SATSA’s Best AGM conference and ever! 
ByTattler Editor Marjorie Dean
“We have for too long allowed ourselves to be told what to do by people who are not invested in our industry. We cannot accept the red tape and inefficiency we meet everywhere any more. Our industry is being increasingly asked to invest, but people in government have been making it harder to do so” - Mike Speed
SATSA’s 37th AGM and annual conference was held this year in Mossel Bay – and the seaside town where they say they “live life slowly” pulled out all the stops to make sure it was an occasion to remember. Under the guiding hand of Mossel Bay Tourism Chairman, Louis Harris, a quiet man who seems to be able to move mountains, everything finally came together. SATSA staff flew down on a comfortable Comair flight to a sunny George on the Thursday to set up at the Diaz Strand Hotel. The Mini Indaba was ready to show delegates the best of the Garden Route.

Fr iday morning delegates star ted ar r iving and transfers were efficiently undertaken by SQ Tours – SATSA’s 950th and at the time, newest member. Guests were shuttled to their various hotels – the Protea Mossel Bay, the Point, Diaz Strand and Pinnacle Point. A delicious champagne finger lunch started proceedings.

Conference organiser Cheryl Mulder-Verburggen had put together a stunning programme of speakers – which as always had to be juggled “on the day”. Topics of real importance to the industry were about to be addressed.

SATSA in conference

Compère Eddy Khosa, CEO of Johannesburg Tourism and SAACI, took time out of his busy schedule to be wi th us and his humour and sometimes barbed comments kept things lively over the two days of presentations. Local award- winning harmony group “Yebo Yes” gave us a rousing start, including their own stunning arrangement of the national anthem. Delegates were welcomed to Mossel Bay by Louis Harris, who stressed the importance of the event to the local tourism industry.

Mike Speed, president of SATSA for the past two years also welcomed delegates and thanked all the sponsors and the people who had worked so hard to make it all possible.

Mike stressed that the conference theme of “SATSA means business” had been carefully chosen, to emphasise the new way forward for the organisation. Many of our speakers were from large commercial and business organisations, with whom SATSA was partnering to make the voice of the tourism industry heard in the halls of power as it has never been heard before.

“It’s tough out there – we need to look to each other and act collectively to protect our interests and our SATSA Economic Survey is showing just how great these interests now are,” he continued, “I ask every SATSA member to come forward now to enable us to complete this survey – it is for everyone’s benefit.”

In his opening remarks, Eddie Khosa referred to “turbulence” in the industry. He pointed out the disorganisation of tour ism in some provinces, resignations by key players in major organizations and that lack of succession planning ensures chaos.

Tourism as business

Our first speaker was Andre Fourie, CEO of the National Business Institute, who outlined the role that organised business has already played in solving some of the most pressing questions in the business landscape of the new South Africa and how much business has already transformed tourism into a real industry. He spoke about how tourism organisations are having to deal with operating in an ever-changing landscape, with targets set by ASGISA and JIPSA to be met.

Mike Speed then discussed the Bonding Issue, later accepted by the AGM and introduced a presentation by Peter Hillbrook. This emphasised that SATSA had taken the lead on the bonding issue, that it was increasingly important in the international market and other SA players were already following our lead.

Highlight of the afternoon was a sparkling “chat” by Dr Cees Bruggemans, Chief Economist of First National Bank, who took us through various scenarios for the future of the economy in South Africa. Making some very complex economics understandable to all of us, he was fairly optimistic about the immediate future, leaving us with the profound thought that in economics “it is better to be vaguely right than precisely wrong”.

The seasonality issue

An impassioned presentation from Ian Bartes, on the vexed question of seasonality in tourism followed. He produced results of research he has undertaken in Cape Town, showing how the seasonality of the tourism industry impacts heavily especially on the poorer people in the community. Debts rise, rates are defaulted upon and the local economy as a whole, staggers from peak season to peak season through troughs of varying depths.

Banqueting with a nautical theme

Delegates then dispersed to their hotels to get ready for the Mossel Bay Welcome Banquet, held

in the town’s magnificent Dias Museum complex. This unique venue had been transformed into a banqueting hall extraordinary, as guests were ushered downstairs into the amphitheatre that houses a seagoing replica of the tiny caravelle of the Portuguese navigator Bartholomew Dias. 

Elegant tables set out in black and white and named for famous wrecks off the coast were quickly

occupied, as a local girls’ choir sang for us. We were welcomed by the Lady Mayoress and enjoyed a sumptuous feast of local speciality foods and excellent wine.

During the festive evening, SATSA’s personality of the year was announced – the award went to David Munton, for all his continuing hard work with government on the subject of legislation affecting tour operators and tourism transport in general.

The Business of Tourism

Up betimes o n Saturday morning and into a second day of outstanding presentations. We were introduced to Angie Lue, SA Tourism’s newly appointed Portfolio Manager for Business Tourism, and heard about the organisation’s plans in that field.

The highlight of the Conference was our keynote speaker from the UK, Rob Davidson, from the University of Westminster. He highlighted the swiftly changing profile of the business tourist and the even faster changing world in which such people operate. An amusing and entertaining speaker, he gets ser ious points across – such as how much other countries are spending on attracting conferences and the business travel market. He introduced us to the X and Y generations, wedded to electronic gadgets and time–poor. He spoke about threats to the international business travel market, such as terrorism, but pointed out that one great marketing advantage was to be able to add fun to business trips. He addressed the serious business of conference organising and why people attend conferences – for the “human touch” in a time when most business is done electronically.

The transport business

Our next speaker was the dynamic Dr Harry Teifel of Daimler Chrysler. He gave us an impassioned overview of the state of public transport in South Africa and looked at what really needs to be done by 2010, coming up with the idea of “blended transport”, where private and public sectors work together in a system of integrated transport management.

The money side

Nazeem Mart in of Business Partners, gave a fascinating insight into the financing of business

through risk investment, which gave a great deal of food for thought and a new insight into the world of money.

Mike Speed and Michael Tatalias then outlined the various projects and partnerships in which SATSA is now involved, including the joint venture to produce the Tattler; air access; working with SARS on tax matters; with the Reserve Bank on currency payment issues and also explained why SATSA has resigned from the Board of THETA. They urged members to complete the SATSA Economic Survey, already an important business tool.

Crime

Conference also looked at the burning issue of crime and Dr Graham Wright, of Business Against

Crime addressed us on the work already done and being planned by that organisation. Dominic Hoole of KPMG gave us a fascinating presentation on a case study in crime prevention in Nigeria. It doesn’t take huge money or amazing new ideas, just a good plan and the will to make it work!

Domestic Tourism

Tumaini Leshoai, SAT’s Portfolio Manager for Africa gave us a new insight into domestic tourism in South Africa – still really in its infancy as regards most of the population, and urged members to become involved with the very successful “Sho’t Left” programme.

AGM

After a welcome break for tea, SATSA members convened for their Annual General Meeting. In his President’s Report, Mike Speed gave his usual “straight from the shoulder” rundown of the last difficult year for SATSA. He thanked all those who had shown loyalty and commitment during the protracted problems with our former CEO, Vusi Zwane. Ian Bartes gave the Treasurer ’s report and a vote was passed raising the annual membership fee to R3 300. The compulsory Bonding for members was also voted in and will cost members an extra R400 per year – a bargain, says Mike Speed.

Acting CEO Michael Tatalias said that economies are being continued in SATSA’s operations – there have been problems, partly brought about by the organisation’s fast growth from 350 members in 2003 to the present 973.

In changes to the way the Board is run, members are now elected for two year terms to allow for continuity and thus not all members will step down each year.

Newly elected SATSA President Cheryl Mulder-Verbuggen concluded the meeting, welcoming on board our newest Chapter, Southern Cape, and looking forward to a busy and exciting year.

Rain and fun

By evening the weather was bad, with violent squalls and plenty of rain. This did not however dampen the enthusiasm of those who attended the Beach Party, fortunately in a very watertight and windproof marquee!

Sunday morning dawned bright and sunny and delegates enjoyed a superb brunch hosted by the

Protea Hotel’s JJ Moorcroft and featuring not only great food (including wild oysters from Knysna!) but elegant jazz music, before making their way home.
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