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Destination 
Penang
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Why GO? It has a 
young and aggressive 
convention and exhibition 
bureau, a supportive 
state government, and 
is not overly exposed as 
a destination with good 
venues, plus myriad food, 
culture, heritage and 
attractions on offer.

The Curtis Crest Treetop Walk 
at The Habitat Penang.
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In 2017, the Malaysian city of  Penang 
was the third largest tourism tax 
contributor. Despite being a hugely 
popular tourist destination, the city is 
still regarded as a second-tier MICE 
destination in the country.

 At the BE@Penang conference held 
in December 2018, PCEB CEO Ashwin 
Gunasekeran noted that developing and 
promoting individual cities like Penang 
as MICE destinations is more crucial 
than marketing the entire country as a 
whole. Since business events are held 
on a rotational basis, it is important for 
destinations to establish their presence 
in the region � rst to entice planners and 
delegates alike.

In July 2017, Apollo Conferences, 
the � rst Penang-based professional 
conference organiser (PCO), set up 
its o�  ces in Setia SPICE Convention 
Centre. Last year, Setia SPICE held over 
200 events, averaging 75% occupancy.

Gunasekeran said he is pleased that 
Penang has staged a number of  large-
scale conferences, which would no doubt 

Setia SPICE Convention Centre.

In recent years, however, the state has 
been punching above its weight. While 
it is not challenging Kuala Lumpur for 
the top spot just yet, it is taking great 
strides to improve its MICE o� erings. 
Leading the o� ensive on the marketing 
and promotion fronts is the Penang 
Convention & Exhibition Bureau 
(PCEB), formed in 2016 by the State 
Government to transform the industry 
and attract more international delegates. 

Built in March 2017, Setia SPICE 
Convention Centre is a 6,500sqm 
statement of  intent by PCEB. With a 
holding capacity of  13,000 people, the 
Setia SPICE Convention Centre is now 
the biggest convention centre in Penang. 
At last, planners are no longer limited to 
hotels or the 2,300-capacity Straits Quay 
Convention Centre.

Penang is fast emerging as a fi rst-
tier contender in the competitive MICE 
destination market.

WORDS S. S. YOGA 

Punching above 
its weight

“Developing “Developing 
and promoting 
individual cities 
like Penang as 
MICE destinations 
is more crucial 
than marketing the 
entire country as 
a whole.” 
— ASHWIN GUNASEKERAN, 

CEO, PCEBCEO, PCEB

FAST FACTS
• The total number of 

meetings in Penang 
increased from 1,251 in 
2016 to 2,511 in 2017

• The meetings generated
over RM1 billion
(US$240 million) in 2017 
— that’s a 30% increase 
from the previous year

• Penang’s hotels have 
been keeping busy in 
2018, with an occupancy
rate of around 80%
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increase awareness of  the city as an 
attractive MICE destination. 

What’s coming
This year, Penang is cementing its MICE 
position with the hosting of  more 
major international events. Some 500 
participants are expected to attend the 
International Congress and Conferences 
on Computational Design and 
Engineering in July, held outside of  South 
Korea for the � rst time. In September, it 
will host the prestigious World Seafood 
Congress, which will make its debut 
outside of  Europe. 

Regional programmes in Penang 
slated for this year include the 7th 
Asia-Paci� c Urban Forum, as well 
as the triple-header of  conferences 
for rehabilitative medicine: the 18th 
Asian Spinal Cord Network (ASCoN), 
9th ASEAN Rehabilitation Medicine 
Association (ARMA) Congress, as well as 
the 11th Annual Malaysian Rehabilitation 
Medicine Conference.  

According to Yeoh Kheng Ho, senior 
manager at Setia SPICE, the convention 
centre has been booked out from Fridays 
to Sundays for the whole of  2019.

Nine hotels are also expected to 
be ready by early-2020, equipped with 
meeting facilities. They include Marriott 
Residences, Marriott Courtyard, Jazz 
Hotel, Amari Penang, and Angsana by 
Banyan Tree — conveniently situated 
just opposite Setia SPICE. In total, more 
than 3,000 rooms will be available.

Piling work at the upcoming Penang 
Waterfront Convention Centre has 
also commenced, with an expected 
completion date of  2021. The new 
convention centre will span 25,083sqm 
and feature a 7,060sqm multipurpose 
hall, making it the biggest event space in 
the state.

Penang’s enticements
Penang has 281 direct international 
� ights per week originating from Asian 
countries and is connected to 25 major 
local and regional airports. In addition, 
over 100 local and international airports 
are connected via Kuala Lumpur. The 
airport in Penang is also set for expansion 
in the future.

Gunasekeran says what sets the 
state apart from any other destination in 
Malaysia is the experience it o� ers, from 

“The convention 
centre has been centre has been 
fully booked from 
Fridays to Sundays 
throughout the 
calendar year 
of 2019.”
— YEOH KHENG HO, SENIOR 

MANAGER, SETIA SPICE 
CONVENTION CENTRECONVENTION CENTRE

the food to the heritage, the culture, the 
people and the attractions, natural and 
man-made.

 PCEB’s commitment to 
sustainability in the state’s MICE industry 
also left a strong impression on attendees. 
Compared to other states in Malaysia, 
Penang places a substantial amount of  
emphasis on green initiatives, such as the 
reduction of  plastic usage, as well as the 
implementation of  waste segregation.

The incentive tourism market is set 
for further growth, as industry players 
look to tap on Penang’s unique o� erings 
to entice visitors who have already visited 
Malaysia before. 

Penang skyline.
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Allow your guests to appreciate 
nature and its beauty through 
these unique — and sometimes 
challenging — outdoor activities.

WORDS S. S. YOGA

When nature calls

Cocktails at Curtis Crest Treetop Walk.

ESCAPE Theme Park, Penang.

Penang is fast becoming a city to watch 
when it comes to MICE activities in 
Southeast Asia. However, beyond 
just the existing and up-and-coming 
infrastructure, the city also has a lot of  
o�erings that are perfect for incentive 
trips and team-building activities. 

the park’s specialists who trained under 
professional tree climber Tim Kovar of  
The Tree Climbing Planet. 

At the summit is Curtis Crest 
Treetop Walk, which is the highest 
public viewing point in Penang. 

Ideas for team challenges
The Tropical Spice Garden at the lovely 
Teluk Bahang, a town within George 
Town, is another relaxing space with 500 
species of  spices and tropical plants in 
six acres of  land. The garden sta�  can 
help organise team-building activities 
such as a mini Amazing Race challenge, 
sandcastle building on the beach, and 
even a cooking competition, where 
participants must hunt for spices in the 
garden before teaming up to cook local 
dishes.

In addition to educational 
workshops and team-building activities, 
Entopia also o�ers the space to hold 
corporate events. The Sphere is a multi-
functional glass hall with a 270-degree 
view of  the living garden sanctuary. The 
216sqm space can be con�gured to hold 
meetings, seminars and even banquets 
for groups of  20 to 100 people.

If  your guests are game for more 
serious physical activity, ESCAPE 
Theme Park has rope and obstacle 
courses, ziplines and climbing structures 
immersed in Teluk Bahang’s expansive 
rainforest. 

Here’s a sneak peek of  what you  
can expect. 

Get in touch with nature
Bring your group up to The Habitat, 
situated on the 833m-high Penang Hill, 
which already is an attraction in itself. 

Here you get expansive 
360-degree views of  
Penang island. But more 
importantly, nowhere else 
in Penang gets you this 
close to nature like The 
Habitat, which places you 
right smack in the middle 
of  a 17-acre 130-million-
year-old virgin rainforest, 
of  which only 20% has 
been landscaped.

Guided nature walks 
will take your guests over 
the 230-metre Langur 
Way Canopy Walk, the 
world’s �rst two-span 
stressed ribbon bridge 
40m above the forest 
�oor. Other attractions 
along the trail include 
the Giant Swings, whose 
viewing platforms can 
also be used to hold small-
scale activities, as well as 
tree-climbing activities. 
Here, one can learn rope 
access techniques from 
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