%) and Australians (13%) comprised the main subregional markets departing the subregion by air between October and December 2004 with the highest lengths of stay visiting up to three or four countries (usually Thailand, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam); followed by the Asian markets of Japan, Korea, ASEAN and India, and a small Middle east segment with considerably lower lengths of stay visiting at most two GMS countries (usually Thailand and Cambodia or Viet Nam and Cambodia). The regional markets of ASEAN, East, and South Asia account for a relatively modest proportion of total subregional travelers reflecting the limited time they have available for this type of travel compared to the long haul markets. The survey found that subregional travelers were more likely to:

· undertake pro-poor activities such as hiking, visiting natural parks, visiting cultural sites and visits to cultural communities;

· use other forms of lodging services in addition to traditional hotel facilities in main destination points;

· spend on local handicraft, food and beverage services;

· have holiday travel as their main purpose of travel in the subregion (over 80 percent of long haul subregional travelers and 65 percent for those coming from the Asia Pacific Region);

· engage in repeat visitation (between 55 and 62 percent) compared to shorter haul subregional markets; and

· be relatively young affluent professions ranging from 35 to 40 years in age.

The survey also found that a significant number of subregional travellers mentioned the ‘Mekong River’ and ‘Mekong Delta’ as the image that most came to mind about the subregion. Subregional travellers also associated the Mekong with “culture” and “cultural” with the cultural features dominated by images of Hindu or Buddhist temples. The people of the region, especially the ethnic groups, also made strong impressions on the subregional travellers.
GMS Product Offerings

The attractions of the GMS countries are unique and at the same time possess many similarities.  All the GMS countries are recognized for their:

1. beautiful natural attractions;

2. engaging cultural traditions; and 
3. extremely friendly people.

Thailand which is branded as Amazing Thailand is a major global destination for beach holidays with over half of its 14 million annual visitors going to the southern beach resorts along the Andaman Coast.  Other major draws to Thailand is the hustle and bustle of cosmopolitan Bangkok as well as the ethnic and natural attractions of Thailand’s Northern provinces.  Thailand is also world renown for its unique and very spicy cuisine which has become a global gastronomic fad.

Vietnam which is branded as the Hidden Charm offers a range of attractions from beaches to ethnic and cultural attractions.  Visitors to Vietnam tend to travel from north to south or vice versa, and absorb the variety of attractions along Vietnam’s vast coast line.  Many visits to Vietnam are for nostalgic and historic reasons.  Similarly, Vietnamese food is widely recognized for its unique taste and natural ingredients.

Tourism in Cambodia is centred almost entirely around Angkor Wat in Siem Reap.  Angkor Wat is one of the leading world heritage sites and a must see attraction for the modern day globetrotter.  Equally exciting, but far less visited, is Cambodia’s capital city of Phnom Penh and the charming southern coastal town of Sihanoukville.  
China’s Guangxi and Yunnan provinces provide a glimpse of the exciting land known as China.  Yunnan is known for its impressive nature and historical Lijiang which is a UNESCO world heritage city.  Guilin’s landscape features mountains, caves and statuesque monoliths.  What better way to start to explore China than in Guangxi and Yunnan.

Mysterious Myanmar is a land unto itself.  Yangon maintains a colonial charm with wide tree lined avenues, lakes and turn of the century architecture.  The former royal capital of Mandalay evokes a romantic bygone era, with the royal palace sitting at the foot of the Mandalay Hill.  Bagan is a remarkable archaeological sight which has inspired visitors for decades with its ancient temples dotting the landscape.  
Laos is currently working on developing a tourism brand.  The country’s main tourist areas include: Vientiane, Luang Prabang, Champasak, Vang Vieng, Luang Namtha and Savannakhet.  While the main tourism offerings of the country are city tours and cultural visits, there is a move towards providing more activity-based tours including activities such as: white water rafting, rock-climbing, kayaking, trekking, village homestays, mountain biking and elephant riding.  
According to the GMS TSS visitor survey, the friendliness of the GMS people is rated highly when compared with other Asian destinations (a score of five being the highest).  Other attractive features of the GMS vs. other Asian countries include value for money, food, as well as natural and cultural attractions.
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Source: ADB TSS
In summary, it can be said that the GMS has a wealth of nature-based and cultural products, which form the basis of the region’s subregional tourism product.  A number of primary and secondary products segments can be construed which have the potential to bind the seven GMS destinations and provide an anchor for the marketing message and focus.  They include, but by no means are limited to:
	Primary Product Segments
	Secondary Product Segments

	Culture and Heritage
	Self Drive Tours

	Eco-tourism
	River Cruising

	Backpacking, Cycling and Adventure
	Bird Watching and Horticulture

	Beach (sun and fun)
	MICE

	Health and Wellness
	Gastronomy


Based on the survey of subregional travellers, travel offerings and packages likely to appeal to the target markets include air, road and water-based: 

· group and independent general culture/nature sightseeing tours targeting the North East Asian, European, South East Asian and Australian/New Zealand segments of the market;

· group and independent culture tourism programs offering ancient civilizations and monuments, pilgrimage, ethnic groups, and historic sites, targeting North East Asian, European, South East Asian, North American, Indian, and Australian/New Zealand segments of the market;

· group and independent nature-based tourism programs including wildlife tourism involving visits to national parks, nature reserves, and protected areas targeting nature and wildlife travel segments in North East Asia, Europe, North America, and   Australia/New Zealand;  and

· group and independent adventure tourism programs offering trekking, rafting, kayaking, tubing, climbing, and caving targeting adventure travel segments in Europe, North America, and Australia/New Zealand.

The above programs should be priced in the range $500 to $2,500 per person depending upon length of the tour excluding cost of travel to the subregion.
In developing the marketing plan for the development of the subregional traveller market, the MTO must carefully identify those product segments that most accurately reflect the collective nature of the GMS destinations.  
Market Positioning and Branding
The Tourism Sector Strategy survey also sought to identify the image of the Mekong subregion as a destination among travellers.  Through the qualitative inputs of the tourists survey, three key themes were identified. The first is that of water. This includes images of the water systems: the Mekong River and Delta, as well as other freshwater bodies of water. This also covers the ways of life in and around these bodies of water – boats, slow cruises, floating markets, etc.

Another important theme is culture and history. The region’s archaeological treasures combined with its complex of temples provide tourists with vivid pictures that, for them, are undeniably from the Mekong region.  Finally, the people of the Mekong, leave lasting impressions of hospitality and warmth on the visitors.

Respondents were asked what first came to their mind when the word “Mekong” was mentioned. Almost 3 in 4 respondents in the sample (75.48%) answered this question. As may be expected for an open-ended question, there was a wide range of answers. Nevertheless, some common themes could be identified from the most frequently-mentioned words or phrases.

One emerging theme revolved around the bodies of water, specifically fresh-water bodies, of the sub-region. “River” was mentioned by 174 respondents, while 73 associated the Mekong with “Delta”. Interestingly, the “River” was more likely to be mentioned by respondents from Thailand, Cambodia and Laos, while respondents from Vietnam referred more often to the “Delta”. There were very few comments about the Mekong River from the respondents in Yunnan and Myanmar.  Aside from the Mekong, other bodies of water like the Kwai River (13) and Inle Lake (20) were specifically mentioned.

Others associated Mekong with activities that could be done on the water. “Boats” were mentioned by 147 respondents. “Floating” markets or villages were also mentioned 41 times. “Tubing” and “slow” boat trips were also mentioned by a few respondents. These could suggest a relatively relaxed, leisurely image of rivers as well as of river life.  Not surprisingly, “beaches” and “islands” were key words that Bangkok respondents mentioned.

There is also a strong cultural element associated with the Mekong. “Culture” and “cultural” appeared to be among the key words for the subregion. In many cases the image of a subregional culture is dominated by images of Hindu or Buddhist temples. “Wat”, “temple”, or “pagoda” was the most frequently mentioned. 

Specific religious/cultural destinations also came up in the survey. Not surprisingly, many tourists – including almost two-thirds of the visitors to Cambodia – specifically identified “Angkor” with the subregion. Other places mentioned included Luang Prabang and Bagan. 

However, the respondents to Yunnan Province tended to remember attractions within Yunnan or China. The images from Yunnan Province most commonly touched on the stone or petrified forest, Chinese tea, or specific destinations (e.g. Lijiang, Xishuangbanna). Others made comments about the culture or natural beauty of Yunnan in general terms.

The people of the region also made strong impressions on the respondents. There appeared to be some recognition of the indigenous cultures in the subregion. Words like “communities”, “minorities” and “nationalities” were used by the respondents – often in conjunction with adjectives such as “ethnic” or “cultural”. Some respondents also noted the “friendliness” and “kindness” of the “people”.  Twenty-seven (27) respondents wrote “None” or “Nothing”, with one respondent explaining that “I don’t know what is Mekong”.
GMS Tourism SWOT

An analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats has been undertaken for the GMS.  The focus of this SWOT analysis is on marketing related issues.
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· Unique range of nature based and cultural attractions;

· UNESCO World Heritage sites;

· Fascinating indigenous cultures and traditions;

· Generally friendly and hospitable local population;
· Well established and spectacular cultural events;
· Extraordinary natural environments, many possessing unique and rare flora and fauna;

· Relative closeness to Asian source markets;
· Excellent accessibility through international hubs such as Bangkok and HCM City;

· Comprehensive air and land transport network;
· Relatively unspoiled environment;

· Increasing support from central governments for tourism (and some provincial governments);

· Strong regional private sector companies;

· Well establish cooperative framework through MTCO.
	· Weak and inconsistent branding in key markets;

· Historically low level of promotions and funds thinly spread across a number of markets;

· Limited capacity among many governments to plan and market the tourism sector;

· Low community and government awareness of tourism benefits and needs;

· Lack of market research/weak statistical base;

· Weak provincial tourism bureaus and associations;

· Limited private sector involvement in destination marketing;

· Weak public private partnership frameworks;

· Insufficient government investment and commitment to regionalism;



	Opportunities
	Threats

	· Growing global interest in activity based special interest tourism;
· Growing iconic status of natural and cultural heritage attractions;

· Increased intra-regional and international air services (particularly low cost carriers);

· Increase coordination of marketing and industry participation;

· The aura and mystique of the Mekong;
· Mobilisation of MTCO as a centralised regional tourism marketing and development agency; 

· Develop stronger branding;

· Commitment to regionalism;

· Emergence of Asian tourist;

· Concentrate marketing on key defined source markets;

· Strengthen research base to underpin marketing strategies;

· Positively manage image in key markets through PR programme;

· Increased internet marketing activities;

· Focus marketing on to niche markets;

· Strengthen marketing capacity within MTCO, respective NTOs and regional industry associations
	· Increasing global oil prices

· Terrorist or security incidents as major deterrent to travel;

· Inaction;
· Global and regional competitions and increasing competitor marketing;
· HIV/AIDS epidemic or other pandemics will deter visitors;

· Political and economic instability;

· Adverse publicity;

· Lack of sustainable tourism operations;

· Reduced funding for development and promotion




Source: Senior Advisor Appraisal, ADB TSS
4.
The Marketing Implementation Plan
This section drafts a three phased marketing approach for the MTO.  It is founded on the global and GMS marketing information provided in sections 2 and 3 of this report.  It also takes into consideration the numerous institutional challenges and assumes that the recommendations highlighted in section 1 are adopted by the TWG and respective GMS NTO leaders and tourism ministers.  Further consultations and dialogue between public and private sector stakeholders will need to be undertaken in the refinement of this marketing implementation plan which should be treated as a Living Document.
The Marketing Phases
The Plan proposes three distinct and unique phases of implementation, each supported by a thematic focus.  They include:


Phase One – Partnership and Information Consolidation (short term)


Phase Two – Awareness Building and Brand Expansion (medium term)


Phase Three – Celebration (long term)

Each phase is contingent upon the success of the previous phase.  All phases are based on the assumption that the MTO and the MTCO operating under one umbrella are well organized and managed as per the recommendations made in section one.
Marketing Principles and Tools
The following principles have been adopted in developing the strategies and actions, which underpin this Plan:
· Focus marketing on products where the GMS has world competitive advantage;

· Focus marketing on countries/segments where the identified products have potential for significant growth;

· Coordinate all marketing activities with the private sector, primarily through the established industry associations and overseas wholesalers;

· Maximize the level of funding available by undertaking all marketing activities on a cooperative basis with the private sector;

· Focus marketing activities on the overseas travel trade sector and public relations as a priority;

· Improve the effectiveness of marketing activities and information distribution, through the development and use of technology;

· Enhance sub-regional cooperation and information flow through dedicated points of contact in each member destination.

Distribution of the marketing message will be through the active engagement in following activities and channels:
· Trade Marketing

· Consumer Marketing

· Market Research and Intelligence

· Media and Public Relations

· Global Branding

· Internet Marketing
Short, Medium and Long Term Action Plan

PHASE ONE will take place during 2008 and will focus on the theme of ‘partnership and information consolidation’.  Activities have been developed with the idea of overcoming the MTO’s two immediate challenges: poor internal communication and a lack of consumer and trade information on subregional tourism.  Importantly, many of these issues also resonate for the MTCO in its development mission; it is important to facilitate and nurture this overlap.
Following extensive consultation with the GMS public and private stakeholders, several proposed ‘pilot projects’ have been developed for immediate implementation by the MTO.  The projects are essential to establish internal capacity and ensure accurate and easily accessible information on GMS tourism.

MTO Country Coordinator Program: Each member destination of the MTO shall appoint a MTO Country Coordinator who will be charged with assuring strong two-way communication between the MTO headquarters in Bangkok and the respective NTOs.  The Country Coordinator should be a motivated junior level NTO staff member with fluency in English.  The country coordinator shall:

· Provide up-to-date information on in-country tourism happenings for publication in the monthly Mekong Tourism Update newsletter and www.mekongtourism.org;

· Facilitate information flow between respective NTOs and the ADB/MTCO Project Coordinator;

· In conjunction with the MTO, organize media and trade visits to respective destination;

· Promote MTO and MTCO initiatives in respective country;

It is proposed that the MTO operating budget will subsidise a small monthly stipend to cover related costs for the administration of these activities at the national level.

Expand www.mekongtourism.org: The website shall be developed into two distinct streams: 

· Institutional – focus on development agenda by communicating MTCO activities as they relate to the 28-spatial and thematic projects outlined in the Mekong Tourism Strategy.  The target market for these communications is bi-lateral and multi-lateral development and donor partners as well as academic researchers and GMS member country NTOs.

· Consumer/Travel Trade – focus on the marketing agenda by presenting comprehensive, un-biased tourism information to the global travel trade and consumer in support of the MTO mission to increase the number long stay and above average spending subregional travellers.  

Creation of Mekong Tourism Travel Planner (CD-Rom format):  Develop clear, concise information on Mekong Tourism for use by the travel trade in their efforts to develop their wholesale programs in the region.  This information will also be used on the MTO website. Examples of information that will be included are:

· Visa information and ‘visa-on-arrival’ border check points;

· Country background and history;

· Easy to re-produce text and photos;

· Tourism circuits by Air, Road, and Rail; and
· Maps

International Mekong Tourism Functions:  Organize small Mekong events with travel trade and media focus groups in select source markets.  These proposed networking events will last 1-2 hours including a thirty minute PowerPoint presentation followed by a modest cocktail reception.  The events will expand the relationship between the MTO and major travel producers and trade/consumer media.  Focus markets under investigation include: 1) Intra-regional travellers in the GMS countries; and 2) ASEAN + 3.  The MTO will hold up to three such events in 2008/2009.  

Regional MTO Network Events:  Organize Mekong Events in each of the MTO member destinations to familiarize and engage public and private sector stakeholders with the MTO marketing plan.
MTO Database: Urgently develop the MTO database to include a broader cross section of travel trade professionals (particularly special interest tour operators) and media.    

Monthly Mekong Tourism Update:  Continue to publish this important monthly newsletter which shall be distributed to the MTO and MTCO database.
Private Sector Advisory Group Meetings:  Continue to engage the PSAG.  The proposed 2008 meeting schedule is as follows: February 10, 2008; April 11, 2008; July 11, 2008; October 10, 2008; and December 19, 2008.
Market Research: In conjunction with partner organizations such as the IFC Mekong Private Sector Development Fund (MPDF), undertake further market research to monitor the exact number of subregional travellers as well as key market and product segments for the subregional marketing focus.
PHASE TWO shall take place between January and December 2009 (12 months) and the overarching theme will be ‘awareness building and brand expansion’.   Activities in this phase will not only continue to focus on continuing to nurture activities highlighted in phase one, but will also develop activities aimed at GMS branding, public relations and internet marketing.
Refinement of www.mekongtourism.org: The second phase of web development will focus on developing and refining the capability of www.mekongtourism.org particularly with respect to web-technologies; possible engagement of social media websites, such as facebook, skype, google earth, etc.; expansion of the website to include a hotel booking engine and expansion of relationship with major GDS’; development of user generated video and an internet TV channel (Mekong TV); and key word optimization.  For example, if today one uses the search word ‘Indochina’, the following websites appear as top ranked: www.travelindochina.com, www.tourismindochina.com, www.indochina-tourism.com, and www.visit-mekong.com.  The search word ‘Mekong’, produces the following websites as top ranked: www.mekongtourism.org, www.visit-mekong.com, www.UNESCAP.org and www.pata.org (MTF 2005).
Re-establish the Mekong Tourism Forum (MTF):  The MTF was a successful subregional event which brought together public and private stakeholders from a broad cross section.  Many have suggested that the event be re-launched in June or July 2009 and possibly held annually.  The focus of the MTF should include a combination of issues related to Mekong Tourism’s development (MTCO) and marketing (MTO) agendas.
Conduct Media and Trade Familiarization Trips:  In conjunction with member NTOs, organize a series of Media and Trade familiarization trips that highlight unique subregional travel opportunities including circuits, eco-tourism products, culture and heritage.  This activity should be complemented with the creation of an engaging and resource rich media kit.  
Visit Mekong Year Preparation:  In preparation for a proposed major promotional campaign in 2010, it will be important to mobilize public and private stakeholder support and develop an appropriate supporting branding for Mekong Tourism Year.  
PHASE THREE shall take place in 2010 (and 2011) and shall be marked as a period of ‘celebration’.  The focal point of phase three will be a landmark event, Visit Mekong Year, which shall be organised in 2010 and will require the full commitment from public and private stakeholders.  Promotion shall include the development of a special consumer discount card known as a Mekong travel pass, a Mekong visitors guide, etc.  A special brand shall be established which will be prominently advertised via the internet as well as through media partnerships that shall be developed.   Upon approval by the TWG and respective NTO and Ministry-level leaders, the Visit Mekong Year will be expanded upon through the development of a clear and concise plan.  In 2011, the year immediately following Visit Mekong Year, the MTO shall focus on refining the Mekong Brand and messaging and responding to the inevitable expansion of public awareness of the GMS as a unified tourism destination.  
Implementation Schedule

The below Gantt Chart provides a timeline for the proposed short, medium and long term marketing activities as proposed in this Plan.

	Activity/Timing
	Jan 2008
	June 2008
	Dec 2008
	Jan 2009
	June 2009
	Dec 2009
	Jan 2010
	June 2010
	Dec 2010
	Jan 2011
	June 2011
	Dec 2011

	Phase One
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Establish Country Coordinators
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Expansion of mekongtourism.org
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Mekong Travel Planner
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Regional MTO Network Events
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Inter’l Mekong Tourism Functions*
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	MTO Database **
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Mekong Tourism Update **
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Private Sector Advisory Meetings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Phase Two
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Refinement of mekongtourism.org
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Re-establish MTF***
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conduct Media and Trade Fams
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Develop Explore Mekong TV****
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Develop Visit Mekong Year Brand
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Phase Three
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Visit Mekong Tourism Year
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Follow up to Mekong Tourism Yr
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


*Overlap between Phase One and Phase Two

**Essential Ongoing Program

***To be held annually beginning in June/July 2009
****Ongoing Program if proven successful in 2009/2010
Marketing Budget 2008-2011
Estimated required funding for programme as outlined in Marketing Plan
	Activity/Timing

(Expressed in US$)
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011

	Phase One (actual)
	
	
	
	

	Establish Country Coordinators
	4,000
	4,000
	4,000
	4,000

	Expansion of mekongtourism.org **
	12,500
	
	
	

	Mekong Travel Planner **
	2,500
	
	
	

	Regional MTO Network Events **
	2,500
	
	
	

	Inter’l Mekong Tourism Functions **
	7,500
	
	
	

	MTO Database
	0
	4,000
	4,000
	4,000

	Mekong Tourism Update
	4,000
	4,000
	4,000
	4,000

	Private Sector Advisory Meetings
	1,000
	1,000
	1,000
	1,000

	Phase Two (estimated)
	
	
	
	

	Refinement of mekongtourism.org
	
	5,000
	5,000
	5,000

	Re-establish MTF
	
	20,000
	20,000
	20,000

	Conduct Media and Trade Fams
	
	10,000
	10,000
	10,000

	Develop Explore Mekong TV
	
	15,000
	15,000
	15,000

	Develop Visit Mekong Year Brand
	
	5,000
	
	

	Phase Three (estimated)
	
	
	
	

	Visit Mekong Tourism Year
	
	
	500,000
	

	
	
	
	
	

	ESTIMATED FUNDS REQUIRED
	34,000
	68,000
	563,000
	63,000

	Proposed Funding Sources
	
	
	
	

	NTO/Ministry Supported Funds
	34,000
	48,000
	363,000
	43,000

	Private Sector Cash and/or In-Kind
	0
	20,000
	200,000
	20,000


** From Extraordinary US$ 25,000 AMTA Funds (in 2008 only); otherwise from operating budget

Appendix One: Minutes Private Sector Advisory Group


1st MTO Private Sector Advisory Group Meeting

31 October 2007

Pacific City Club, Bangkok

Meeting Summary

List of Participants

Mr. John Boley


WCA





Mr. Charlie Kao


TravelMole


Mr. Michael Looney

Softech Business Solutions

Mr. Laurent Malespine

Don’t Blink

Mr. Luzi Matzig


Asian Trails


Mr. Nick Morgan

BlueNile Media




Mr. Don Ross


Ross Publishing



Mr. Ken Scott


Scott Asia Communications
Mr. Bert van Walbeek

The Winning Edge

Mr. John Watson

Diethelm Travel



Mr. Peter Semone

MTCO




Ms. Christine Jacquemin
MTCO



Ms. Pariyanud Trinikorn

MTCO



Apologies

Mr. Glenn de Souza

Best Western International


Mr. Peter Wiesner

Bangkok Airways



Dr. Jutamas Wisansing

Assumption University



I. Introduction

i. Mr. Semone of MTCO gave a brief introduction of the MTCO and the objective of the Private Sector Advisory Group meeting.

ii. Participants then briefly introduced themselves and their organizations.

iii. Mr. Semone briefly explained about each proposed initiatives which include:

a. B2B Networking

b. Mekong Tourism “Consumer” website

c. Mekong Tourism “Trade” website

d. Branding

e. Road shows

f. Attend international events

g. Flagship Mekong Tourism event

h. Public Relations campaign

i. Media familiarization trip

j. Trade familiarization trip

k. Earth TV

II. Brainstorming session

i. Participants felt that US$25,000 as a marketing budget for the promotion of an entire sub-region was marginal and presented a massive constraint.

ii. The group was of the opinion that the main focus of the short term strategy should be on coming up with immediate solutions to regain the confidence of the MTCO from the six NTOs funding the operations of MTCO.  In so doing, this would also encourage the confidence of the private sector which at this time is of the opinion that the MTCO has weak recognition and limited credibility.

iii. The meeting agreed that the MTCO should look into the other multi-country tourism marketing cooperative frameworks in other regions (e.g. Europe, South America, etc.) to learn about their success and challenges or to look for applicable models that the GMS could possibly adopt.

iv. There was a question raised as to whether the NTOs of the countries are truly supportive of sub-regional cooperation; it was suggested that the MTCO needed to accomplish tangible achievements in order to gain the respect of the member NTOs and the private sector.  The MTCO needs to become the ‘glue’ for cooperation between government, the private sector and the whole sub-region.

v. When asked whether the private sector would be willing to assist in funding MTCO marketing projects, it was unanimously agreed that until such a time as MTCO built greater credibility the private sector would take a ‘wait and see’ approach.  It was made clear that the relative inactivity of the MTCO since its inception in early 2006 had seriously jeopardized the reputation and relevance of the organization.  The task at hand for the MTCO is to re-establish its reputation by achieving small and tangible milestones and successes.

vi. The Private Sector Advisory Group sees it that the proposed initiatives could be broadly grouped into 3 main categories, in which the feasibility of each category should be considered in terms of the budget available or possibility to get funding, and the amount of time and effort needed for the project:

a. B2B networking initiative

This initiative is proposed as it was believed that the tourism suppliers are not yet efficient in networking and logistics within the industry and that a good networking system and a well-organized networking event could facilitate this problem and provide a platform for the tourism suppliers to discuss on collaboration and on what they can do for each other to gain synergy among them. It was, however, commented that it would require much time to develop such a network, and so this project might need to be hold off for the time being.

b. Tourism event initiatives

The meeting was of the opinion that there are already numerous travel events held each year and that another event, if not seen as having significant difference from other events, will not be much success. There was a suggestion that MTCO, if to be organizing such event as Mekong Tourism Forum, should try to differentiate the event, for example, by setting the venue with tables for one-on-one meetings between the buyers and seller instead of having display booths as usual. Another possibility is to set up an event for the sellers at each destination to advertise their products and to have travel agents and tour operators to attend the event as buyers. It was, nonetheless, agreed that MTCO should not yet try to organize this type of initiatives, but could certainly consider them as future projects.

c. Media-related initiatives

It was agreed that this should be the first priority focus of the MTCO and that the website, with appropriate web layout filled with relevant and useful contents, is seen as the most feasible initiative as it can be done quickly. It was suggested that the aim of the website should be to try to convince the consumers, especially the residents of the Mekong countries themselves, to travel around the region, by providing them with information such as suggested overland routings, broader crossings and crossing formalities between the countries, river cruises, air routings, or special tour packages. Questions were raised on whether the website should be separated into a ‘consumer’ and ‘trade’ website, how the consumer will come to know of the website, whether they know the ‘Mekong’, and how to get exposure and traffic for the site. These are the issues that, if the website is to be the main marketing tool for the MTCO, will need to be considered carefully. It was stressed that for this website to be productive, fast responses and updated information is the goal. Recommendations were also made that web marketing will need to be more aggressive, for example, increasing the frequency for sending out and personalize e-Newsletters, or putting more interesting feature such as video clips of the GMS on the website. The website could also act as a ‘one-stop shop’ for information about the GMS, and possibly for the tourism suppliers to pay for membership fee to be on or advertise on the website. Other suggestions relating to marketing through the media is concerned with creating awareness for the ‘Mekong’ brand, including logo and publicity activities such as TV program. However, these are not first priority as they require considerable efforts to implement.

vii. Another suggestion is to look into the possibility for cooperation with the academics, for example, holding event such as academic conferences relating to tourism in the GMS, or to encourage and be involved in researches with reference to the sub-region.

III. Conclusion

i. Mr. Semone thanked the participants for their participation and for their valuable inputs.

ii. The MTCO informed the meeting that it is looking to hold another Private Sector Advisory Group meeting to update on the progress of the marketing plan and to seek for further advice from the members in January 2008. The exact schedule will be communicated with the members in advance.

Minutes prepared by: 

Theresa Trinikorn

14 November 2007 
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� This data excludes the data for Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region for which data was not available.






