FHEWE
Cover Story

IEEER ' EITIEBZIA
Unprecedented crisis calls for
unprecedented action
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The Covid-19 global pandemic has devastated the travel and

tourism industry.

AFI52Z Staff reporter
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Figure 1: Outbound levy amounts

Ithough the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on the lo-
Aoal travel industry is difficult to grasp at this moment as the

pandemic is far from contained in many countries, the time
when it began to strike the industry is quite clear, namely 24 Janu-
ary 2020.

It was the day of Lunar New Year’s Eve, when quite a number
of outbound tour groups would have travelled to the mainland to
spend their holidays. The mainland authorities, however, demanded
immediate suspension of package tours in order to contain the
coronavirus outbreak, with the result that not only were all mainland
inbound tours to Hong Kong cancelled, all outbound tours to the
mainland had also to be cancelled.

After that, many countries began to impose various kinds of
restrictions on travellers from Hong
Kong, such as suspending the is-
suance of landing visas and elec-
tronic visas and refusing entry to
travellers with HKSAR passports,
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thus causing a string of cancel-
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lations of outbound tours whose
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destinations were not China. Unfor-
tunately, the coronavirus disease
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began to spread rapidly to dif-
V \ ferent parts of the world, and the
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\ Hong Kong Government started,
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Outbound Travel Alert (OTA) suc-
cessively for many countries and
2020 places and even issued, in mid-
BRI : SRIEBRAS March, the Red OTA for all over-

Source: Travel Industry Council of Hong Kong
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Figure 2: Total visitor arrivals
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seas countries. On the other hand, many cities and even nations
have been in lockdown in an effort to contain the outbreak. At this
juncture, the outbound industry has ground to a complete halt (see
Figure 1 for the amounts of outbound levy from 2019 onwards).

As for the inbound industry, although tour groups from the
mainland had already plummeted by about 95% in number because
of the anti-extradition movement spanning the second half of last
year, the World Health Organisation’s declaration of the coronavirus
outbreak a Public Health Emergency of International Concern in late
January triggered many countries to issue travel advisories for Hong
Kong, with the result that the number of total visitor arrivals in Hong
Kong plunged by about 95% in February, with the March figure
expected to be worse (see Figure 2 for the number of total visitor
arrivals from 2019 onwards).

While the outbound and
inbound industries have been
gripped by woe, the TIC has
fared no better. Now that out-
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bound tours cannot go out (which
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means 70% of the TIC’s income

5,000,000

BREANEERNRZ

\ in the form of outbound levy is
gone), training courses and ex-
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e \ means the income from course
\ and examination fees is gone,
\ too) and subscription fees were

L= already refunded to members in
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September last year, the TIC has
2020 had to tackle financial difficulties
by taking various retrenchment
measures, including laying off
10% of its staff and imposing
mandatory unpaid leave on all staff, just at a time when its workload
has been on the rise because of a surge in complaints.

The impact of the pandemic is so devastating that the industry
is no longer able to stand on its own feet without external assistance.
Despite the three schemes launched by the Government (the Travel
Agents Incentive Scheme, the Green Lifestyle Local Tour Incentive
Scheme and the Travel Agents Subsidy Scheme), both travel agents
(which are burdened with serious cash-flow problems arising from
fixed expenditure and refund requests) and the industry’s practitio-
ners (who may have already lost their jobs or whose earnings may
have dropped drastically) need to be helped out.

Fully aware of the problems, the TIC, together with its Associa-
tion Members, has repeatedly appealed to the authorities to roll out
more relief measures as quickly as possible, or else large numbers
of travel agents may close down and mass unemployment may oc-
cur, which will make a full recovery of the industry much more dif-
ficult.
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Source: Hong Kong Tourism Board

Really there is no more time to sit idly by. ifis
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