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Thinking machines

T

Biz Events Asia is the official media partner and member of:

he internet and smartphone are just the latest
in a 250-year-long cycle of disruption that has
continuously changed the way we live, the way
we work and the way we interact. The coming
‘augmented age’, however, promises a level of disruption,
behavioural shifts and changes that are unparalleled. This is how
futurist, Brett King, introduces readers to his book, Augmented:
Life in the Smart Lane, which was cited by China’s President Xi
Jinping as recommended reading on artificial intelligence.
In this issue’s Cover Story (p.22) we examine the race to
dominate the AI landscape and China’s leading role. More
importantly, we talk to event professionals across Asia to
understand the impact and potential benefits of AI technology for
meetings and events.
As well as AI-powered chatbots and robotic waiters, we
highlight a host of innovative new tech tools set to influence the
global events industry this year (p.32), and talk to Oracle’s head of
JAPAC marketing, Sotis Dramalis, about autonomous marketing
for events and why the tech giant is sharpening its focus on Asia
(p.38).
We also sit down with thought leaders from the business
events industry and beyond for a Focus Group discussion (p.34)
about the future of sales, and new profit models for successful
business.
On top of all this, we travel to Penang, Brisbane and San
Francisco to uncover the best experiences for corporate incentive
groups.
We hope this issue inspires you towards a productive and
prosperous 2019, and helps to prepare your business for the
‘augmented’ future. Gong Xi Fa Cai and Happy New Year!
Lauren Arena
Managing Editor

Managing Editor
Lauren Arena
lauren@untangledgroup.com
CEO | Publisher
El Kwang
el@untangledgroup.com
Creative Director
Chua Yi Kiat
kiat@untangledgroup.com
Contributors
Jack Carter
Jenny Salsbury
Kim Benjamin

www.bizeventsasia.com

Sales & Operations
Michelle Lim
michellelim@untangledgroup.com

International Media
Representatives

Jen Anderson
jen@untangledgroup.com

China: Mary Yao
mary@mhichina.com
+86 10 6551 5663 ext 8008

Design & Production
PIXO
fanix@pixosolutions.com

Dubai: Rahul Sequeira
rahul.sequeira@themediavantage.com
+971 56 693 1213
South Korea: Alexander Paik
apcomm@naver.com
+82 10 5042 1337

Biz Events Asia is published by Untangled Pte Ltd
15 Queen Street, Tan Chong Tower, #03-03, Singapore 188537
Email: hello@bizeventsasia.com | Website: www.bizeventsasia.com
Tel: +65 9833 1583
Visit us online for regular updates throughout the month:
www.bizeventsasia.com
Privacy Policy:
Untangled is committed to managing your personal information
in accordance with the Privacy Act.
For a copy of our Privacy Policy, please go to www.bizeventsasia.com/privacy
Printed in Singapore by
Sunrise Printing & Supplies Pte Ltd.
Reg no. L002/11/2017
PPS 1785/04/2013 (022963)
MCI (P) 118/08/2018

Vol 4 2019

3

CHINA

HONG KONG

IT&CM China
Shanghai | 19-21 March 2019

Digital Marketing & Strategy
Innovation Summit
Hong Kong | 17-18 April 2019

THAILAND

CoinAdvice BlockChain Conference
Pattaya | 4-6 March 2019

MALAYSIA

International Youth Leadership Conference
Kuala Lumpur | 17-23 March 2019

AUSTRALIA

Creative Innovation Asia Pacific
Melbourne | 1-3 April 2019

SINGAPORE

Oracle OpenWorld Asia
Singapore | 26-27 March 2019
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Op in i on Leade r

‘Motivaction’
a big draw in
incentives

F
Top achievers
often baffle people.
We are very serious
about business
and want the big
picture.

10
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Herbalife independent distributor Marisa Jampathong
sees exciting programmes and fabulous destinations as
perfect fit.

or over a decade, the annual
Herbalife Asia-Pacific Extravaganza
has drawn some 15,000 to 23,000
participants from 14 countries for
three to five days of training, meetings and a big
party. We tend to rotate between two cities —
Singapore and Bangkok — yet our teams never
seem to tire of these destinations. In fact, they
now anchor the Southeast Asia and North Asia
extravaganzas respectively as our numbers have
grown so large.
As a Thai woman living in Singapore with
my Singaporean husband and three daughters,
I am equally at home in both cities. But a
journalist’s question about why we love these
two cities set me thinking.
With such a huge turnout, venue capacity
and facilities are obviously key. Plentiful
accommodation at affordable prices is important
too. Several cities meet these criteria. So, it
must be the overall experience — destination
appeal and exciting programme tapping on
local flavours — that motivates distributors into
action (hence my coined word ‘motivaction)
to qualify and return to a place they’ve visited
several times before.
What do attendees like about Singapore?
A quick poll showed: It is safe, no visa is
needed for many nationalities, and swift airport
clearance. It also has diverse cultures where one
can find food of all types and flavours. Getting
around is easy with lots of transport options.
The usual venue, Singapore EXPO, is now even
more accessible with two train lines stopping
there.
Top achievers often baffle people. We are
very serious about business and want the big
picture. Through events like the Extravaganza,
we can learn from leaders and top producers

from different countries and exchange knowledge
and business ideas with our counterparts.
Yet small touches also impress us. Seeing
welcome panels in the trains plying the Expo
route and banners and buntings adorning the
venue reinforce our pride in the brand, as we
gather in our multi-hued T-shirts or national
costumes, proudly waving flags. We represent
different countries, but are one in fellowship.
The benefits in Bangkok are large exposition
venues such as Impact Arena and cheap, plentiful
hotel accommodation choices. People are friendly
too, and share our joie de vivre (joy of life).
Participants also like the variety of food from
different parts of Thailand and the opportunity to
shop till very late in the night.
We think of Singapore and Bangkok as being
at the heart of Asia, where we are in the thick of
the action. Products reflect the country attendees
are in, such as tropical fruit-flavoured protein
supplements like mango and banana — a thrilling
taste sensation for delegates from Australia, New
Zealand and East Asia. Attendees appreciate the
lengths the headquarters and host destinations
go to in facilitation, such as planning, logistics,
programming, and issues like security and crowd
control. Organising committee members (such as
myself) take care of details like the event agenda,
timing, speakers and topics.
There are ‘smaller’ Herbalife meetings
for 3,000 participants and below, with more
host destinations in the past few years, such
as Brisbane, Sydney, Seoul, Taiwan, Bali and
Penang. We enjoy Hong Kong and Macau too.
But for many teams, our two anchor cities are still
tops.
Marisa Jampathong is a Herbalife independent distributor
and executive president’s team member.
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Penang
packs a punch
New venues and hotels, greater accessibility and a data-driven
marketing strategy are placing this island on the global meetings
map. By Lauren Arena

"T

his is just the beginning,” declares
Ashwin Gunasekeran, CEO of the
Penang Convention and Exhibition
Bureau (PCEB). He is speaking at
the third edition of the bureau’s very own BE@
Penang event in December 2018, a two-day
conference established to engage, educate and
empower the local business events industry.
Many regional bureaus run similar events, but
this one is particularly impressive because the
bureau itself is only three years old.
Since 2016, PCEB has effectively rallied
local venues, hotels, PCOs and event suppliers
to adopt a ‘Team Penang’ approach, where
operators understand the importance of selling
the destination, rather than their own venue
or service. This approach, together with the
bureau’s targeted bidding strategy, has paid huge
dividends.
“Working together as Team Penang, our
partners have been expanding their efforts
to pursue leads in areas outside of their
conventional markets, collaborating and building
alliances to position Penang as the choice
destination,” Gunasekeran says.
“When we started, everyone was working in
silos and no one was sharing data, but today the
spirit of Team Penang is very strong,” he adds.
“We now see monthly data submissions from
more than 60 partners and, at the end of each
year, we share this market intelligence — so we
grow together.”
Within the bureau’s first year of operation,
the total number of business events held in
Penang doubled to 2,511, with a 161 per cent
growth in national corporate events (2,011
in 2017 vs 771 in 2016). This equated to an
economic impact of RM1.002 billion (US$240
million).
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Increased connectivity, such as Qatar Airways’
direct Doha-Penang route, and new dedicated
meeting venues (see p.51) are also helping to attract
long-haul groups from the U.S. and Europe.
“Penang is definitely sellable for her uniqueness,
experiences, and facilities to cater for large events…
and remains largely undiscovered for many
Europeans and Americans,” Gunasekeran explains.
“We are also the leading medical hub of
Malaysia — the University of Science, Malaysia
is in Penang, and we generate 70 per cent of the
country’s overall medical income.”
In 2017, the state hosted the first Penang
Medical Expo & Malaysian Healthcare Policy
Conference or (PMEX), an initiative to help
establish Penang as a meeting place to discuss
healthcare policies and make recommendations
for necessary reform and review of the Malaysian
healthcare system.
Following this, Team Penang also won a bid to
host the World Seafood Congress this September
— marking the first-ever Asia congress in its 50year history.
Within the APAC region, Penang continues
to attract high-profile incentive groups, including
Amway Australia & New Zealand, which
chartered flights with Malaysia Airlines for some
300 delegates; and Herbalife Asia Pacific, which
attracted 2,500 delegates from 33 countries for its
2018 Future President's Team Retreat.
Nine new hotels are set to open in Penang by
2020, including international brands like Marriott
Residences, Courtyard by Marriott, and a beachside
Angsana by Banyan Tree — and all include plans
for onsite meeting facilities.
So Gunasekeran is right, this is just the
beginning for Penang (and the bureau). Corporate
and association meeting planners should keep this
quiet achiever in their sights.
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Curtis Crest Treetop Walk, The Habitat
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Uncover the island's hidden gems and delve into Peranakan culture

Where
Thailand
Cambodia

Vietnam

Malaysia
Singapore

Indonesia

Penang

Kuala
Lumpur
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Hotels

Experiences

Established by the Sarkies brothers
in 1885, the Eastern & Oriental
Hotel is the epitome of 19th century
grandeur. The hotel’s original
Heritage Wing will undergo major
refurbishment works and will be
closed from March to December
2019. The glamourous Victory
Annexe (opened in 2013) will remain
open, along with the Macalister
Ballroom.
Located on Batu Feringgi
Beach and covering 12 ha of lush
gardens, the five-star Shangri-La
Rasa Sayang resort is ideal for
executive retreats, beachside BBQ
events, conferences and Survivorstyle team-building. The Pelangi
Ballroom is linked to 14 meeting
rooms, and can accommodate 300
for a banquet.
The newly opened Double
Tree by Hilton, on the island’s
northern edge, features 316 rooms
and suites, all with sea views, and a
ballroom catering for 380 banquet
guests or 550 theatre-style. Allday dining, pre-function areas and
ballroom feature natural light and
garden views.

No visit to Penang is complete
without a visit to the UNESCO World
Heritage-listed George Town. A
number of DMCs organise group
walking, trishaw or bicycle tours that
take in local eateries, street art and
hot spots like Little India, Street of
Harmony and Pinang Peranakan
Mansion. A treasure trove of heritage
furniture and priceless antiques, the
mansion and adjoining courtyard can
be used for private cocktail and dining
events for up to 120 people.
Delve into Penang’s unique
Peranakan culture (a blend of Chinese
and Malay culture, also known as Baba
Nyonya) with batik painting workshops
or a private dance lesson with
traditional dance troupe, The Nyonya
Belles, which can be
organised via local
company Penang
Nyonya Culture.
End the day
with an authentic
Nyonya feast
at Auntie Gaik
Lean’s Old School
Eatery. Gaik Lean, a third-generation
Nyonya, can still be seen in the kitchen
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preparing signature dishes like curry
tumis (fish curry with okra) and assam
hae (tamarind prawns). The relaxed
restaurant can seat up to 90 for private
banquets.
Nestled amid a 130-year old
rainforest on Penang Hill, The Habitat
provides mesmerising views from its
canopy walks and newly opened zipline.
At 800 m above sea level, Curtis Crest
Tree Top Walk is the highest public
viewing point of Penang (with views
across the Straits of Malacca) and
can host concerts, team-building and
cocktail events for up to 200 people.
Dinner events for 150 can be held
in the nearby Andaman Tents (covered
space), or canapes and cocktails on the
Langur Way ribbon bridge. Eighty per
cent of the park’s 1.6-km nature trail
is wheelchair accessible, with guided
nature tours and CSR activities available.

Unique venues
The world’s first hybrid, solar-powered
convention centre, Setia SPICE
Convention Centre features a 4,500sqm ballroom that seats 8,000 (theatre)
or 4,000 (banquet), spacious grand foyer
and 13 function rooms. But the highlight
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is the 2.4-ha landscaped roof garden,
which can host up to 8,000 for
cocktails. A 453-room Amari hotel is
set to open next to the centre in 2020.
Set to open in 2022, the
long-awaited Penang Waterfront
Convention Centre will be able to
host large-scale trade exhibitions and
banquets for up to 4,000 guests in its
7,000-sqm exhibition hall. There’s
also a grand ballroom with space
for up to 800 guests, more than 10
meeting rooms of various sizes, and
a rooftop bar for social events. Part
of the 32-ha Light City development
perched along the island’s east coast,
the centre will be linked to two hotels
and a sprawling dining and retail
precinct.
Another new cultural precinct,
the Penang Arts District, is touted
as the world's largest container city
and, once complete in 2021, will
feature highly curated retail and arts
spaces, Penang's first dedicated urban
sculpture park and an outdoor venue
for festivals and events for up to 1,000
people. This creative hub will also
include a 200-seat amphitheatre and
126-room container hotel.

Buyer's Opinion
Penang has the all
basic infrastructure.
The real ‘pull’ is
the economically
decent budget
to operate a
congress or
corporate incentive
programme here,
and the local experiences, which are
supremely Instagram-able.
Being a second- or third-tier city
does not mean it’s not competitive on
a global scale. It usually means the
city doesn’t have a major international
gateway, but is usually accessible within
an hour or two.
There are some congresses that
insist on ‘second-tier cities’ and in fact,
my most memorable events are those
hosted in smaller cities, which are often
full of local flavour — and I am not
the only PCO looking out for these
destinations.
FU KEI CHEONG

Co-founder
Anderes Fourdy
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On the road

On the road…

From Penang to Pittsburgh, here are our event highlights from the last few months.

Photos credit: Jacob Slaton

PCMA 2019 Convening Leaders, 6-9 January 2019

BE@Penang Conference, 6-7 December 2018

SITE Global Conference 2019, 11-14 January 2019

Follow our social media pages for more of what we saw on the road
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