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Abstract: 

Malaysia has been ranked among the top 10 most visited countries in the world with a tourist receipt of 

RM53 billion in 2009. Of this, MICE tourists contributed about 7% of the tourist receipts. There is intense 

competition to build the biggest and the best convention centres in the region. There is currently an 

oversupply of exhibition and convention space. Industry experts have pointed out several factors which 

contribute to the success of international convention centres. Among these are international flight 

connectivity, good infrastructure and international promotion and marketing. For Penang to be 

successful in the MICE industry, these factors are critical and need to be addressed. 

 

Malaysia scores high in tourist arrivals. 

In 2009, the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) ranked Malaysia as the 9
th

 most visited country in 

the world. This makes it the second most visited country in Asia other than China. It is also interesting 

to note that Kuala Lumpur was ranked highly as the world’s 5
th

 most visited city in terms of tourist 

arrivals.
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Rank Country 
International tourist arrivals (millions) 

2009 2008 2007 2006 

1 France 74.2 79.2 80.9 77.9 

2 United States 54.9 57.9 56.0 51.0 

3 Spain 52.2 57.2 58.7 58.0 

4 China 50.9 53.0 54.7 49.9 

5 Italy 43.2 42.7 43.7 41.1 

6 United Kingdom 28.0 30.1 30.9 30.7 

7 Turkey 25.5 25.0 22.2 18.9 

8 Germany 24.2 24.9 24.4 23.6 

9 Malaysia 23.6 22.1 21.0 17.5 

10 Mexico 21.5 22.6 21.4 21.4 

(Source: UNWTO World Tourism Barometer) 

 

 



Rank City 

International tourist 

arrivals (millions) by 

selected year 

Year 

1 Paris 14.9 2009 

2 London 14.1 2009 

3 Bangkok 10.2 2008 

4 Singapore 9.7 2009 

5 Kuala Lumpur 8.9 2008 

6 New York 8.7 2009 

7 Dubai 7.6 2008 

8 Istanbul 7.5 2009 

9 Hong Kong 7.0 2009 

10 Shanghai 6.7 2007 

(Source: UNWTO World Tourism Barometer) 

Between 2008 and 2009, Malaysia’s Tourism Promotion Board (MTPB) reported an increase in tourist’s 

arrivals from 5.2% to 7.2%. This was despite a global economic slowdown. 

TOURIST ARRIVALS & RECEIPTS TO MALAYSIA 

YEAR ARRIVALS RECEIPTS (RM) 

2009 23.6 Million 53.4 Billion 

2008 22.0 Million 49.6 Billion 

2007 20.9 Million 46.1 Billion 

2006 17.5 Million 36.3 Billion 

2005 16.5 Million 31.9 Billion 

2004 15.7 Million 29.6 Billion 

(Source: Malaysian Tourism Promotion Board) 

Malaysia as a choice MICE destination 

The tourism industry has several niche or specialty forms. These are ecotourism, heritage tourism, 

medical tourism, cultural tourism, culinary tourism and business tourism. Business tourism includes 

hosting international MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conventions and Exhibitions) events.  

It was estimated that in 2007, MICE tourists contributed RM3.17 billion or 6.9% of tourists receipts in 

Malaysia. The average per capita expenditure of MICE tourists was RM3133 compared to the average 

per capita spent of RM2196 by leisure tourists. The figure for 2009 was estimated to be 1.18 million 

MICE tourists arrivals contributing RM12.0 billion to total tourists’ receipts. Acknowledging that MICE 

tourism is a potential revenue generator, the Ministry of Tourism established a one-stop body called 

the Malaysia Convention and Exhibition Bureau (MyCEB) in 2008 to intensify the promotion of MICE. 

 



MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conventions and Exhibitions) tourists arrivals to Malaysia: 

Year MICE tourists arrivals 

2006 820,243 

2007 1,013,104 

(Source: Malaysian Tourism Promotion Board) 

The International Congress and Convention Association (ICCA) ranked Malaysia 32
nd

 in the world as a 

MICE destination for year 2008.  In the Asia-Pacific region, we were ranked 8
th

 for the same year. Our 

closest competitors are Singapore and Thailand which were ranked 5
th

 and 6
th

 respectively in the 

region. In terms of ranking by cities, Kuala Lumpur and Penang were ranked 27 and 234 respectively.
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Rankings of major ASEAN cities for year 2008: 

Ranking Cities 

4 Singapore 

18 Bangkok 

21 Hong Kong 

27  Kuala Lumpur 

202 Jakarta 

234 Penang 

234 Phuket 

265 Kota Kinabalu 

265 Kuching 

(Source: ICCA International Association Meetings Market Statistics Report: 1999-2008) 

The ICCA Statistics report is based on meetings organized by international associations which take 

place on a regular basis and which rotate between a minimum of 3 countries. The MICE industry is a 

very competitive sector. To remain competitive in the game,  Mike Williams of Gary Glimmer & Co, a 

Melbourne business events consultant hired by MyCEB, summarised it by saying “… to stay in this race, 

Malaysia needs to reinvent its MICE approach.” Customers do not come here just to attend 

conventions but they are looking for the whole experience and package. 

International flight connections 

Experts pointed out that one of the most important factors business travelers look for are good 

airports and extensive international flight connections. Most business travelers want direct flight 

connections from their port of embarkation to their destinations when deciding on which city to hold 

their business meetings and conventions. Some major international conventions play host to several 

thousands of delegates and without direct flight connections with major cities in the world, this would 

pose a major logistics problem for the organisers. Data has shown correlation of successful convention 

cities and good linkages to major flight connections. 



Airport Airlines handled 

Bangkok Suvarnabhumi 91 

Singapore Changi 80 

KLIA 53 

Penang Bayan Lepas 21 

(Source: Various airport websites) 

The Venetian Macau which was opened in 2007 and has one of the region’s biggest and most 

integrated convention centres was reported that its meeting business has not grown as expected 

because of inadequate infrastructure like extensive international connections.
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Competition to build the biggest and the best  

There is intense competition in the region to build the biggest and the best convention centres. Some 

of these new mega convention centres are so well integrated that they are like a city within city. There 

is currently an oversupply of convention space in the region. As newer and bigger centres open, the 

older ones lose out in popularity.  

City No. of major convention centres Major centres 

Bangkok 6 Bangkok Convention Centre , Queen Sirikit 

National Convention Centre, Impact Exhibition 

Convention Centre, BITEC. 

Singapore 6 Marina Bay Sands, Suntec International 

Convention Centre, Singapore Expo, Raffles 

City CC 

Kuala 

Lumpur 

9 KLCC, Putrajaya ICC, Matrade Exhibition and 

Convention Centre, PWTC, Sime Darby 

 

City Convention Centre Exhibition Space Capacity 

Singapore Marina Bay Sands 120,000 sq. m. 45,000 delegates 

 Suntec City 10,600 sq. m. 10,000 delegates 

 Changi Exhibition Centre 37,500 sq. m. 2000 delegates 

 Singapore Expo Centre 100,000 sq. m. 19,000 delegates 

Kuala Lumpur PWTC 23,504 sq. m. 3,800 delegates 

 KLCC 9,710 sq. m. 9,500 delegates 

 Putra ICC 135,000 sq. m. 7,800 delegates 

 Matrade ECC 30,000 sq. m. 1,500 delegates 

Bangkok BITEC 19,610 sq.m. 8,200 delegates 

 Bangkok Convention Centre 6,179 sq.m. 6,000 delegates 

 Queen Sirikit National CC 28,000 sq.m. 21,000 delegates 

 Impact ECC 47,000 sq.m. 3,000 delegates 

(Source: Various convention centres websites) 



 Emerging business models of convention centres 

Convention centres operate using several business models. The first generation of convention centres 

was generally built and operated using public funds. Under this model, the costs of developing and 

maintaining the ongoing operations usually run at a loss. However, this was deemed “acceptable” 

through other economic benefits that drove tax revenues like services and establishments like hotels, 

restaurants and retail stores. The next stage was a public ownership/private management model. In 

this model, the centre’s management is outsourced to private contractors or sometimes joint venture 

with the public authority. A new emerging model is now slowly used where the public body reduces or 

shares out the financial risk to reduce pressure of public sector involvement in non-core functions and 

services. One of the approaches in this new model is to trade off public assets in order to finance the 

construction and management of the convention facility by the private sector. However, controversies 

may arise as to the transparency of the trade-offs between the public and the private sector.
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The RM50 million poser – Penang as an international MICE destination? 

The Penang state government has proposed to build a convention centre at a cost of more than RM50 

million. The convention centre was proposed to be on the site of the Penang International Sports 

Arena (PISA) in Relau, about 15 minutes from the Bayan Lepas airport. This decision has raised some 

controversy among Penang residents. Critics argued that the convention space is too small, there is 

inadequate parking area, traffic dispersal system is poor and there are no transportation linkages to 

other parts of the city. They also pointed out that there is already an oversupply of convention and 

exhibition spaces in the region especially in Kuala Lumpur. Penang has to compete with them and with 

other big names like the Venetian Macau and Singapore’s Marina Sands. A few of these big names are 

already reporting a slowing growth in their convention business because of intense competition. The 

limited number of international flight connections to Penang was the other major problem and the 

Penang state government has little control over this issue.   

MyCEB, the Malaysian Tourism Promotion Board promotion arm for convention and exhibition, main 

priority is to promote Kuala Lumpur as a MICE destination. Penang would be low in its promotional 

drive. Aggressive promotion and marketing is one of the key factors for success in the MICE industry. 

The Penang state government has limited resources to do this at the international level.   

At least 2 major developers in Penang have indicated that they have plans to include convention 

centres in their future development. Critics have questioned whether Penang has the need and the 

market for so many convention centres.  

The Penang state government called for a public tender for the proposed Penang  International 

Convention Centre in January this year.  It did not receive any bids. This is an indicator from the private 

sector that they have concerns on the viability of the project. A second retender exercise was called in 

July with new conditions. 



Despite the controversy and public objections, the Penang state government will be going ahead with 

building the convention centre. This is a bold move and the Penang state government has no option to 

fail on this project. Building it is the easiest thing to do. Promoting and marketing it against stiff 

competition from other cities in the region will be the challenging task.  
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(Tan Seng Hai is an engineer by training. He feels that good governance must be seen to be done 

and not just a pie-in-the-sky sloganeering. He likes Paul Krugman’s “…Obama’s soaring rhetoric as a 

candidate…. “We are the ones we’ve been waiting for”.) 


