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MIXED BLESSINGS

While some travel agencies continue to dust off their files, other companies
are racing ahead to gain a slice of the lucrative online travel pie

LD G

recent PhocusWright survey
shows that while sales for
the glabal travel industry fell
by 5.0 per cent last year,
online travel grew by a stag:
gering 47 per cent in the same period, It
is time local travel plavers star partici-
pating in Asia-Pacilic's expanding online
travel market, which PhocusWright esti-
mates will likely grow to US$13 billion
next year from US%4 billion last yvear.

From bricks to clicks

MERA]J K HUDA,

founder and principal consultant,
Forumline.com

While online travel growth was driven
more by North American and European
markeis, the Asia-Pacific region is likely
io see the highest growth over the next
few years. Even though the Iraq war and
the Severs Acute Respiratory Syndrome
[SARS) epidemic have slowed down the
rate of growth, the potential remains in
this region. Malaysian travel players have
ready access Lo the Internet or Intranet and
utilise online software tools with great ef-
ficiency, personalisation and security, lead-
ing to cost savings. The volume of corpo-
ot anline honkines will eventiially js-
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few years. Even though the Irag war and
the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
[SARS]} epidemic have slowed down the
rate of growth, the potential remains in
this region. Malaysian travel players have
ready access to the Internet or Intranet and
utilise online software tools with great ef-
ficiency, personalisation and security, lead-
ing to cost savings. The volume of corpo-
rate online bookings will eventually jus-
tify any investment in technology:

Is online travel in vogue?

Meraj: Yes, certainly. Business travellers
will drive the majority of online travel.
The primary drivers will be access to
mare anline travel systems, both corpo-
rate and retail. Although Zuji.com is es-
tablished in a number of markets, North
American players like Expedia.com are
also selling up new portals in the Asia-
Pacific region. Other travel portals such
Malaysia's AsiaTravelMart.com are al-
ready seeing growth in their bookings,

ALEX KONG,
chief executive
officer and
chairman, Afooia,
Ine

There is still inertia
and resistance to
change, People pre-
fer o call their travel
agents even though
iLis more expensive.
Travel agents are the  Kong: There Is still

least Internet-savvy  resistance to change
group in the global

travel industry equation, But now, they are
forced o move to an online travel enviran-
ment to remain competitive, especially since
more small- and medium-sized businesses
are beginning to book their corporate travel
online, Supermarket chains and plantation
companies with workers from Asia are he-
ginning to book their domestic travel online
to significantly reduce costs.

Percentage of business travellers in Asia
that book their hotel and airline reser-
vations online

Although sales for the globad travel industry fell, online trave! has grown by keaps and bounds

Huda: | estimate between 40 and 60 per
cent of online bookings are from busi-
ness travellers. However, this may vary
from country o country,

E-ticketing, online booking and seli
check in
Huda: The popularity of e-tickeling is in-
creasing as business travellers begin to
notice that time and cost savings add up
to significant benefits, AirAsia's success
has shown that with the right market
strategy, you can be successful online
Malaysian Alrline System Bhd is imple-
menting an online booking system. So,
given the right conditions, rravellers in
Malaysia will support online travel. E-
tickeling has spurred the growth of seli
check ins. However, with airport security
measures becoming more stringent, this
may not be adding much value presently.
E-ticketing was established several
vears ago by the airlines with assistance
from global distribution systems such as
Abacus, Amadeus and Galileo. E-
ticketing has made the tickel distribu-
tion process much cheaper for everyone
in the value chain. Online booking op-
tions for airlines, hotels and cars have
increased significantly in the past five
vears, The Internet has enabled them to
reach ‘a specific customer segment di-
rectly without having to use travel
agents. There are certain benefits to
booking directly online such as price, 24-
hour convenience and self-managed itin-

eraries, Most traditional travel agents,
however, have been slow to adopt this
and some have suffered a loss ol busi-
ness. But travel agents do have an ad-
vanlage in tapping online travel because
they can transfer their existing customer
hase to their website easily, Other online
players had to attract their new e-cus
tomers. While online travel bookings are
mainly point-to-point itineraries, travel
agents have the advantage of being able
to manage more complex trips, which
can include ticket, hotel and car book-
ings, concurrently

For, business travellers, factors that are
relevant to using online travel systems are
frequent flyer programme special offers
and being able to receive the right type
of {are promotions from their online travel
supplier.

Kong: E-licketing is taking off with the
advent of airlines such as AirAsia and
Virgin Blue, This has proven to be suc-
cesstul, as people just need 10 show their
identification and pick up their boarding
pass. The next level will be short mes-
sage service (SM5). where you show your
SMS travel confirmation at the check-in
counter. We are frying 1o introduce SM5
confirmation to our airline clients.

Why is online travel in Malaysia lag-
ging behind that of Singapore and Hong
Kong?

Huda: Some Asia-Paciflic countries are

having more success with online travel
than others for two reasons. First, you
have to look at the actual Internel den-
sity rate. While most Malaysians may
have daily access to the Internet, Malay
sia has not even reached 20 per cent in
terms of residential Internet connections,
International users from Europe, North
America, Australia and Japan tend be
more [nternet-savvy due to the level of
maturity of their Interner markets. They
are more lrusting of the Internet due to
proven secure payment gateways in their
markets. However, | believe it is only jus
a matter of ime before we can create our
OWT e-COmmErce society.

The other factor is the response of
travel agents to e-commerce, While some
large Malaysian travel agencies have
online services, most do not, The Singa-
pore Tourism Promotion Board and Aus-
tralian Tourism Commissions have been
pro-active in developing online travel for
in bound and owt bound travellers. Travel
industry officials in Malaysia have vel to
successfully initiate any significant
roadmaps for their members 10 embrace
online travel. Most travel agencies run on
slim margins, which are getring thinner,
as airlines and hotels sell directly via the
Internet.

Online travel is one of the highest rev-
enue earners on the Internet, Travel agen-
cies that have already adopted it as an
additional channel to their main busi-
nesses will be the ones o succeed. B




