
PRESS RELEASE 

Drop of 50,000 tourists by October
Movement on LCCs to date far from enough to turn the situation around
In light of the drop of a further 14,000 tourists in August the MHRA said in a statement issued today that indicative figures for September and October will result in further drops of another 20,000 visitors on last year’s figures by the end of October.  Such a drop will mean that instead of growing tourist numbers by 50,000 during 2006, in the first ten months of the year the figures will result in a drop of 50,000 visitors. This would mean that government is 100,000 visitors short of the established target. 
The MHRA expressed its extreme concern over this situation and said that the figures have only confirmed what the association has been warning about for the past year and a half. The unfortunate situation is that timely action was not taken based on the MHRA’s recommendations on product improvement, marketing strategy and the timely introduction of low cost airlines. 
MHRA is aware that the recently set up consultative group is nearing the completion of its recommendations which are expected to be made public in the coming weeks. Even at this early stage the MHRA urges government and everyone involved in the industry to implement these recommendations as a matter of urgency. It is only in doing this that the overall situation can be turned around in a relatively short time.
In as far as the low cost airline issue is concerned the MHRA would like to make it abundantly clear that the association has never stated that low cost airlines are the only solution to the industry’s problems. The MHRA has always advocated that the problem is three fold – one of product improvement, the lack of a solid marketing strategy and the lack of diversity in airline capacity mix including the strong introduction of low cost carriers to the Island. The recent attacks on the wrongly termed ‘low cost at all cost brigade’ by the Air Malta Chairman (Times of Malta September 23rd) are not conducive to an industry working together towards flying the common flag, as his interview was in fact headlined. The MHRA could conversely attack the airline for heading the ‘NO low cost at all cost brigade’ and wholeheartedly hopes that this is not the first sign of an attempt by the national airline to block on going tough negotiations with Easy Jet and others to start operations to Malta and to increase the small amount of routes currently on offer.
The MHRA firmly believes that the amount of routes made available and ultimately the three routes so far taken up by Ryan Air are far from being sufficient to turn the situation around. The Association strongly believes that the current routes and take up by visitors will at the very most make up for 70% to 80% of the bed nights lost this year. The MHRA warns that unless more routes are opened up immediately to low cost airlines then next year’s figures will continue to decline with the relevant repercussions on the Island’s economy and employment numbers. This time the MHRA sincerely hopes that it’s warnings will be taken more seriously than they were over the past year and a half. 
The MHRA would also like to clarify the following issues also highlighted in the recent interview given by the national airline’s chairman in the above-mentioned interview.
· The incentive scheme offered by government was given on specific underserved routes and all airlines, including Air Malta, were invited to apply for such support. This in MHRA’s opinion is definitely a level playing field. 
· The analogy made about a new international hotel chain or bar franchise opening up and being given government support from a promise to provide new tourists is simply puerile and does not even merit further comment.
· The MHRA would like to categorically state that none of it’s council or task force members have any conflict of interest whatsoever in the low cost airline issue. If the chairman of the national airline knows any different he should not intimate such but state names categorically.

· The MHRA is also surprised about the accusation of whispering in governments ear. The MHRA and its respective members can hardly be accused of whispering and if anything can only be accused of being vociferous. 

· The MHRA is confused by the denial of Air Malta that is has reduced its presence on the Malta base when everyone knows that it has based a number of its aircraft outside the Island. 
· The fact that the national airline operated more flights out of Germany because Condor did not operate is positive and the fact that MTA financially supported the additional flights is also positive. However the German market was still very much underserved this year and this only makes the case for a major low cost airline presence from Germany stronger. 
· The major cost of the tourist package today is the airline price and statistics show that any money saved on airline tickets is spent within the destination with the obvious resultant effects. 
In conclusion, the MHRA would like to once again highlight the fact that MHRA members have invested over half a billion Malta Liri in the industry locally and continue to invest despite the current situation due to their overall confidence in the island as a strong tourist destination in future years. 
The Association cannot but strongly emphasise the importance of getting our act together collectively to sort out our product issues, put an immediate marketing strategy and plan into place and lower the cost of landing an aircraft in Malta so as to attract more airlines to the island. 
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The MHRA has been established since 1958 and today represents 70% of all hotels in Malta and 35% of all restaurants, collectively representing an investment of over Lm 500 million and employing in excess of 20,000 people. For the past 46 years the MHRA has represented the interest of hoteliers and restaurateurs on the Island acting as a lobby group to ensure that the policy decisions taken on the Island are in line with what the tourism industry needs to flourish. For more information about the MHRA visit www.mhra.org.mt or call (356) 21 318133.
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