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SPEECH BY MR KEITH TAN, CHIEF EXECUTIVE,  

SINGAPORE TOURISM BOARD  

AT THE STB-NATAS TRAVEL AGENT INDUSTRY FORUM ON  

22 NOVEMBER 2019, 1015HRS AT NATIONAL GALLERY 

SINGAPORE, SUPREME COURT TERRACE  

 

Mr Steven Ler, President of National Association of Travel Agents 

Singapore (NATAS),  

 

NATAS Executive Committee members 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

1. Good morning and welcome to the 4th STB-NATAS Travel Agent 

Industry Forum.  

 

Background 

 

2. Last year, Singapore’s tourism sector posted a strong set of results 

with both tourism receipts and visitor arrival numbers achieving 

record highs. Outbound travel also increased by 5 per cent, with 

departures hitting 10.3 million.  

 

3. 2019 has, however, been more challenging with geopolitical events 

causing uncertainty across many industries around the world. In the 

first half of 2019, visitor arrivals grew modestly at 1.3 per cent while 

tourism receipts fell by 3 per cent.  
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4. Next year remains quite uncertain. I am sure there will be ups and 

downs, and occasional surprises, whether good or bad. The 

important thing is that as an industry, you have the resilience, 

capabilities and courage to ride out business uncertainties and to 

continue to do your best to serve your customers.  

 

Opportunities remain 

 

5. The temptation during periods of uncertainty is to become more risk-

averse, to take fewer risks. That’s the “safe” default, but it would 

mean that you would miss out on opportunities.  

 

6. That’s a shame, because even during uncertain times, opportunities 

to create new products and new niches exist. For example, let’s 

consider the trend of hyper-personalisation. The next generation of 

travellers such as Millennials, Gen Z, and multi-generational family 

travellers seek deeper experiences, self-discovery and meaning in 

their travel. To stay relevant, you need to understand these trends, 

understand the mindset of the consumer, adapt to these needs, 

review your business model and build new capabilities to stay 

relevant to your customers.  

 

Supporting the Industry 

 

7. STB remains committed to supporting you in your transformation 

efforts. Let me touch on a few initiatives:  
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Niche travel agent licence  

 

8. In 2018, we introduced niche travel agent licences – to give 

passionate travel entrepreneurs an opportunity to tell the Singapore 

story in a unique way and cater to quality travellers seeking deeper 

and more meaningful experiences. So far, 18 travel agents have 

taken up a niche travel agent licence.   

 

9. One such niche travel agent is Lionheartlanders, which was started 

in 2018 to offer educational tours for locals and visitors. A tour they 

have proudly developed is the “Melting Pot of Tea”, which uses tea 

as the central element to string together Singapore’s multi-cultural 

stories. Since its official launch in January this year, Lionheartlanders 

has led tours for over 600 visitors and 2,500 locals, with the tours 

being very well-received.  

 

10. If you have ideas to other types of such niche, specialised tours and 

experiences, let STB know and we will do our best to support your 

efforts to develop these new products. 

 

Business Transformation Through-train Programme (BT-TTP) 

 

11. I am also encouraged by your positive reception to our Business 

Transformation Through-train Programme. This programme aims to 

help travel agents explore innovative business models and develop 
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new ways of engaging the customer as well as raise overall 

productivity.   

 

12. Pegasus Travel is an example of a travel agent that has started this 

transformation journey. Pegasus launched a mobile app called String 

this July. String is a social platform that allows travellers to share 

authentic travel content, and find inspiration for their own itineraries. 

To date, it has managed to attract over 800 users. This is an 

innovative way for Pegasus, a corporate travel agent, to go after a 

new customer segment and to engage today’s digital travellers, 

particularly the millennials. It is also an opportunity for Pegasus to 

explore a new revenue model through advertising and affiliate 

marketing.  

 

Travel Talent Transformation & Management (T3) programme 

 

13. Earlier this year, STB also launched the Travel Talent Transformation 

& Management Programme, also known as the T3 Programme, to 

help travel agents adopt better HR practices. This is our commitment 

to help the industry upskill your existing talent base as well as help 

you attract new talent into your companies.   

 

14. One travel agent that has participated in the programme is Ik Chin 

Travel Services. Ik Chin is exploring the possibility of designing and 

offering new tours to cater to the increasing demand for niche travel. 

However, Ik Chin’s staff spends most of their time responding to 
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customer queries and bookings, leaving little time for product design 

and development. The programme helped Ik Chin develop a HR 

Roadmap, covering areas such as strategic workforce planning, work 

prioritisation and internal change management, with the aim of 

directing staff towards higher-value product development work, and 

to increase their overall productivity.   

 

Technology enablement  

 

15. Last but not least, STB also launched our own Tech College last 

month, which aims to equip industry stakeholders with the 

knowledge, competencies and tools to harness technology, 

innovation and data. If you are keen to learn more, I encourage you 

to speak to any of my colleagues or find out more at the Tech 

College booth at the showcase later.  

 

Fostering Partnerships 

16. Besides the various support offered by the STB to help travel agents 

stay competitive, it is also equally important that travel agents find 

ways to value-add to the overall customer experience and one such 

approach is through collaboration and partnership.   

 

17. Collaboration and partnership between travel agents with other 

tourism stakeholders and business associations help to leverage 

each other’s strengths, to create greater value for their customers 

and new revenue streams for themselves.  
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18. For example, two significant players in the tourism sector - Tour 

East and Jewel Changi Airport, came together this year to create a 

new tour, “The Best of Jewel”. This tour allows tourists, including 

our time-strapped transit passengers to explore the best of Jewel 

and many of our Singapore local heritage brands in a short 2.5 

hours. For Jewel, the tour will drive footfall and awareness of the 

heritage brands available, and for Tour East, this is an additional 

tour to add to their product offerings.  

  

19. There are other examples of good partnerships that curated unique 

experiences for customers. In January 2019, as part of the i-Light 

Singapore and Singapore Bicentennial Commemoration, Woopa 

Travel and Oriental Travel & Tours partnered festival organisers to 

take visitors on guided walking and boat tours to experience art 

installations and sites with historical significance to Singapore. This 

unique opportunity allowed our tour operators to reach out to i-

Light’s visitor base while festivalgoers got to experience the event 

in a more personal way.  

 

Upcoming Initiatives  

 

20. As we head into the 5th year of the Travel Agent Roadmap, our 

approach will evolve to keep up with the changing landscape.  We 

aim to develop a better understanding of each segment of the 

industry in order to offer more targeted and specific schemes to 

address your needs and the needs of your customers.   
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21. We must also look ahead into the coming decade and to plan well to 

meet the emerging travel trends. STB has started work on this piece 

and I would like to share with you some broad trends that we see 

emerging in the years ahead.  

 

22. Hyper-personalisation, sustainability, and tapping new growth 

segments such as “digital nomads”, solo female travellers and 

disabled travellers are customer segments that we must think more 

deeply about. Time does not permit me to explain these segments in 

great detail but I’m sure many of you have a good sense of these 

segments. I will speak more on this at next year’s Tourism Industry 

Conference. The challenge I throw to you is whether your products 

and experiences can meet the needs and aspirations of these 

segments.  

 

23. This is very important because as travel agents, you are often the 

first touchpoint for a visitor to Singapore – even before that person 

has arrived in Singapore. Understanding the needs of the future 

traveller is critical in order to create an unforgettable moment in their 

travel journey, which can encourage repeat visits, or lead to them 

becoming advocates for Singapore.  

 

Conclusion 

24. In the meantime, together with NATAS, STB will continue to support 

you along this transformation journey. Gone are the days when 
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travel agents were just “order takers”. You are all in the business of 

creating joy and happy memories, so your work becomes very much 

like that of an expert curator or designer of experiences, with deep 

knowledge about your products and a deep understanding of your 

customers. 

 

25. Thank you for being here today and I wish you a very fruitful Travel 

Agent Industry Forum. 


