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This ‘"eak in Asia/ Economics

JAPAN’S INBOUND TRAVEL SECTOR EXPECTS
O BUMPER YEAR, AS TOURIST NUMBERS APPROACH
i —— PRE-PANDEMIC LEVELS

L earn mar « Japanasa governmaeant data showead more than 25 mullkon foraign tounsts armved in the country in 2023,
rmore than six imes the number from the previous year

= The relatively low price of travel to and within Japan has also caused an increéase in budget travellers
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Japan's inbound travel sector is anticipating a bumper year ahead, with ski resorts packed through the

winter sports season, hotels in major destinations similarly full and operators having to look further afield

for nnique experiences o meet the desires of a new gsnemliﬁu of advenmrous visitors

The optimism comes following last week's repont from the Japan National Tourism Organisation (JNTO)
that showed 25.07 million foreign tourists amived in the country in 2023, more than six umes the number

from the prévious year.

That is still be below the record 31.88 million of pre-pandemic 2019, bui the mumber of arrivals in both

November and December 2023 surpassed the same months in 2019

Similarly, positive was the news that foreign tourists spent 3,29 trillion yen (US5533.57 billion) in 2023,
surpassing the 5 trillion ven anpual figure for the first time and breaking the previous record, of 4.8

trillion ven, reported in 2019

And that has left the industry confident that 2024 will set records.

“Japan was extremelv late 1o open up because the government put the coronavirus on the same level of
danger as Ebola until Mav of last vear, 50 there has been a really good recovery when you think that Japan
has only been fully open for nine months,” said Naomi Mano, president and CEO of high-end inbound

travel firm Luxurique

“But the situation is very positive right now, with lots of clients spending more than they might have in

the past because the exchange rate is in their favour,” she told This Week in Asia.

“The ven being 5o weak makes Japan seem like a bargain all of a sudden. and travellers are now seeking

exclusive, immersive experiences while they are here.”

[he ven was trading at around 115 against the dollar in February 2022, but it had mmbled to the 150

range by October due to a senes of interest rate hikes by the US Federal Reserve,



“We have seen an increase in interest in wellness and mindfulness experiences, and people are no longes

worried about travelling outside the big cities as they search for one-off experiences,” said Mano

The relatively low price of travel to and within Japan has caused an increase in budget travellers, she
pointed out, which 1s placing pressure on accommodation and transport and stoking fears in some
particularly popular destinations = such as Kvoto = that perhaps locals will soon start to complain about

problems associated with overtourism, Mano said

It 1s dafficult to know how 1t will be in the future, but I
do not think we will be going back to 2019 any time
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Naomi Mano, Luxungue CEQ
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Luxurique has been catering to the needs of high-end travellers from Hong Kong and Taiwan, she said,
while there has been a gradual recovery in the number of visitors from mainland China, although they are
still independent travellers rather than the large groups that were armiving 1o the vears before the

pandemic

“It is not clear if the Chinese market will come back like it was in the past because the government there

has imposad new taxes on imported goods and the market is evolving.” she said

“It is difficult to know how it will be in the future, but I do not think we will be going back to 2019 any

fime soon.”

According to JNTO statistics, the largest number of foreign arrivals in 2023 were from South Korea, at
6.96 million. more than six times the previous vear, with 4.20 million arrivals from Taiwan. Some 2.43

million anpl-r: vigited from mainland China, al-:‘-ug with 2.1 1 million from Hm:g K-.'-ug. More than X.05

million travellers arrived from the United States.
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J Japan's economy contracts by 2.1% amid high
VP inflation after strong post-Covid recovery

Simon Eobinson, president of resort property operator Hokkaildo Tracks, in the ski resort of Niseko, said
the town “is the busiest I have ever seen it. and that includes before the pandemic.™

“Prices ane up across the town, but pcnpln: are still =.p|:ur|||1g. and our occupancy rates ngtlr oW Are

excellent,” he said.

“In early December. there were a lot of Europeans and people from Southeast Asia, that shifted to the
Asian family market over Christmas and New Year and January has seen the return of Australians and

North Americans,” he said.

Travellers who stay at traditional properties through The Rvokan Collection are looking for a “uniquely
Japanese experience of staving in a rvokan having an onsen and eating a Laizekd meal. said Kelly Kim. the

company"s director of sales and marketing.




“The "rvokan’ that are members of our group areé goung 1o be busy throughout the coming year, but

especially during cherry blossom season in the spring and then again when the autumn leaves change,”™

ghe said.

Masavuki Kinoshita, assistant general manager of the Trunk hotel in Tokyoe's Shibuya district, admirs to

beung deeply relieved that the challenges of the last two vears are over

“In terms of bookings. thungs are very positive, while hotels have also raised room rates 1o putl us on a pal

with New York and European cities,” he said.

“Japanese hotels have for a long time been very cheap in comparnison to other countries. but even though

rates have risen, we still have the same high occupancy rates

1 think foreign travellers are becoming more advenmrous and want 1o do and see things they have never

been able to experience before,” he said.

“They are doing more research on the places they are going 1o, 50 they are more informed, and they are

geting away from the I;:||.I|I||'-|'|:|I',:.' ]:-;'-|'-|:|.1| deshinations of Tokyvo, F-.'.:.'l'-l:'- and Oisakia

“A couple of vears ago there were virmally zero foreign travellers going to Kamizawa, for example, but

there are 50 many people there now

“Looking ahead, 1 think virtually every hotel in Japan 15 goang 10 se€ (15 hughest ever revenue wn 2024 and,

|1:'.'x:'-|:|:|l'.'-.'_ ["m really ;.:I:lcl Ehiad Elee toairesis are back.™ e saad

“Things were really difficult for us there for a while, and we came close to bankroptey during covid, but

that is behind us now. ™



