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HQ #86 -  DESTINATION

THE TWO PEARLS  
IN PENANG’S CROWN

Penang’s first asset is the location of 
its 285km2 island, in north-western  
Malaysia. Pulau Pinang is also sometimes  
called the Pearl of the Orient and one 
of Asia’s best foodie capitals. For many 
years, I actually thought Penang was 
also a city but this is a misconception.  
Colonial George Town is the island’s  
actual capital and a UNESCO World  
Heritage Site. I would love to visit this 
city again because there is so much 
to see and do. The second pearl is the 
Setia Spice Convention Centre,  mainly 
famous because it’s the world’s first hy-
brid solar powered convention centre. 
This is also where BE @ Penang was 
organised.

A PROGRAMME FOCUSING  
ON EXCELLENCE

The excellent speakers from different 
fields that were invited to this year’s 
edition included a few media person-
alities to ensure a great ambience in 
the hall. Keynote speaker Nina Freysen- 
Pretorius, outgoing president of ICCA, 
set the tone on the first day with her 
speech titled “Conquering the Mountain,  
my journey through business events as 
PCO in South Africa to the President of the 
ICCA Congress”. Mike Cannon, the  former 

SEO of the Sarawak Convention Bureau, 
was praised for his presentation on 
“Second Tier Destinations: To reinvent 
the wheel or to follow the proven way?”. 
I was privileged to chair the panel dis-
cussion about two superpowers in the 
meetings industry, “China and India 
- what makes them tick and how can I 
woo them?”, sharing my insights on the 
two of the largest outgoing travel and 
business events markets in Asia. The 
conclusion to both questions: There still 
remains a lot to be done, but Penang is 
on the right track after only three years 
from the opening of the Bureau.

The story of the convention bureau of the State of Penang is quite 
interesting. Established just three years ago, it has already conquered 
a part of the world. This is largely due to the BE @ Penang event 
organised by the Bureau every year. The third iteration of this event, 
titled BE Exceptional, was held in early December 2018. And I am 
more than glad that I had the opportunity to attend this convention 
that has a good programme from start to finish.

Marcel A.M. Vissers reports

Exceptional Penang

Yasmin Bathamanathan, Manager of 
Marketing & Communications at the 
Penang Convention & Exhibition Bureau 
was applauded during her welcome  
address to the Media Workshop. She 
started by saying: “Editors receive hun-
dreds of press releases every week. What 
is the right format for a Business Events 
press release, so it makes the news?”. 
This workshop was not so much about 
talking as about putting the attendees to 
work and think about their relationship 
with media. Twenty groups were asked 
to draw up an attention-grabbing press 
release based on guidelines. The work-
shop was an overwhelming success and 
I think we will soon be receiving some 
real gems in the form of press releases 
and official communications. And of 
course BE @ Penang wouldn’t be the 
amazing convention it is if it didn’t end 
with a spectacular and special event, in 
the rooftop garden of the Setia Spice 
Convention Centre where attendees 
sampled Penang’s many flavours until 
the wee morning hours…

BE @ Penang 2018 had just barely end-
ed and Ashwin Gunasekeran, CEO of the 
Penang Convention and Exhibition Bureau, 
was already hard at work to prepare the 
4th iteration of this conference in 2019. 
Read on for my short talk with Ashwin, 
to find out how he pulled off Penang's 
amazing rise in such a short time.

PCEB.MY
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HQ: How was it like to build 
PCEB from scratch?

AG: I’ve always worked in Penang but I 
was born in Kuala Lumpur. On 2 Janu-
ary 2016, the government tasked me 
with the establishment of the Penang 
Convention & Exhibition Bureau. I didn’t 
hesitate for a second and immediately 
started to draw up a five-year plan. We 
had neither an office, nor furniture but 
worked in a small space that was made 
available to us by the tourist office. The 
early years were not exactly easy but 
now we have superb offices and a ded-
icated team of 15 employees who are 
working hard on the development of 
Penang’s future.

How did the first year go?

I spent months visiting all the partners 
and requesting data from them about 
conventions. This wasn’t always an easy 
job because hotels just don’t like to 
share their data. Ultimately, we collected  
data about 1,250 meetings, accounting  
for 800,000 Ringgit (€168,000). The 
second measure I took was to set up an 
educational platform that culminated in 

the 'BE.model' which has since become 
very well-known. The theme of our first 
convention was BE Engaged. I think the 
main thing I wanted to achieve was a 
synergy with all the stakeholders. The 
Penang team and Penang as a destina-
tion were my priority and the primary 
building blocks.

Did this strategy work?

Most certainly. The second year we set 
up BE Empowered, with the purpose of 
emphasising Learning. The theme of the 
conference you just attended was BE 
Exceptional, or the power of top-class 
service. I already know what’s the theme 
of next year’s convention but I can’t  
divulge it yet.

Are you satisfied with the results 
after the first three years?

I am very happy with the team. I was 
able to submit excellent figures to the 
partners. Currently the figure stands 
at 2,511 meetings, or a total amount of 
1.002 billion Ringgit (€211.8 million). But 
we won’t stop here, we intend to perse-
vere. On to BE.2019.

SETIA SPICE 
CONVENTION CENTRE

The World Class Integrated 
SETIA SPICE Convention Centre 
has a 4,500m2 pillarless ballroom, 
with unobstructed views of the 
stage. It can accommodate 400 
round banquet tables or 8,000 

seats, in a theatre set-up, for any 
conference. The grand ballroom 
is a truly unique event space that 
offers a lot of flexibility, including 

a modern retractable partition 
system so the space can easily 

be divided into four smaller halls.

For bigger events, the grand ball-
room is fronted by a capacious 
2,000m2. grand foyer, that can 
be extended to accommodate 

another 150 round banquet 
tables, or can be used as an 
overflow space for mingling 

and networking during events. 
The elegant grand foyer 
enhances the transition, 

with its natural ambient lighting, 
creating a stunning and friendly 

space for interaction. 


