CATERING TO ALL INTERESTS – NICHE TOURISM TAKES OFF

By Marjorie Dean
South Africa is no longer a country that offers just wildlife as a tourist attraction, whatever your interest, somewhere in South Africa you will find someone who caters for it, to the highest level. Tourism Tattler editor Marjorie Dean looks at just some of what is on offer…

South Africa is well placed to reap the benefits from a growing trend towards niche tourism among UK holidaymakers, says Norma Meyer of ECCO Tours. Particular niche tourism growth opportunities are boutique-style properties, activity-driven holidays and environmentally sustainable establishments. Meyer says outbound UK tour operators have refocused their strategies on niche sectors to avoid repeated price wars on mass-market package-tour destinations. They are moving steadily away from a congested short-haul market towards long-haul destinations and specialist holidays. There is a growing interest in eco-tourism and more activity-orientated breaks. 

Niche tourism may be difficult to define, as our President says, but those going on holiday nowadays expect to be able to follow their special interests wherever they go. Years ago, the old South African tourism slogan was “World in One Country”. I always thought it one of the best tourism slogans ever, and it’s as true today as it ever was. On these pages we have just a small selection of special interests and the SATSA members who offer them. Our thanks to all members who responded to our request for information.

TOURISM FOR THE DISABLED
People who, for one reason or another, are not so physically able as others are a very important niche market in the tourism industry. With specially-equipped vehicles, accommodation that has easier access and special facilities, there is no reason why a disabled tourist cannot enjoy a first-class tourism experience in South Africa.

Flamingo Tours has been operating in this field for more than twelve years, and Pam and Jeff Taylor have this to say: “With many people who are disabled having more money to spend and doors opening worldwide, and with the ever increasing pressure to make life easier for those with disabilities coupled with governments passing legislation that all people must be given the same treatment or service, an increasing number of people are becoming adventurous and travelling, seeking something different, and want to be treated just like everybody else. 

Accommodation has not really kept up with this world-wide trend, especially in private game reserves. SanParks has kept abreast of the demand and many of its camps are now accessible, with adapted bathrooms in place. 

Flamingo continually thinks of innovative ways of getting guests to embark on more adventurous activities, and making it easier for them to do so. It is a very humbling experience to help people push their boundaries and help them grow to exceed their wildest dreams.” Pam and Jeff Taylor can be contacted at info@flamingotours.co.za. 

Titch Tours is an inbound tour operator that has been handling travel for the physically disabled and visually impaired for many years. For more information on all the special needs they can meet, and they are many, including conferences, contact Evette Johnson at titcheve@iafrica.com.

MEDICAL TOURISM

It may seem strange to call those who come to South Africa for medical care tourists, but this has become an important niche market. Reasons for seeking care in South Africa range from the unavailability of such care in their own countries, to an acknowledgement that what is offered in South Africa is first-class and the treatment can be taken in privacy.

What is offered, is perhaps best summed up by Surgeon and Safari - South Africa’s Original independent Medical Facilitation Company, which offers clients a fully inclusive medical and accommodation package with full services allowing time to heal away from public scrutiny. The company was established in 1999, spearheading medical tourism industry here with top quality medical staff, extensive after-care, follow-up  and professional service.  Moving into the 21st century, the Internet is used as a sound communication platform by both clients and surgeons providing reflective time and the opportunity to ask questions needed to make a truly informed choice. Lorraine Melvill of Surgeon and Safari, a multi-award-winning company, can be contacted at lorraine@surgeon-and-safari.co.za for more information.

CHILDREN

In today’s busy world, many parents pursue careers that allow little time for holidays. This has long been recognised in the USA, where “summer camps” with expert child-care cater to the needs of children whose parents are too busy to go with them on holiday, or who want their children to enjoy the experience of independence in safety.

Sugar Bay is the only luxury holiday resort in SA exclusively catering for children and teens. Based on the American summer camp concept, the resort has just celebrated its sixth birthday, and is looking forward to accommodating 220 children each week in December. The camp offers almost 100 different activities, ranging from sport and games to more artistic and cultural pursuits as well as games and parties, all of which serve to develop the young person in many ways. Well-qualified adults supervise at all times. Sarah Howarth of Sugar Bay can be contacted at sarah@sugarbay.co.za.

CULTURAL TOURISM

South Africa came late to realising that its hugely rich culture is a major attraction to tourists. With so many nationalities living together in South Africa, there is plenty of scope for visitors to experience the huge diversity of culture that exists in this Rainbow Nation. Cultural Tourism may have taken its first tentative steps with simple township tours, but today it has grown way beyond that. Well-trained guides can explain to people what they are seeing and experiencing, thus enriching their encounters with South Africa, and enabling most to go home with the feeling that they have experienced the “real” country-the things that make us, as a nation, unique. 

More and more tour operators are expanding their products to meet ever-increasing demand. Rashelo Tours (contact Gerson at rasehlodriving@telkomsa.net) writes that, “ I am busy negotiating with the Tribal chiefs, traditional healers and believers of ancestors in order to offer a true cultural package. This will be in the area of Polokwane and it will be seasonal over Easter.”

 

Traces of Africa offers a different kind of cultural experience in Atteridgeville, close to Tshwane in Gauteng. This includes a visit to a spa, having your hair done - township style, or a game of marabaraba and listening to the unique sound of African jazz while you enjoy a typical shebeen restaurant meal. Contact Hanneke du Preez at hdupreez@tracesofafrica.co.za.

If you want to brush up on your cultural icons, MOJA has a directory of some of the best cultural sights in South Africa. Check out www.mojamarketing.co.za for information.

Woza Cape Town is a new musical journey about life in Cape Town through the thoughts, views and experiences of three young South Africans from three different cultural backgrounds. Woza Cape Town will be performed at the recently-renovated "Theatre in the District" in Chapel Street, right in the heart of District Six. The show comprises a wide range of South African poems, songs and dances and is a must-see for any visitor to Cape Town. For tickets and further information contact bookings@theatreinthedistrict.co.za

On a more unusual note, Specialised African Tourism Services (SATSSA) is about to launch a new division called African Sacred Journeys for small groups. These will include Animal Spirits featuring swimming with the dolphins in Mozambique, the White Lions of the Timbavati, an elephant interaction, a wildlife orphanage, the wild horses at Kaapsehoek, African Myths and Legends, the Cradle of Humankind, the Python Dance in Venda and the Modjadji Village near Magoebaskloof (both of which will feature meetings with local chiefs), the Big Foot at Chrissiesmeer and other similar experiences. Others include Ancient Energies, a psychic tour, and Healing and Renewal. More information from Barbara Raath at braath@satssa.com. 

KDR Sports and Adventure Travel, as the name implies, originally began as a company handling purely sports tours and adventure trips but the company has diversified into handling some very special tours in Soweto. 

KDR believes Soweto can only really be experienced as a full day (or night!) experience as people want interaction and involvement with the communities on many levels. There is so much more to Soweto than just museums and the political history and tours have been enhanced tremendously by community development programmes. 

Besides social interaction there is a Kliptown youth sports development programme where matches between KDR clients and local teams have already taken place with much support and fanfare from the local residents. More information from Ken Creighton at ken@kdrtravel.co.za.

SPECIAL BUSH EXPERIENCES

While most tourists enjoy the traditional safari/game drive experience, there are people who want a bit more to cater for special interests.

Go Safari offers Bush honeymoons, special photographic safaris (keen photographers need far more time for photo opportunities than happy snappers) and tours that follow up on the keen interest in meerkats aroused by the popular TV series “Meerkat Manor”. More information from info@gosafari.co.za.

Afton Grove in Noordhoek describes itself as “owned and run by birders for birders.” Birders are another niche group requiring special care. Not every guest on an ordinary game drive will sit for half an hour checking out a bird! Afton Grove also caters for those with mobility challenges (by offering a wheelchair friendly cottage). 

Chris and Louise Spengler, the owners, are birders themselves. They understand the needs of clients, from early morning wake up calls, special pelagic breakfasts to picnic hampers for a day of birding. They have set up bird checklists for their guests – with maps, directions and lists of endemic species, among many other “bird-friendly” offers. More information from www.afton.co.za. 

Nature Uncut Tours, offers specialised photographic, wildlife and birdwatching tours. More information from Pepe Jones at www.natureuncut.com. 

Transfrontiers Wildlife Walking Safaris offers five-or four-day walking safaris on guaranteed departures from Johannesburg (every Monday and Friday) in the Greater Kruger National Park. Non-fenced tented camps accommodate small groups in private concessions within the Klaserie and Timbavati game reserves, and each day the individual travellers (singles, couples or families are all welcome) head out together with guides to learn about the bush.

The company offers an affordable product, making this a unique way of experiencing Kruger and accessible to anyone that can afford to go on holiday. More information from Ingrid at info@transfontiers.com.

Wild Wings Safaris offers specialised photographic safaris with workshops by top South African wildlife photographer Wim van den Heever. Each photographic safari is conducted with an exclusive open safari vehicle and professional photographer as host and workshop leader. More info can be found on http://www.wild-wings.co.za/ photographic-safari.html.

UNDERWATER TOURISM

Tourism in South Africa has expanded from the “Big Five” to encompass the creatures of the seas. In particular tourists have a huge fascination with sharks and want to see them “up close and personal”. 

White Shark Projects, based in Shark Alley, Kleinbaai –  has all the necessary experience to ensure a satisfactory trip. They are highly regarded for their research and commercial ventures, and log more contact with great whites than anyone else worldwide. They offer surface viewing of sharks, as well as the coveted cage experience with experienced dive masters, as well as being totally committed to education and conservation. Contact Charmain Beukes at

charmaine@whitesharkprojects.co.za. 

Another company offering the underwater experience, but with a difference, is Dive The Big 5, which was established in May 1996. It specialises in scuba diving safaris and wildlife safaris encompassing the entire coastline along the length and breadth of Southern Africa. The "Dive" part of Dive The Big 5 concentrates on scuba diving activities which include Great White Shark cage diving, "free-diving" with Sand Tigers, Tiger, Bull and Hammerhead Sharks (The Big 5 Sharks), reef diving, wreck diving, and pure tropical coral reef diving along the coast of South Africa and Mozambique, as well as "live-aboard" diving off the islands of the Quirimbas off Pemba in northern Mozambique and off the Bazaruto Archipelago. They are also planning a special Sardine Run tour in 2008 off East London.

The "Big 5" part of the company includes guided tours of the major game reserves in Southern Africa. For further information please visit the website www.divethebig5.com.

BATTLEFIELD TOURS
Military history enthusiasts love South Africa. It is one of the few countries in the world where significant battlefields exist in almost pristine condition and are easily accessible. This product is concentrated mostly in KwaZulu Natal, although other areas are catching on to the appeal. 

PMB Heritage Tours was established in 1996 by Evan Jones who has been a Specialist Battlefields Guide for the past 16 years. He can take clients to any battlefields in KZN - Blood River, the first and second Anglo-Boer Wars, and also the Anglo-Zulu War of 1879. He is also a guide for the whole province of KwaZulu Natal, and can therefore take clients to game reserves and other sites in KZN.  More information from Evan at battleguide@telkomsa.net. 

Camapign Trails, another SATSA member in KZN offers only  battlefield tours (Anglo Zulu and Anglo Boer war engagements) taking clients on horseback to these sites. More information from Nicki von der Heyde at www.campaigntrails.co.za.

SPORTS TOURS

SA Sports Tours was founded  four years ago as a specialist inbound sports tour operator for main stream sports such as rugby, cricket and hockey. The company’s  main inbound market includes the UK and Argentina. It is based in East London, and has persuaded some schools to include East London on their itineraries. It holds annual Veterans’ over-35 and over-40 soccer tournaments that take place in George and attract teams from all over the country as well as a Veterans’ cricket festival which was launched last year. It also organises and operates the International Police Cricket Festival taking place in Cape Town in November 2007. More information from Dale Wrede at www.sasportstours.co.za.

 

Sports Team Organisers, established in 1993, is based in Cape Town, and located at the beautiful Sahara Park Newlands, adjacent to the world-famous Newlands Rugby Stadium. Sports Team Organisers is a specialist in the area of sports and special interest travel.

Whether as participants, supporters or visitors with a dream of combining the enjoyment of their favourite sports with a memorable holiday, Sports Team Organisers can arrange a tailor-made tour. More information from Gwen Johnston at stogwen@mweb.co.za.

GOLD AND DIAMONDS

Overseas, when people think of South Africa, they think of our gold and diamonds, and many consider a lovely piece of SA jewellery the perfect souvenir. So, the jewellery industry is widening its net in the tourism industry. Uwe Koetter Jewellers has developed a new product which will be launched soon.  It is a 22-minute audio-visual presentation on the change in design styles of jewellery and products from goldsmiths and silversmiths in Cape Town. 

This industry is much older than the diamond and gold mining industry in South Africa, as the Dutch East India Company brought gold and silversmiths with them to the Cape. 

More information from Bee Lukey at bee@uwekotter.co.za.
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