This April, our faithful BBT Online reporter Jonathan returned to China to once again
report from the IT&CM China fair in Shanghai. For the first time ever, he was joined by a
sizeable Belgian delegation gathered mostly by EUROMIC. What were they looking for in
Shanghai? Did they meet the goals they set out? We’ll find out in his article.
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After three extensive visits, a trip to Shanghai feels
a bit like coming home. It still gets me excited
though. The first thing I do right after checking in,
is walk to the nearest subway stop, buy a ticket
from one of the machines, and get myself to the
enormous People Square station on line two.
There, I resurface in a green park surrounded by a
forest of sci-fi skyscraper hotels. Across the street
is the pedestrianized East Nanjing Road: the city’s
main shopping artery. It’s an assault on the senses.
Screaming neon lights are everywhere, little tourist
trains make their way through the crowds, and on
both sides of the road are various shopping malls

big enough to cater to a mid-sized city on their
own. Nanjing Road leads straight to the Bund –
Shanghai’s finest sight. The Bund, a massive
riverside promenade, is China at its most vibrant.
On the west bank, where I’m standing, are the
remnants of the country’s short colonial past:
magnificent art deco bank buildings, custom
houses and embassies dating from the city’s first
th
th
renaissance during the late 19 and the early 20
century. On the other side of the water, the future
reaches for the clouds. The skyscrapers of Pudong
are a sight to behold, and are probably the most
photographed buildings in the country except for

Pudong, seen from The Bund
maybe the Great Wall and the Forbidden City in
Beijing. Every year, more seem to pop up out of
nowhere, with the stupefyingly tall but elegant
Shanghai Tower as the most recent new landmark.
Almost finished, it reaches a height of 632m,
dwarfing the already iconic World Financial Centre.
I simply can’t get down to business before diving
headfirst into Shanghai’s hectic city life and seeing
the view from the Bund. It’s become a welcome
ritual in the past four years and I’m not going to
change it any time soon.

several event and dining options nearby. The River
Mall, a brand new four storey shopping mall based
around the main entrance of the former Expo, was
opened days after the fair, and will bring a whole
variety of shops and restaurants to the area. In
fact, we were the first guests to dine in its Sunken
Plaza, a huge modern party venue, underground
but still in open air. Redeveloping the Expo site was
a very bright idea. Did IT&CM evolve as well?

A new identity for the World Expo Site
The main reason for my journey to Shanghai is of
course the IT&CM China fair at the former World
Expo site. What pleases me, is that this impressive
site finally seems to be growing into its new role. In
former years, the Expo grounds looked quite
deserted compared to the rest of the city. Now,
slowly, things are changing. The roads look less
empty, shopping venues are popping up here and
there, the upside down pyramid of the China
Pavilion is now a popular museum and the whole
area feels far more open. The goal is to turn it into
Shanghai’s main meetings hub, with the two huge
exhibitions centres housing (in a small part of them
of course) IT&CM as the centre stage, but with

The River Mall

In China or for China?
The main press conference led by TTG Asia’s
Darren Ng showcased some fascinating figures.
65% of all hosted buyers were completely new to
the fair. About 400 were hosted. This matches last
year’s numbers. 70% of these buyers were
Chinese, a further increase compared to last year’s

through their scheduled appointments. Foreign
buyer numbers might have decreased, but the
number of Belgians certainly didn’t. This edition
had the largest Belgian delegation to date.
EUROMIC’s Christophe Verstraete had his own
booth, and he was joined by several domestic
buyers eager to discover more of the Chinese
market. Dominique Vermeirsch (Master Events)
and Christophe van Campenhout (Act-wise) were
glad to share their impressions with us.

A Belgian Tête-à-tête

65%. A quick view of the press room taught me the
number of journalists was significantly smaller
compared to earlier editions. I don’t think there
were more than 10 foreign press members
attending. It wasn’t always like this. During my first
visit in 2011, there was a nice 50-50 mix of foreign
and domestic buyers, with foreign press
outnumbering the Chinese journalists (and quite
frankly asking all the questions as well). What this
means is that IT&CM China is increasingly
becoming a Chinese trade fair, concentrating most
of all on the domestic market. Is this a bad thing?
Of course not. The fair seems to keep growing and
there is no shortage of exhibitors and buyers
wishing to attend. The Chinese market for tourism
and group travel is humongous, so why wouldn’t
they focus their attention on it? The main question
is: are foreign buyers still needed or wanted? Are
Chinese exhibitors still interested in some travel
agent from a small European country that might
bring them some business but (in their eyes) most
likely will not? Maybe it would be more fitting to
come here as an exhibitor, trying to get a piece of
this huge market back to Europe. We decided to
ask these questions and more to a couple of the
Belgian buyers vigorously working themselves

Van Campenhout: “I’m a huge China-fan. To me,
it’s the country of the future. It has so much on
offer. I brought a lot of groups here throughout the
years. First-timers usually have very low
expectations. They’re always completely blown
away by Beijing, by the south, by Guilin, et cetera.
Nearly everyone coming back from a China-trip is
almost exclusively positive. It’s a very rewarding
destination. The only ‘negative’ aspect is that it
became much more expensive very quickly, to a
degree that makes it hard for me to sell it now. The
price of my itineraries rose a couple of hundred
euros per programme in the last few years. A big
factor is the currency exchange rate changing
dramatically to our disadvantage. Secondly, and
maybe even more important, is that China doesn’t
really need foreign tourism anymore. Their own
domestic market is enormous and keeps growing
exponentially every year.”
What were your global impressions of IT&CM
China?
Vermeirsch: “Attending the fair gave me a couple
of new ideas and impressions. I knew practically
nothing about South China and Guilin, and it looks
like a fabulous destination, a true discovery on my
behalf. In combination with for example Sanya and
Hong Kong, it could make for a great programme.
One of the things I liked less was that a lot of
exhibitors were completely focused on the Chinese
market and couldn’t really be bothered with
talking to European buyers. Some of them could
barely speak English and could only offer
documentation in Chinese, which is obviously not
of any use to me. They made me wonder why I was
even there sometimes. Another slight annoyance
was the appointment system. You had to choose

The Belgian Delegation
the exhibitors you wished to meet. Most of them
never confirmed. Those who did (like Euromic)
never got into the schedule I received. A digitalised
appointment system would have been much more
efficient. That said, I think the overall organisation
was great. A lot is done with few people.”
Van Campenhout: “That’s something you’ll see all
over China. The timing is consistently spotless
here. They are able to plan gigantic events almost
to the second. Concerning the fair, I specifically
came because we do a lot of business in Asia and
Asia-Pacific. I would have liked to see more from a
couple of countries that weren’t really exhibiting,
but I still had several good meetings. I even met
someone who offered group trips to North Korea.
Apparently it’s exceptionally safe to travel to and
can easily be reached through China. For certain

specific groups, it could be an interesting
alternative.”
Vermeirsch: “What I found very intriguing is that
Beijing was completely absent as a destination.
They promote the fair as a gateway to China and
Asia, but the Chinese capital isn’t exhibiting and
countries like Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and
Myanmar were barely present. I saw good things
from for example Sri Lanka, Malaysia and The
Philippines, but I’m really under the impression
that IT&CM China is primarily a fair for the Chinese
domestic market. I would have liked to see a
couple of more countries, and especially more
DMC’s. I think it’s crucial to find a good DMC with
some knowledge of western values and habits if
you want to organise events and incentives in
China. It will save you so much trouble concerning
timing, restaurants, venues and activities. But
that’s what you need in every Asian country. If you
find someone that completely understands what
you want, you’re set.”
What do you think of Shanghai as a destination
for MICE?
Van Campenhout: “For me it’s nothing less than a
top destination. It’s been nine years since I came
and everything changed dramatically. It’s a city

that looks great, is architecturally impressive but
still has a lot of open space left. There are trees
and parks everywhere, the river is fantastic, there
are so many great restaurants around and even the
nightlife is worth the trip.”
Vermeirsch: “I agree, but it depends on the type of
group you’re bringing. A lot of my clients would
want to see more than just Shanghai. I think
combining it with Beijing, Xian or Guilin, and
making it the last stop for example, could work out
great. Shanghai is more of the modern epicentre of
China, while the other destinations would be more
fulfilling culturally, making for a nice mix. All in all, I
learned a lot during this trip, and that’s even with
the post tour to Guangzhou still to look forward to.
As said, the main purpose of my visit was getting
some new ideas and discovering some new
destinations. I’ve done just that. The only thing I
missed was a more complete representation of
Asia on the fair. There was a slight lack of
cosmopolitanism.”

Some closing thoughts
Overall, our buyers were happy, be it with some
reservations. The main issue was that some
Chinese buyers were not in the least interested in
their offer. Nonetheless, Chinese travellers
themselves are most certainly interested in
exploring the vast world behind the Great Wall,
and their growth numbers are in the millions every
year. This growth alone means we should be very
interested in them as well. Visiting the various
colourful booths on the fair shows what a
surprisingly varied destination China (and AsiaPacific as a whole) really is. You have your futuristic
megacities like Shanghai and Hong Kong, your
historic treasure troves like Beijing, your fantastic
natural beauty in Guilin, the Himalayas or on the
white sandy beaches along the coast. China boasts
a cultural and natural wealth more fitted for a
whole continent, and almost every bit of it is worth
exploring. IT&CM China is one of the places to start
your research. Want to join us as a hosted buyer
next year? Mail us at jonathan@bbtonline.eu.

