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Businesses in Asia are jumping on board a trend towards holding MICE
functions on cruise ships rather than at traditional venues on terra firma
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WE'VE ALL BEEN THERE. You're being
rewarded for your job performance with
a trip away with your colleagues, but the
conference rooms, name tags and water
bottles leave you wondering whether all
that hard work was worth it. As you idly
click your cheap resort pen, your mind
drifts to a more motivating scenario:
meetings in the morning, pool deck for
lunch and an afternoon disembarkation
to, say, Singapore (day one), Kuala Lumpur
(day two) and Phuket (day three)? Or
maybe Hong Kong (day one), Kuala Lumpur
(day two) and Penang (day three)? This
might sound like the itinerary that dreams
are made of, but a growing number of
businesses and corporate event firms
are seeing the benefits of hosting MICE
functions on cruise ships rather than at
more traditional meeting facilities.
According to Cruise Lines International
Association (CLIA), cruises are the fastest
growing segment of the travel industry,
with passenger numbers rising at a yearly
average of about 7.5% over the past 20
years. A recent study by PhoCusWright, a
tourism and hospitality industry research

firm, suggests that the number of planners
intending to use a cruise ship as a meeting
or event venue grew by a third — from 6%
to 8% — in 2010. According to Jo Kling,
president and co-founder of Landry &
Kling, a Miami-based specialist in events at
sea, the main benefits for the MICE sector
of going the cruise-ship route are “state-of-
the-art facilities, value for money and the
allure of travelling to multiple destinations”.
It's a combination that's tough to beat.
Kling says many new cruise ships are
more like “floating conference centres”
complete with state-of-the-art theatres,
meeting rooms, a variety of multipurpose
lounges and onboard venues that can
be used for breakouts and group events.
“Most rooms have built-in audio-visual and
multimedia capabilities. Wi-Fi access and
mobile device connectivity is also the norm
on today's cruise ships,” she says.
Moreover, Kling claims a cruise event
can save up to 40% when compared to a
hotel or resort. “The all-inclusive nature
of cruise ships (meals, entertainment,
meeting space and audio-visual and various
extras such as evening entertainment »)
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The all-inclusive nature of cruise ships makes them
value-packed venues

and onboard leisure activities) makes a
cruise liner a value-packed venue. And it
provides the shared experience of travel
and the camaraderie of being at sea in a
self-contained environment.”

While such statistics tend to focus
on the North American and European
cruise markets, growth trends have also
been noted in Asia. Singapore, Hong
Kong and South Korea are among Asian
markets opening new terminals in hopes
of cashing in on potential growth. Asia
currently accounts for less than 10% of
traffic worldwide but the number of cruise
vacationers is forecast to grow to 23
million in the next five years from 18 million
in 2011, according to data compiled by the
Singapore government. Meanwhile, CLIA
has flagged China and Japan as top-ten
cruise destinations this year.

All this bodes well for the MICE sector,
which looks set to capitalise in a big way
on the popularity of cruises, says Kevin
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Leong, general manager of the Asia Cruise
Association. Leong, who for 10 years has
worked with the Singapore Exhibition
and Convention Bureau, a division of the
Singapore Tourism Board, has seen first-
hand how rapidly the MICE business in
Asia has grown. “Companies in particular
have seen the benefits of incentive trips
to reward their best performers,” he
says. “And with the increasing popularity
of cruising, companies such as Royal
Caribbean have seen MICE groups coming
aboard. In turn, they're providing the
facilities to cater to them.”

Leong foresees the trend helping boost
other travel sectors. "It will be a catalyst for
the growth of cruising among mass-market
travellers,” he says. “In addition, both the
leisure and business travel markets will
require air transportation to the nearest
cruise hubs if they're not close to one and
airlines will be a key beneficiary if they get
into the game early.” »
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Many new cruise ships are like “floating conference
centres” complete with luxury onboard facilities that
can be used for both business and relaxation

Royal Caribbean International (RCI)
has reported roughly 10-15% year-on-year
growth in its MICE business in Singapore
"due to stronger brand positioning in
the market and growing appreciation for
cruising by MICE groups,” says Jennifer
Yap, managing director of Singapore-
based Royal Caribbean Cruises (Asia).
"Especially for our all-inclusive packages,
dedicated service and space onboard, and
great flexibility. You only need to unpack
once on a cruise.”

In markets such as Indonesia and
Thailand, RCI has seen steady growth
in the MICE sector, which accounts for
nearly 50% of the company’s total sales,
"and we expect this to grow further,” Yap
says. “Incentive travel is a popular way for
companies to reward staff and cruising is a
relatively new travel option for them."”

Silversea, which has been working the
corporate and incentive sector globally for
years, foresees the business-travel sector
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growing alongside the leisure-cruisers
category. "We're seeing extraordinary
growth in the leisure-travel sector at the
moment with regions such as Australia
reporting 34% growth in passenger
numbers in 2010,” says Karen Christensen,
general manager and director of sales and
marketing for Silversea in Australasia.
She cites increased consumer awareness
of cruising's value-for-money, vast range
of onboard activities and wide array of
destinations as reasons for its popularity.
Other more general travel trends, such
as experiential travel and the post-GFC
(global financial crisis) re-emergence of
luxury add-ons are influencing the kinds
of events being booked and the activities
available on cruises. “Many opportunities
are built in onboard at no cost or at a
minimal fee and easily within reach of
shore,” says sea events organiser Kling.
“From culinary events or golf tournaments
at sea, to customised shore excursions >
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and ‘beach Olympics' on a cruise line
‘private island’, planners can create
memorable experiences during a cruise
that can't be duplicated on land. Facilities
such as new top-deck sports complexes
with climbing walls, ropes courses and zip-
lines give organisers great opportunities to
plan team-building competitions.”
Silversea, which has hosted the likes of
Coca-Cola, Daikin and the Liquor Marketing
Group, says incentive travel and recognition
events are a good a fit for the company's
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The dedicated service and space
onboard appeal to leisure and
business travellers alike

all-inclusive products and luxuries, such as
minibars, speciality restaurants, premium
beverages and luxury affinity partnerships.
“For example, Silversea partners with
Relais & Chateaux, Bulgari, Ferragamo and
The Guild of Professional English Butlers,”
Christensen says.

At the prospect of enjoying such perks,
even the most jaded office workers may
start seeing the daily grind in a new light.
And strive to ensure they're among the
chosen ones for company excursions. K
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