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· t· V C :Ion 
A realistic approach to Malta's tourism product 

ETY-NJNEper cent of 
10urisl<;visitingMaita have 

. r.<llcd. their experience,as 
. . g~lod or very good. This is, 

whill·the newspaper headlines.should. 
'Illi~e:~uwhc!l~poiting:lhe results 
of tile recentMHRA envii'oninental 
SlJl~ex, 
. J~slead; Inwressi6n given on 

of The.S!indm'Times 
w;]sthauhe survey was 

fipththg . but bad news, "160;000 
lou:risls critiCise the .. environ­
menl;:':'16.001} tourists' leave the 
J~lnriili(\vith a bad' trulle ... 84 perCent 
oLtOt!risls l"iClieve thlih'Jur'nKlds' are 
,bu(lor.velybad.,.350,OOO tourists be­
lieve our level <if clcanlilless leaves 
much to he desired . ." and so on and 
so fOrtJl. 

In many cases, absolute numbers 
are given (mlher than percentages) so 
that the ligures appear more substan­
tial than thc)' actually are. Out of 
some 30 pamgmphs of the newspaper 
report. only two or three refer to posi­
tive rcsuhs and. in any case. only to­
wards the end. 

The repOJ1 as published by MHRA 
has u synopsis Of summary on the 
front page. Of the six points made in 

:'thesynopsis only one is a positive 
comment. 

The.synopsis fails to mention; for 
example. that according to the 
MHRA survey 95 per cenl of visitors 
would recommend Malta to friends 
anidrclativcs [ind that 88 per cent 
·would consider revisiting. 

TIlt! synopsis docs not refer to the 
[m;llbar 315 per cent of tourists are 
,re~t visit\:}!1\ and that four out of ten 
to'urists rale their experiencc in Malta 
as very good. 

An\' intelligent re.ider can see 
through the negative spin that hus 
been put on the survey results. 
Overplaying the wcak.ncsses of tile 
tourism product serves no purpose 
otherthan to undcrmine credibility. 

11,,~ analYSIS of the survey results 
and the newspaper reports arc part of 
a 'pattern or constant criticism of the 
Milila pmd!lcCthaLha.~ been going on 

by John Ebejer 

for years. 
. We have the tendency to paint 

everything black ami forget that 
sh~des of grey do exist. A doomsday 
scenario is often depicted, ac­
companied by n stern warning that 
unless there is substantial investment 
in the product our tourism industry 
will be dealt a severe blow. 

The truth is that in spite of several 
"product weaknesses, the vast majority 
of tourists visiting Malta have a posi-
tive experience. . 

Price of negativity 
The constant criticism of the Malta 

tourism product, including in the 
English language newspapers, should 
be cause for concern to the tourism 
industry itselL 

Whether it is tourists in.Malta read­
ing the papers or potential tourists 
overseas who view them over the 
Internet. the bad impression that for­
eigners gct does not do liS Hny good. 

Moreover. it wcakens the hotelier's 
positioll when il comes to negotiating 
rates with operators. Better rates m'e 
achievable if wc COil vince ourselves 
and others that our product is more 
interesting and intriguing than thai PI' 
our competitors. 

To sell a product you need to be 
convinced of its strengths. Some 
months <lgo. I attcnded a confercllce 
in 01'0110 where dcleg(1tes wcre taken 
to visit :.J smail !Own in northern 
Portugal. 

W e lIlel the mayor and 
tourism officials of the 
lown who explained wlwt 

the town has 10 olTer. They spoke 
with conviction. Thcir enthusiasm 
was contagious ami very convincing. 
Most people in the group left the 
meeting with the impression Ihal the 
town was wcll W(H1il a visit. 

It is this type of conviction and 
enthusiasm that people marketing 

. . 

Malia cannot possihly have because 
of the negativity that is constantly 
thrown around . 

The perception of marketing pco­
pic is that the Malta product is pOOl'. 
Ultimately. this means we are getting 
less value for the money spent on 
marketing. 

1·low does aIle explain a 99 per 
cell! satisfaction mte among tourists 
in spite of several obvious weakness­
es of the Malta product? First of all 
there arc thc intrinsic strengths of our 
product. 

A diversity of attractions arc on 
ofrer - prehistoric temples. fortified 
towns, fortitications, palaces, church­
es. gardcns, historic waterfronts. sea­
side promenades. typical villag.es. 
cO<lstal cliffs and beaches. 

M;Jny a!tractions are unique to 
these islands. ;\11 are within short 
Iravel distances and all can be en­
joyed most year round in pleasant 
weatller. When I take foreigners 
arollnd to visit, I am normally con­
fronted with a comment and a ques­
tion. 

They are surprised to ciiscover that 
Malta has so much to offer, in spite 
of its size and they ask me why it is 
that Malta's promotion overscas docs 
not 51IV that there is so much to sec'! 

M v· answer is that most tourism 
peoplc do not take the time and the 
trouble tn discover the many attrac-

liolls that Malta has to offer to our 
visitors. 

Where there is some product de­
ficiency. the tourist is likely 10 note 
it :1nd possibly even be annoyed by 
it The annoyance, however, is 
unlikely to be or such magnillide that 
it will spoil the whole tourist experi­
ence. The tourist will remembcr the 
experience taken in its totality, with 
positive aspects taking precedence 
over allY perceived shortcomings. 

This is bcsi illustrated with an 
example. Some months ago, during a 
Mediterranean cruise. I went for a 
day trip to Monaco. Getting from the 
shi[J to Monaco was a laborious and 
lilllc consliming affair. waiting in 
qucues, crowding. coach journeys, 
exhaust-filled car parks, etc. 

I wondered whether i111 the hassle 
would be worth it. Once we got there, 
however. I thoroughly enjoyed the 
visitor "!tractions and the shopping. 

Arter the trip. the memory of the 
Monaco visit was a plea~ant one; the 
ineollvcnienee of the journey to get 
Ihere was nothing but a mere footnote. 

Getting better results 
Thcre is, however, no re,L~on [0 be 

cOI11[Jlal'ent. Tourism in Malta is 
undergoll1g a process of change. We 
arc hecoming more dependent on 
ciliture-oriented u:lUrisll1 and hence 
our tourism product should be dcvel-

oped accordingly. 
We should eOl1slulltlyaim for 

higher and beller results: Tourism 
flows in the shoulder and ofT-peak 
months have to be ill1proved to make 
better use of our tourism inrrastruc" 
~e. . 

. There is.a constant need to im~ 
prove ollr' produci. Cleanliness 
should become a priority especially 
in key tourism areas. Our heritage 
needs to be better lIlaintained and 
presented. 
. Visitors should bl' provided With a 

widerehoiee of activities to engage 
in and transport modes 10 move 
around. The image of destination 
Malta should be proj,>('\cd overseas in 
a more COI1SiSlcntl1l:.lIlrler and in line 
with Malta's pwduc! Oil offer.. 

In conclusion. there needs"io be 
more investment in Ihe tourism prod­
UCL, not because til" shortcomings 
create any significant threat. to the 
industry. but because there is.signifi­
cant potential that is waiting to be 
realised. Effective lililisation of our 
tourism assets wi II provide for 
increased cl11ploymclIl and inere<lsed 
revenue to the Malte~e cconomy. 

.. 
Mr EfJcjer is <111 ;jJrhi(ccl and urban 
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