GLOBAL TRAVEL TRENDS FOR 2010

By Anton de Wit
 

Looking beyond the World Cup mega event is crucial to the future of tourism in South Africa says Anton de Wit, Reservations Head of Rhino Africa, a SATSA member company. 
He makes four major points. 

· Voluntourism could be crucial for Africa. 

· Tour companies must look beyond the 2010 World Cup 

· Operators need to get more inventive in their offerings 

· The US promises a lucrative market for African operators 

VOLUNTOURISM 
The emerging ﬁelds of responsible travel and “voluntourism” are twin trends likely to rev up Africa’s tourism industry. South Africa’s travel sector will receive a short-term kick-start from the FIFA World CupTM this year, bringing huge numbers of soccer fans into the country. Up to 80% of them may extend their stay with a few days in the cities or enjoying a short safari. But once that ﬁllip is over, Africa must capitalise on a growing desire by tourists to give something back to the communities they visit. 

This year Rhino Africa will be developing ideas for Voluntourism. It’s a concept where travellers pay for the chance to work on animal or nature conservation projects or schemes such as building houses or teaching children in impoverished communities. As well as paying for their own airfare and accommodation, participants are sometimes expected to raise money for the cause they are supporting as well as actively lending a hand. 

As an example, Rhino Africa will run its Challenge4ACause initiative for the second time this year, where adventure tourists will pay R15 000 to take part in a cycle ride through Namibia. Each cyclist is also expected to raise a minimum of R15 000 in sponsorship, which is donated to Save the Rhino Trust. 

Voluntourism is a largely untapped trend that tour operators can develop enormously. Often the agencies or organisations that need a pair of helping hands have little idea about marketing, especially to a global audience. Supporting a deserving cause rather then spending a few days touring the country and sampling the more luxurious side of South Africa would appeal to the young and old, the curious and the altruistic alike. 

It will become a niche that the industry must begin to explore now. It’s important to get our hands dirty, and I see voluntourism and responsible travel as the future of tourism to Africa. It will appeal to the CEOs of companies, to travellers who have been to Africa before and were captivated by its magic, and to older travellers at the stage of life where they feel the need to give back and are in a ﬁnancial position to do so. 

Students have the manpower but not necessarily the ﬁnancial means to buy into the idea. Yet in some countries university graduates are actively encouraged to take a year out to learn life skills before they slot into the working world. Africa’s ability to offer them sunshine and vastly different sights on top of the feel-good-factor should prove an easy sell for our entrepreneurial travel trade. 

There is a risk that South Africa will miss out on this trend, however, as the global recession that damaged the tourism industry badly last year did not hit South Africa as severely as expected. Figures were down, but not to the degree suffered in other countries. As a result we are not being pushed to innovate and explore fresh opportunities such as voluntourism because business has been reasonably steady. 

Our industry is focused heavily on the World Cup right now. But companies that think further ahead can stake an early claim as a shift in mind-set puts responsible travel high on the global agenda. 

ROOTS TOURISM 
Africa also stands to beneﬁt enormously from what has been dubbed “roots” tourism, as African-Americans yearn to trace their ancestry. When US President Barack Obama visited Ghana last year he took his family to Cape Coast Castle, a fortress used to conﬁne slaves before they were shipped abroad in the 17th century. Obama’s wife Michelle is a descendant of African slaves, and she’s far from alone. 

The US is home to 41 million African-Americans, who earn an average of $32 000. Between 2002 and the end of 2009, a total of 35 000 of them took DNA tests to trace their ancestral background. The “Obama effect” of encouraging roots tourism is backed up by sound statistics: US air trafﬁc to Africa increased by 33% during in the ﬁrst half of 2009. 

While South Africa will not beneﬁt as much as Africa’s west coast countries, roots tourism still presents an opportunity to target Americans keen to enjoy a thoroughly authentic African experience through game lodges, safari expeditions and township tours as well as city stays. Many roots tourists will want to feel that their visit makes a positive difference to the communities they originated from, which demands more innovative thinking than simply offering a comfy bed in a luxury hotel. 

BECOME INVENTIVE IN MARKETING 
Globally the economic crisis has taken a severe toll on the industry with business travel plunging by 40% and hotel occupancies falling an average of 16% last year, according to statistics presented by Euromonitor International at the 2009 World Travel Market in London. That means the industry needs to ﬁnd new ways to entice consumers who are becoming smarter and thriftier.

A popular response in Europe is to offer concierge travel services as travellers demand more personalised attention. Hotels in the Middle East are offering female-only accommodation, while Asia is teeing off with golf tourism and Latin American countries are striving to re-position themselves as luxury destinations. US operators are targeting a new niche called the “Funemployed” –unemployed and often young people who are cash-poor but time-rich. With no family responsibilities, they are using their redundancy payments to indulge in their new-found taste for travel. 

THE US MARKET 
The average US visitor to Africa is currently aged 45 or over with a tendency to travel in organised groups on golf or cultural tours. As voluntourism gains momentum and the young and adventurous Funemployeds also grow in numbers, South African companies will be missing a major opportunity if they don’t tailor their marketing to woo Americans. 

As a ﬁnal thought, tourists who are simply paying for a good holiday - and not seeking to make a difference - have become more cost-conscious. Yet there will always be an elite one percent or so prepared to pay for top-notch exclusivity. Luxury lodges are right to ﬁght any urge to lower their fees in a knee-jerk reaction to the economic slump. Once they lower their prices it’s very difﬁcult to get them back up to pre-recession levels when the good times roll. In fact it takes far longer to do that than a recession actually lasts. So don’t expect to see any material price reductions this year. 
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