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1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

TOURISM
LEADERSHIP
CONFERENCE‘25

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



TOURISM
LEADERSHIP
CONFERENCE‘25

1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



TOURISM
LEADERSHIP
CONFERENCE‘25

1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



TOURISM
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CONFERENCE‘25

1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 
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• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 
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• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

TOURISM
LEADERSHIP
CONFERENCE‘25

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 
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• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 
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• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.



1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 
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Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.
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1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.
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1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.
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1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.
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1. Jerry Mabena: TBCSA Chairperson
Topic: Welcome Address

Summary: The tourism sector has faced a challenging 
time, with issues that have pitted industry partners 
and stakeholders against each other. Despite these 
challenges, what is clear is that everyone wants what 
is best for the sector and the country; the difference is 
that there are varying paths and ideas on how to get 
there. The industry as a whole just needs to steady 
forward. 

Key Insights 
• We should reflect on what environment we need 

at this time to flourish as a sector and what it will 
take to be intentional in our collective effort to 
drive this country forward.

• Young people are jobless and even resort to 
criminality in a country bequeathed with 
breathtaking beauty and a captivating history and 
heritage.

• This year’s theme is Matters of Tourism: Growth, 
People, and Policy. Growth is about rebuilding 
momentum after years of disruption and 
positioning South Africa competitively on the 
global stage. People are a reminder that the 
passion and creativity of workers, entrepreneurs, 
and travellers power tourism. Policy underscores 
the importance of alignment between 
government, business, and communities to create 
the conditions in which tourism can flourish.

• These three priorities cannot stand alone - growth 
without people is unsustainable. People without 
supportive policy are disempowered. Policy 
without concerted action risks being little more 
than words on paper.

action, how to attract investment, connect more 
people and places, build resilience, equip our 
workforce with future-ready skills, and design 
policies that open the door to innovation and 
inclusion, and this requires us to stand united.

• We note the legal processes around the SAT board 
dissolution – even then, it is important that the 
work proceeds. South Africa remains open for 
business, and our job is to keep the visitors 
coming into the country and making them 
experience the warm South African hospitality.

• TBCSA will continue to find ways of working 
together with the South Africa Tourism team to 
ensure delivery.

2. Patricia de Lille
Minister of Tourism in SA
Topic: Keynote Address

Summary: Tourism must be seen as a driver of jobs 
and growth. The Tourism Leadership Conference is a 
gathering of a community, bound together by a shared 
mission to grow tourism, to create jobs, and to show 
the world the very best of South Africa. Tourism is 
about people, livelihoods, opportunity, and what can 
be achieved when all partners and stakeholders work 
together.

Key Insights 
• Students developed a Hologram Hub - a platform 

that allows rural communities to share their 
stories, showcase their culture, and attract 
visitors. 

• The Tourism Growth Partnership Plan is built on 
five strategic pillars that are the backbone of how 
growth will be delivered:

• Tourism is no longer on the sidelines of our 
national development. It is central to inclusive 
growth, job creation, and global competitiveness. 
In 2024, our sector contributed R618.7 billion to 
the economy, supporting 1.8 million jobs. This 
year, that number is expected to rise to 1.9 
million.

• With the right enabling environment, including 
infrastructure, smarter visas, investment in skills, 
and aligned policy, tourism could contribute over 
R900 billion to the GDP and support 2.6 million 
jobs by 2035.

• Small and medium enterprises are also at the 
heart of this year’s conference. SMEs are the 
backbone of tourism. They are the 
Bed-&-Breakfasts, the tour operators, the 
transport providers, the innovators who move our 
industry forward.

• The focus will be on practical issues that matter 
most: access to funding, better ways to market 
these businesses, and building the support 
systems that allow them not just to survive but to 
scale. By empowering SMEs, we empower 
communities, create jobs, and unlock the full 
potential of tourism to drive inclusive growth.

• The TBCSA Tourism Leadership Conference also 
brings together the private sector with colleagues 
in the public sector. This partnership is key, as it is 
only through genuine collaboration between 
business and government that we can create 
tailored policy, suitable conditions, and 
opportunities that allow tourism to thrive.

• Each year, we commit that this gathering will not 
be a talk shop, but a platform that delivers real, 
actionable outcomes for the sector. Our 
conversations will focus on turning ideas into 

• Job creation and skills development – ensuring 
tourism provides real opportunities, especially for 
youth and women.

• Ease of access – removing barriers like red tape 
and visas so that visitors can come to South Africa 
without unnecessary hurdles.

• Co-ordinated destination marketing – presenting 
one strong, compelling story of South Africa to the 
world, not only for leisure tourism but also for the 
critical business events sector.

• Safety and security – making sure every tourist 
feels welcome and safe.

• Infrastructure and product development – 
investing in the experiences, heritage sites and 
products that will sustain growth.

The Plan seeks to deliver: 
• 1 million direct jobs and 1.5 million indirect jobs 

by 2029
• 15 million international arrivals within the same 

period.
• And a significant increase in visitor spend, both 

domestic and international. 
• The new Electronic Travel Authorisation system 

(ETA) is a game-changer.  Developed in a 
partnership with the Department of Home Affairs, 
State Security and the Presidency, the ETA allows 
tourists to apply digitally, get approval faster, and 
travel with confidence. 

• As of 1 June 2025, the Amended National 
Treasury Regulation 16 for Public-Private 
Partnerships came into effect.

• We must rise above distractions and stay focused 
on implementation: delivery of growth, delivery of 
jobs, delivery of opportunity.

• For the next five years, COJ will host Meetings 

Africa, while Africa’s Travel Indaba will remain in 
Durban for the next 5 years. South African 
Tourism and TBCSA plan these events together. 

• Growth cannot be concentrated only in major 
cities or flagship destinations. It must be spread 
geographically.

3. Dr Leon Schreiber
Minister of Home Affairs
Topic: Home Affairs Update

Summary: Minister of Home Affairs, Dr Leon 
Schreiber, presented the department’s brand-new 
Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). This initiative 
leverages cutting-edge machine learning technology 
to digitalise and automate visa processes, replacing 
paper-based systems with a secure, efficient, and 
traveller-friendly digital platform.

Key Insights
• ETA will enable visa applicants to apply online, 

capture biometrics, and receive approvals in 
real-time, improving processing times and 
complicated processes.

• The ETA will be integrated with an upgraded 
Electronic Movement Control System (EMCS 2.0) 
that will be based on facial recognition at ports of 
entry, starting with OR Tambo and Cape Town 
International Airport. 

• The automated biometric checks will ensure 
seamless arrivals, minimal queuing, and enhance 
national security.

• User acceptance testing will commence at the end 
of September, with the first phase set to open for 
applicants in mid-October. The first phase will 
focus on delegates attending G20 meetings from 

the four G20 member countries that require visas 
to visit South Africa, namely China, India, 
Indonesia and Mexico and who arrive at OR 
Tambo or Cape Town International Airport.

• The second phase will commence following the 
conclusion of the G20 leaders' meeting in late 
November, which will open applications to all 
tourists from the same four countries. 

• Once the system is stable, the ETA will be 
expanded to become the single entry point for 
tourist visas from all countries that require visas to 
visit South Africa.

• Over the coming years, the ETA will be expanded 
to other visa categories, with automated entry 
and exit, based on facial recognition, to be rolled 
out to all ports of entry.

• The Tour Operator Scheme (TTOS) pilot has 
already brought in more than 35,000 additional 
tourists from China and India in just seven 
months.

• The first impression that tourists will get of South 
Africa will be when they apply online for an ETA – 
showcasing a country with an immigration system 
that is rapidly modernising, embracing innovation, 
and blazing a trail towards becoming a world 
leader in digital transformation.

4. Al Merschen
MMYG Global
Topic: The Future of Travel: International Insights

Summary: AI has become more powerful and 
accessible. Many of the people in SA’s source markets 
are using AI to curate their travels. AI Travel Planning 
usage has doubled in the past year. Traveller profiles 
have also evolved with more people travelling for the 

experience. The metaphor of the Dim Sum Life refers 
to having everything served in small and digestible 
bites. A bit of everything, really.

Key Insights
• 89% of links cited by AI come from earned media - 

not ads or social posts. 42% of US leisure 
travellers use AI prompts. 56% of AI-cited sources 
were published within the last 12 months.

• SA is targeting about 68 million people in the US. 
45% American international travellers have 
expressed interest in travelling to SA. 65 % are 
female, and prefer to travel solo.

• With AI, any small business can offer the same 
access as top-tier hotels.

• Travel is the most important discretionary budget 
line for consumers around the world: the UK, US, 
Germany, China and India - the top five overseas 
leisure markets for SA tourism.

• Travellers use AI mostly for:
- Comparing flights (46%)
- Researching activities (39%)
- Finding hotels (38%)
- Creating itineraries (38%)

• Blended Travel is the new Bleisure. AI can help 
teams manage inquiry overload with timely, 
multilingual, personalised responses.

• Connection is required everywhere. Accessible 
tourism becomes mainstream tourism.

•  Less is more: paperless, cashless, driverless. 
• New communication media are coming. Social 

media only works when you are social.

5. Sanisha Packirisamy
Economist - Momentum Investments
Topic: The Economy and Tourism 

Summary: The importance of tourism as an economic 
driver and socio-economic driver in the creation of 
jobs. In 2020, at least 63 million jobs were lost 
throughout the world relative to the year before. 
Some of these jobs were not regained. By 2022, the 
global economy was still down about 39 million jobs 
relative to 2019. By the time the markets opened for 
economic activity, some of the lost jobs were not 
regained.

Key Insights
• Global outlook for tourism: Earlier this year, when 

the tariffs were announced in the US, the forecast 
was that there was a 70% probability of a 
recession of the global economy. Since then, the 
global community has become used to the 
uncertainty. The global economy shrugged off the 
recession, but it is recording its slowest growth 
since the 1960s. The slowing global economic 
activity can impact consumers and their ability to 
spend on discretionary items such as tourism.

• Slower growth in SA’s key non-African tourism 
markets, that is, the US, UK, Germany, Brazil and 
India.

• Growth in some of SA’s traditional source markets 
is expected to be slower. SA should focus its 
efforts on markets in India and Brazil, where the 
economic outlook looks better in the short to 
medium term. Our best tourism comes from 
African countries, but they are also experiencing 
slow growth due to global economic headwinds.

• There is a new world order that is no longer 
bipolar and only involving China and the US. Now 
we are in a multipolar world order that involves 
many more economies. New political alliances are 
being drawn in the political economy.

• Potential global risk to tourism:
- Rise in Geopolitical risk.
- Economic uncertainty.
- Populism has an impact on policy, social 

stability and international perceptions.
- Artificial Intelligence 
- Risk of Climate Change

• How global tourism is shaping up: Despite risks in 
the global economy, there is a recovery in tourism 
levels globally. Asia has recorded the most growth. 
Generally, tourism’s contribution to African 
countries’ GDP is lower- this can provide an 
opportunity for growth. 

• African Outlook for Tourism: Africa generally lags 
in health and hygiene, ICT readiness and 
infrastructure. Infrastructure is crucial. We have a 
massive market on our doorstep without much of 
a link between countries. Benefits from trade and 
tourism trends show that Africa could benefit the 
most from tourism. Generate higher growth and 
job creation.

• Local Outlook for Tourism: If you can get the 
consumer going, you can get growth in SA. 
Uncertainty in SA has made businesses not invest 
in economic activity. The political climate has 
hindered spending, even on the consumer side. 
Ideally, growth should come from fixed 
investments. 

• When there is more infrastructure spending, 
businesses have a better operating environment - 
economic activity picks up as part of the cycle. 
Policy uncertainty remains high in SA. Local 
economic growth will likely be driven by 
consumers. Wealth conditions have improved 
drastically in SA. 

• Inflationary pressures have hampered spending in 
SA. The cost-of-living crisis was drawn out. SA is 
starting to emerge out of the Cost-of-living crisis. 
Food and transport prices have increased, but 
wages have not increased in line with that trend. 

• A 150 basis point cut in interest rates. Debt 
burden largely alleviated for SA consumers. 

• Jobs since 2020 - some created in some sectors. 
Not a lot of jobs from high multipliers. This is due 
to structural issues since the global financial crisis.

• SA’s tourism industry holds a key opportunity for 
the economy. SA needs to diversify its export 
base. Expand our geopolitical footprint. SA lost 
competitiveness in the global landscape. 

• Political uncertainty is hampering the supply side 
of travel and tourism in SA. 

• Some positive reforms will improve conditions. 
Operation Vulindlela are accelerating reforms 
where red tape has hampered progress and 
growth. They've looked at electricity generation, 
pulling in the private sector in water generation, 
logistics space. They will also be looking at spatial 
inequality, digitising the economy, and elevating 
reforms in the logistics and energy space.

• We fall short in terms of our post-pandemic 
performance. Activity relative to 2019 is soft. 
Reforms in the visa regime space are positive. 

• Areas of improvement for SA tourism: 
• Expanding airlift, restoring key routes, ensuring 

airline partnership and direct access to new 
markets

• Targeted marketing campaigns in key markets
• Ensuring more Digital platforms
• Growing sustainable and cultural tourism 
• Ensuring safety and security

6. Panel Discussion: 
Tourism Outlook 2025 and Beyond
Moderator: Nozipho Tshabalala
Kirby Gordon – CMO FlySafair
Ramasela Ganda – Group CEO ZEDA
Lindiwe Sangweni-Siddo – COO City Lodge
Ross Volk – Managing Director, MSC Cruises South 
Africa

Summary: A panel featuring leaders and voices from 
some of the leading transport and hospitality sectors. 
The discussions covered a variety of issues facing the 
tourism sector in South Africa today. Panel moderator 
Nozipho Tshabalala drove the discussion with pointed 
questions to each panellist. 

NT: What are the market signals that are influencing 
your investments, future routes, operations and 
future decisions?
KG: The availability of disposable income, in terms of 
interest rates, is really where the strategy begins. 
Since the pandemic, there has been a psychological 
shift in terms of how customers engage with 
products. People are investing more in experiences as 
opposed to things. When we track where aviation is 
headed, there are many considerations to bear in 
mind. 
NT: When looking at the region, how are you looking 
at tapping into the regional corridors? How do you 
determine where the next routes or investments will 
be?
KG: From a low-cost carrier perspective, we 
democratise routes. We start small. Once that route is 
ripe with high density, we can grow volume. There is 
also an element of business travel, tourism and 
leisure that is important. For our kind of business, it is 

about waiting for the right moment before deep 
diving.
NT: What is the importance of partnerships in relation 
to ensuring that travel is seamless from the airport to 
the point of attraction?
RG: It is all about consumer experience. We consider 
ourselves an integrated mobility provider. We have 
entered into various partnerships with small business 
operators in the sector. These collaborations have 
allowed us to reach consumers in different ways. We 
have partnerships with e-hailers and tour operators. 
The intention is to ensure that the consumers move 
seamlessly. Through these partnerships, we are 
playing the role of enablers. We also allow small 
players to get involved through financing and vehicle 
provision.  
NT: How can we use data better to ensure better 
customer experiences? 
RG: In most of our businesses, we traditionally use 
the general pricing model. But, through the use of 
data, we are discovering that consumers do not want 
the one-size-fits-all approach. So, we are using our 
data to get to the minutiae of user experiences. Some 
say the prices should not be the same, and that our 
transport offerings should take into consideration the 
different customer needs. The days of standard prices 
are long gone. We are finding this information 
exciting because we are getting to the bottom of what 
consumers want.  The market we are dealing with has 
changed. 
NT: How are you balancing all these changing 
consumer expectations against profit-making and 
staying relevant?
LSS: When we came into business in 1985, we were 
disruptors. So, it’s all about staying competitive. We 
are alert to what our customers are telling us. COVID 

was pivotal in our operations.  Most of our lower-end 
hotels were only offering breakfast, and since then, 
we have had to pivot to offer them more. We have 
changed our kitchens to ensure that we offer more in 
terms of food and beverages. We are in the process of 
refurbishing our 58 hotels to also ensure that 
customers experience the culture and the pulse of 
the environment they find themselves in. It has been 
an evolution for us. Sustainability is also top of mind. 
We are in the third phase of being driven by solar, 
drilling boreholes and water infiltration systems. 
During this process, we are also ensuring that the 
partners and entities that are brought in mirror the 
transformation. 
NT: What kind of policy environment do you think you 
need to grow in the way you envision?
LSS: We need to think differently about skills. We 
need to project what the future jobs are going to be. 
We need to ensure there are courses that our 
industry will need to have skills that are fit for 
purpose. We must make our children look at tourism 
as an aspirational industry.
NT: Let’s go into the port strategy in SA. How do we 
get people to stay for longer? Where do you see the 
opportunity to improve?
RV: A port strategy needs to begin before we reach 
the port. We need to build infrastructure, marketing 
and security. Strategy needs to start looking at what it 
means to have holistic solutions. In order to function 
effectively and efficiently, the ecosystem needs a 
functional port, transport, hotels and flights to 
manage this reality. You cannot only focus on building 
a port facility.  You need to consider how you move 
people to various destinations.
NT: How do we ensure that communities are able to 
share in cruise tourism?

RV: Cruise tourism has one of the biggest barriers to 
entry for SMEs, simply because of the volumes. The 
supply space is challenging in terms of providing 
volumes. We can create a marketing strategy, for 
example, that looks at why it is important to 
experience the great culture of South Africa. Create 
access that makes sense, and the necessary 
infrastructure to allow people to travel. We need to 
start building the infrastructure, our marketing plan, 
and our security plan before we start looking at port 
infrastructure. 
NT: How are you using the data, and are you thinking 
of mediating that pricing for different customers?
KG: AI is key in our industry. It’s a passion point of 
ours. Some data tells us what is happening with our 
customers. All that data is available to us. We are also 
using AI for the mechanical side. We are not the right 
guys for loyalty because we are already keeping it 
cheap and affordable. But, over time, we can assess 
opportunities.
NT: If there was one policy wish that would improve 
airline connectivity to the region, what would that 
be?
KG: It is about an approach and a principle. We are all 
about efficiencies. We are fundamental about 
infrastructure and more functional. That is how we 
see ourselves as enablers. Philosophically, it is to 
understand the various considerations. This is a small 
aviation industry and we need to find our economies 
of scale, and not as companies, but as an industry. 
NT: Is there space for sharper incentives to allow the 
acceleration towards delivering low-cost transport 
systems? 
RG: What is interesting about our country is that 
forward thinking has been there in terms of 
sustainability and low emissions. So, when you look at 

it, we need to ensure that we move forward. When 
we think of public transport, we are looking at a 
changed animal. Will we be safe? There are certain 
structural considerations before we are at the point 
where we can bring in EVs. What we need is to ensure 
that there is safety in implementation. On the issues 
of AARTO, for instance, how do we ensure compliance 
without jeopardising small business operators. How 
do we find the balance? Perhaps we all ought to listen 
to the practicalities from the people on the ground.
NT: What are some of the key operational lessons 
that have shaped the way you think of the business 
post pandemic?
LSS: The post-pandemic reality has sharpened the 
need for an organisation that is more resilient. Always 
evaluate whether we are ready. Risk and compliance 
position. Looking at what happened. Loss of jobs was 
huge during the pandemic, so we are hiring people 
you can manage to that in times of crisis you can 
pivot people. Focus on using AI to predict future 
eventualities that will affect businesses….
NT:  What more can we do to strengthen the port 
partnership that will unlock tourism in multiple 
markets on the continent?
We need a regional strategy between the various 
countries.  The right infrastructure, visas and others 
need to be in place before regional consideration. We 
are well behind because we don't have an integrated 
solution. We’re not using what our coastline has to 
offer. We need to reflect on how best to engage to 
ensure a cruising powerhouse.

7. Dr Avashna Govender
AI Specialist, The Innoverse 
Topic: How AI is shaping the future of tourism

Summary: AI is transforming destination marketing, 
trip planning, and business operations. In 2024, 
tourism accounted for 8,8% of South Africa’s 
economy. The industry has also supported over 
100,000 direct and indirect jobs. Understanding the 
journey of artificial intelligence helps the industry 
anticipate its future impact on tourism. Globally, 
destinations are using AI as their strategic advantage.

Key Insights
Five Pillars of AI Transformation:
1. Chatbots and Virtual Assistants
Instant support and 24/7 availability. Airlines, hotels, 
and agencies deploy AI for round-the-clock customer 
service. Handle bookings, FAQs, and itinerary changes 
without human intervention.
2. Hyper-Personalisation
Collecting and using data to mine client information. 
Machine learning analyses guest data, past stays, 
preferences, and behaviour patterns. Tailored 
experiences, elevated satisfaction.
3. Dynamic Pricing & Revenue Management
AI Monitoring tracks demand, competitor rates, 
seasons, and weather patterns. Provides for real-time 
adjustments and automatically optimises pricing for 
maximum revenue
4. Operational Efficiency
Streamlined processes and reduced costs. AI 
streamlines inventory, housekeeping, and concierge 
services for seamless guest experiences. Airline 
Optimisation allows for route planning and predictive 
maintenance to reduce costs and improve reliability.

5. Sustainability and Inclusion
AI is no longer a future trend; it is a present-day 
competitive advantage. 

• SA’s Path Forward Infrastructure: Reliable 
internet, digital payment systems, and technology 
access are fundamental for effective AI 
implementation and seamless operations for all 
tourism businesses.

• Skills Development: Investing in training, digital 
literacy, and AI education is essential for tourism 
professionals, equipping the workforce with skills 
to drive innovation and competitiveness.

• Localise Solutions: AI solutions must be tailored 
to South Africa's unique cultural, economic, and 
logistical landscape, understanding local nuances 
and challenges for accessibility. 

• Set New Standards: South Africa can lead in 
ethical AI adoption, focusing on inclusivity, 
efficiency, and sustainability within tourism for 
equitable growth and responsible innovation. 

• Policy Framework: A clear policy framework is 
crucial for guiding AI adoption, including 
regulations, funding, and ethical guidelines, 
fostering responsible AI growth and addressing 
data privacy. 

• This isn’t about replacing human connection. It’s 
about empowering businesses to reduce costs, 
improve margins, and truly invest in the 
unparalleled warmth and hospitality that only 
South Africans can provide.

Navigating the Challenges of AI Adoption
Data Privacy & Trust: Tourists must trust us with 
their information. This requires strong policies and 
robust safeguards to protect sensitive data.

Ethical Implementation: Businesses need 
comprehensive training to adopt these powerful tools 
responsibly and effectively, ensuring fair and unbiased 
use.
Digital Inclusivity: We must ensure small-town 
operators are not left behind as AI adoption grows, 
fostering equitable access and opportunities.
For Business Leaders: AI is a strategic tool to reduce 
costs, grow revenues, and deliver better service. Start 
by adopting an AI-First Mindset. Think of AI as your 
new operating system.
For SMMEs: Don’t wait to be left behind. Even free or 
low-cost AI tools can help you reach new markets and 
enhance competitiveness.
For Government: We need supportive policies, skills 
development programs, and robust infrastructure to 
ensure all businesses, not just the large ones, can 
benefit from AI adoption.

8. Tshifhiwa Tshivhengwa
TBCSA CEO
Topic: Annual Report

Summary: Every year, the TBCSA provides feedback 
on goals and actions achieved as part of the 
conference resolutions.  The report back is done in 
order to ensure that the conference is not a talk shop. 
TBCSA must be accountable to all its partners and 
stakeholders.

Key Insights
• When the Tourism Leadership Conference kicked 

off four years ago, there was a drive for the 
industry to redefine and recalculate the targets 
that it had set for itself in 2018.

• The 2018 goal was to grow the tourism sector to 

21 million tourists by 2030 and create two million 
jobs. SA was looking to increase demand in its key 
markets of China and India.

• The 2018 strategy rested on ten points. But some 
of those goals had to change with the advent of 
the pandemic. After the numbers and the 
projections were recalculated, a new target was 
set for SA to secure 15,6 million visitors by 2030.

• The things that were deemed to be issues have 
remained. At the first conference, those issues 
were highlighted - now it is time to provide some 
feedback on the state of progress.

Automated e-visas and e-infrastructure: 
Great strides have been made in migrating to e-visas. 
There is, however, still a need for the e-infrastructure, 
especially at busy ports of entry. 

The waiving of visas for most of SA’s source markets is 
a difficult issue to navigate. State Security, HA and 
many government departments are involved in the 
process. There have been suggestions to provide visa 
waivers for some of the former Soviet states. Visa 
waivers for the likes of Kenya, Uganda and Ghana 
were also on the cards. Since visa waivers for 
Kenyans, there has been a steady uptake in visitor 
numbers, with Kenyans choosing to shop in SA. It’s 
expected that the same will happen with visitors from 
Ghana. Visitors from China and India are trickling up. 
Visa waivers from those two markets may be crucial 
for job creation in tourism.

Digital Nomads:
Work Visas for digital nomads have been finalised. 
Applicants can live and work remotely in SA for up to 
36 months. 

The industry has been experiencing a shortage of 
German and Italian-speaking tour guides. There 
needs to be a drive to recruit and train more.

Tourism Safety:
Tourism will not thrive when safety is compromised. 
The safety of tourists is dependent on the safety of 
South Africans.  As an industry, we are fully aware of 
the limitations of what we can do. 

We have funded several projects via the TOMSA levy. 
The Nubi Gate Project in Mpumalanga. Money was 
spent to ensure the route was safe for communities. 
The communities were the biggest beneficiaries. 

Work is underway to ensure that Durban beachfronts 
are made safer, the same with the Boardwalk in PE as 
well. Money has also been invested in ensuring safety 
in the area, and in some parts of Addo in the Eastern 
Cape.

China Ready Strategy: 
As an industry, we have to be prepared when we 
accelerate our push to attract more visitors from 
China. We need to for their payment systems, and 
ensure that we have the right skills to cater for cuisine 
suitable for visitors from that part of the world. 

Air Access:
This goes hand in hand with marketing.  If there is no 
demand, aircraft will not have flights. Everything 
becomes concentrated.

• Money must be invested in Air Access Policies. 
Work is underway with the Gauteng and Durban 

Direct Air Access. Investments from the private 
sector have been forthcoming. TBCSA will report 
back at next year’s conference on the progress 
thereof.

• Tourism Incentives should be considered. These 
can only happen through good public and private 
partnerships. If we want to succeed as a sector, 
we need to partner between the public and 
private sectors. 

• The deficit between the two sectors is not 
conducive to the collective goals in place, and for 
growth. A trusting partnership is necessary and 
key.

• Marketing expenditure is decreasing at 
municipalities and provinces. Some simply have 
no money to sell the country.

• We cannot drive global and local tourism without 
strategic marketing.

• TBCSA and the private sector are spearheading 
some initiatives because there are some gaps. 
R150 million set aside to ensure the marketing of 
Destination SA. The industry had undertaken to 
do those things that are lagging.

• TBCSA will subsidise some of those attending 
IMAX and IBTM so that SA is represented.

• TBCSA will undertake the International Marketing 
Campaigns. We have decided to fund and execute 
these projects for the benefit of the industry.

9. Professor Bonang Mohale
Topic: Leadership Masterclass

Summary: We should be the ones who tell our 
stories. If we allow others to tell our stories, they will 
determine what the world gets to know about us. 
Stories are important because that is how we derive 

narratives. The potential in our country is endless, yet 
our performance does not match it - it is always below 
par and sinking further. The tourism sector holds the 
potential for the country to achieve inclusive 
socio-economic growth.

Key Insights
• It is up to us to create our own new world. Telling 

our stories is important so that we do not become 
another failed African country.

• We need to focus on tourism. It can easily, without 
much push, account for the GDP of the country. 

• If we get our house in order, we can reach the 
arrival targets that we have set for ourselves. 

• Before 2007, South Africa was experiencing 
growth - albeit without the jobs. The wheels came 
off in Polokwane at the ANC’s elective conference. 

• When we look at our government, a bloated 
cabinet, it tells a story.

• Land is the first means of production.
• When 80% of young people are sitting at home 

twiddling their thumbs, we are not only asking for 
trouble as a country, we are inviting it.

• We ought to protect key institutions and position 
business as a national asset. When businesses are 
close to the communities, it is the communities 
that will protect those businesses in times of social 
unrest.

• As a country, we need to root out and eradicate 
state capture, and also demand ethical leadership.

• Service delivery should be about servant 
leadership - being of service to people.

• Law, order, safety and security should be 
prioritised.
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