Meetings Africa 2019

South Africa: meeting the golden source
From February 24th to March 2nd, 2019, the South Africa Tourism Board invited 18
travel & event agents from the Netherlands and Belgium to a fam trip to learn more
about South Africa’s MICE opportunities. They crossed the African country from West to
East, visiting Johannesburg, Durban, St. Lucia and Cape Town. Among them was Viviane
Vaz, freelance journalist and communications manager at the Belgian travel & event
agency Id International.
Text by Viviane Vaz
Photography by Viviane Vaz & Karin de Graauw
www.bbtonline.eu
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orn and raised in Brazil, I also have African roots
boiling in my blood. But fact was, I had never been
to Sub-Saharan Africa before. Not before taking part of
this South African road trip for MICE agents. Images of
everything I had learned about the African continent:
its peoples, its nature and its history had crossed
my mind. I would finally get to see another corner of
the world that was a part of who I am. And a part of
whom we all are. Remember: Africa is the cradle of
humankind.
Fortunately I had all the vaccinations needed to go to
South Africa. Europeans have no mandatory vaccines
to be taken, but an African or American passport holder
may need to prove they have immunisation against
yellow fever. Moreover, I didn’t want to take Malarone
(a popular medicine to prevent malaria, since there is
not a vaccine yet). So, I opted to bring along the safari
“uniform” and insect repellent to avoid mosquito

bites, just in case. Belu Mabandla, the head of the
South Africa Tourism board in Amsterdam, told me the
regions we were going to visit were currently malariafree anyway. No need to worry.

tight seat measures for economic class: 76,2 cm of
pitch (legroom) and 44,45 cm of width. It was quite
challenging to find a position to fall asleep in during the
11 hour flight. There’s room for (seat) improvement.

Flying to and within South Africa
Our Belgian group had to wake up very early to fly from
Brussels Airport to Schiphol at 6am in order to join our
Dutch counterparts. From Amsterdam we would fly to
Johannesburg with KLM. On this fam trip, we had the
chance to experience three different airline services:
KLM for short and long haul flights, and British Airways
& South African Airways for the domestic ones.

From Johannesburg to Durban, South African Airways
domestic flights offered stylish brown leather seats
and a bit more space with 81.28 cm of pitch and 45,72
cm of width. Staff were sweet and ready to answer our
flight curiosities. Do you know why before landing the
flight attendants ask passengers to open the curtains?
“Because you guys are the eyes of the plane. Thanks
to you we know what’s going on outside, in case of a
fire or any technical problems”, a handsome air steward
explained kindly, giving me and my colleagues some
reason to sigh.

Both KLM’s flights were fully booked. South Africa is
indeed in high demand for the Benelux market. The
staff was professional and friendly, the entertainment
system offered good movies and games for kids
and the food was nice. The only “but” was the

And if you like to carry a lot of stuff when travelling,
you can definitely choose to fly with British Airways.

We did it from Durban to Cape Town. The hand luggage
can weigh up to 23kg on their domestic flights in South
Africa. But watch out on the way back home. Other
airlines won’t be so “generous” with free hand luggage
allowances.
Sweet dreams
The first two nights of our study trip we stayed at the
5-star Michelangelo hotel, located in Johannesburg’s
upscale Sandton neighbourhood, right in front Nelson
Mandela square. The hotel has a Renaissance-style,
ideal for those looking for the elegant luxury of old
times. The bathrooms are decorated with red marble
and a lovely bath tub. The staff was very friendly
and provided impeccable service. The hotel has two
meeting rooms, the bigger one 350 m2 and the smaller
one 70 m2.

The group in front of the famous St. Basil’s Cathedral.

Before dinner, some of us took the time to jump in the
round interior swimming pool and check out the spa.
I was among them, of course. The spa is not big, but
it’s clean and offers both a dry sauna and steam room.
I liked the fact the breakfast was varied and included
Asian cuisine. In my hurry to get on time for Meetings
Africa, I grabbed some tasty noodles with vegetables
and chicken and got ready to go. The Sandton
Convention Centre was right next door, a 2-minute
walk away.
I had a good impression of my quick visit to Meetings
Africa. It is not a massive fair but it is nicely done. The
stand distribution is well organised and it’s easy to find
your potential African partners by region. Our group
had special meetings with the regional tourism officers
and could get a glimpse of the best proposals from
each one.
The third night we were headed to Forest Lodge
Hotel. This 4 star graded guest house is located on
the St. Lucia Elephant Coast. The property features a
swimming pool surrounded by a beautiful garden, it

has free Wi-Fi access available, and the rooms have
an elegant rustic touch. After an intense amazing day
doing a boat tour in St. Lucia estuary and a jeep tour
in Hluhluwe Game Reserve, one of the first and most
ecological in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), it took us more
or less one hour of driving to get back to the hotel.
That evening we had the chance to enjoy a Zulu dance
presentation and a Zulu language class. Yabonga
gakulu for such amusing moments!
But the most unexpected surprise was yet to come.
After dinner, some hippos crossed the street in front
of our hotel. My heart melted to see them walking so
freely, eating the grass at the hotel entrance. What a
great grass mower they have! By the way, they look
cute, but don’t be foolish. Our guides explained hippos
are one of the main causes of death among reckless
safari tourists, unaware that those animals can run at
30 km/h and might charge anybody that annoys them.
The last night was to be spent in Cape Town and we
had the chance to experience the brand new AC Hotel
Cape Town Waterfront by Marriott. This 4-star hotel,

situated on the quiet Dockrail Road next to the harbour,
opened its doors on 1 December 2018, marking the
brand’s debut on the continent. There are 188 guest
rooms and suites available, that can be configured
to twin or king set up, or can be interconnected. The
interior design is clean, cosy and modern, signed by
Source Iba office. I had a pleasant night of sleep facing
the port area. Depending on your room category, you
might even be able to look out on Table Mountain.
The hotel is located within walking distance to the
Cape Town International Convention Center. Besides,
you can also choose to organize your event there. It
has four meeting rooms with over 250 m2 of flexible
event space overlooking the harbour. Following the
same design of the rooms, the event spaces also boast
cutting-edge audio-visual technology and high-speed
internet access.
Food for thought
After an inspiring morning learning about South African
history at the Apartheid museum in Johannesburg (or
Jo’burg, for the locals), it was time to have our first
African meal. We were introduced to a rich buffet
at Sakhumi restaurant located on Vilakazi Street.
Afterwards we had a quick chance to see the local
handicraft market there. Further ahead, you can also
see the house where Mandela used to live, today a
museum about the peace leader.

Then we were taken to do a bike tour through the
Soweto Township. We had wonderful encounters
with the local people and a final get-together with our
guides tasting Soweto beer. Our guides said they were
proud of us. Me too. We were not just the average
MICE travel agent that rides a bike and takes pictures.
We really exchanged smiles, experiences and stories.
For me it was one of the highlights of the trip. I could
see Mandela’s sparkle in each one of those hard
working and radiant people. Though they are materially
poor, they have a dignity that few wealthy people hold
these days.
Our first dinner would be more fancy than the lunch,
an opportunity to experience Joburg contrasts. After
a 20 minute drive from Mandela’s square, we arrived
at the trendy chic Marble restaurant in the Rosebank
neighbourhood, famous for its meat cooked in woodfired and open flame ovens. If you don’t feel like dining,
you can also go there just to have a drink. And if you
don’t want your group to mix with the fancy crowd,
you can also privatize one of the glass window dining
rooms to get some acoustic privacy. Everything is
possible there. Just don’t forget to include 15% of the
total bill when organising your budget. This service tip
is mandatory in South Africa.
And did you know South Africans also love Indian
cuisine? Well, facing the Indian Ocean, the classy

Oysterbox hotel proposed us some spicy tasty dishes
for lunch in Durban. We all wished to have more time to
enjoy the beauty of the hotel infrastructure enhanced
by the sunshine and sea view, but it was time to
continue our adventure in the Western part of the
country.
In Cape Town, our group had some fantastic
gastronomic experiences. After a quick check-in,
we headed to a luxurious dining experience at the
Silo Hotel, built in a converted 1920s grain elevator
redesigned by Heatherwick Studio. The hotel
occupies the sixth floor above the Zeitz Museum of
Contemporary Art Africa (MOCAA) that houses Africa’s
largest collection of contemporary African art.
Thinking about events, the Silo has two small dining
rooms that can seat six people in each, as well as the
Wisdom Room, a beautiful private dining room for up
to 22 guests. It was named after the ship “MV Anangel
Wisdom”, the last one to ever send grain from the silo
to Europe in 1995. That’s also where our Benelux group
was welcomed with an outstanding menu signed by
executive chef Veronica Canha-Hibbert. As the main

dish, our group had the choice of 300g beef ribeye or
local fish. Other creations proposed were tuna tartar,
cauliflower & chestnut gnocchi, springbok shank and
Cape seafood curry.
For lunch the day after, we were taken to the Belgian
restaurant Den Anker. It is located on the quayside of
Cape Town’s Victoria & Alfred Waterfront, boasting a
nice breeze of the Atlantic Ocean. It was funny to feel
transported back to Belgium for my last lunch, being
still in Cape Town. I felt embraced by the sight of those
delicious cheese croquettes. I felt at home, but with a
great view of Table Mountain!
Our trip finished with a golden key. Literally. Our DMC
took us to have a last dinner at Gold restaurant, a very
special venue offering an exciting melting pot of Africa.
The good news is that there was no dress code. Luckily
for me, since we were arriving there from an exciting
and hectic day. After our wonderful sidecar adventure
and a thrilling penguin beach excursion at Boulders
beach - one of the highlights of the trip - I arrived to
the Gold venue wearing a big smile, messy hair and
flip-flops.

Record edition for Meetings Africa 2019

Meetings Africa 2019 was the biggest edition
since the first one in 2004.
This year’s theme followed up on last year’s
“Shared Economies”, but with a specific focus on
regionalisation as a continental strategy and how
this could improve the position and value of the
African MICE industry.
No less than 338 exhibitors were present, a
growth of 32 compared to the last edition. Sixteen different African countries exhibited, Namibia, Zambia, Tanzania and Mauritius being the
newcomers. www.meetingsafrica.co.za

They welcomed us with Mali puppetry, plus singing
and dancing to the rhythms of the marimba percussion
and djembe drums. Before dinner started, we had the
chance to do an interactive djembe drumming session
and feel the heartbeat and good humour of the African
people. Then, the menu was served in a way that tells
the story of different African countries. Our taste buds
travelled to Egypt, Morocco, Namibia, Cameroon...
To make us all part of the family, some beautiful ladies
came to offer us some tribal make-up. I told them to
feel free to use my whole face as creatively as they
wanted, as long as the ink was washable! As a special
farewell, they threw gold dust over our heads.

I had a wonderful time in South Africa and I am very
thankful to everybody who put in the effort to make
this fam trip happen. I can definitely recommend
everyone to visit this lovely country both for leisure and
work reasons. I’m sure your heart will beat as mine as
well: for the people, for the music, for the nature. For
the story of a man who taught the world that “to be
free is not merely to cast off one’s chains, but to live in
a way that respects and enhances freedom to others”.
Mandela’s homeland is the place to be when you need
to reconnect to the original source of humankind.

Published on www.bbtonline.eu in May 2019.
Like our reports? Like our Facebook page as well!

