MEETINGS AFRICA 2015
A warm welcome from the African Meeting Industry

From 23 to 25 February, our reporter Jonathan attended the 10th instalment
of Meetings Africa in Sandton, near Johannesburg. As it was a special
anniversary edition, Africa’s premier MICE trade show promised to be one to
remember. It sure was! After three eventful days filled with exciting networking
opportunities, festive evening activities and interesting site visits, he came
back with a full report and a whole collection of pictures. Enjoy!

Text and Photography by Jonathan Ramael
Journalist & Photographer - BBT Online
www.bbtonline.eu

Clockwise from the top left: Minister of tourism Derek Hanekom, Amanda Kotze-Nhlapo, and the participants of the TV-debate.
The Soweto Gospel Choir firing up the audience on the Meetings Africa Gala Dinner
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eally, how much fun is it to visit Africa? Every single
trip seems to be loaded with unforgettable
memories and experiences. For some reason the
African continent does wonders for my mood. Maybe
it’s the sun, the natural beauty, the bright colours, the
deep local cultures, the laid-back attitude (temps
Africain!) or the inevitable music – I don’t know. It’s
hard to put a finger on it, but the place has a certain
vibe you can’t seem to find anywhere else.
With this in mind, I was of course very excited to
attend Meetings Africa 2015 – annually organised in
Sandton, Johannesburg. It would be my first edition,
and I picked the perfect moment. The trade show
successfully made it through its first decade and this
called for a celebration.
The tenth anniversary edition promised to be
spectacular: more buyers, a festive gala dinner with
performances and special guests, a televised debate

with industry experts, a visit to the township of Soweto
and an exciting post-tour to Durban. Place to be was
– as always – the Sandton Convention Centre, an
impressive venue in Africa’s wealthiest square mile.
Opening the festivities was new South African
Minister of Tourism Derek Hanekom – a man who
spent two years in prison during apartheid because
of the work he did for Mandela’s ANC. Times they are
a-changing. This is what he had to say.

Impressive facts & figures
‘This year, Meetings Africa welcomes 184 hosted
buyers, a large portion of them coming from the US,
India, Canada or China. 66% of buyers attend for the
first time. Together, the potential business they could
generate is about € 80 million. 177 major international
association meetings are already booked for the next
five years (note: together with thousands of smaller
business events). This will attract 250,000 delegates

and have an estimated economic impact of about €
270 million.’
‘Furthermore, we see that more than 40% of delegates
return to the country as tourists within the next five
years, boosting tourism growth and job creation. All
of this is only possible because of the assets we have.
We can offer immense beauty and diversity, warm and
welcoming people that are committed to growing the
sector, excellent infrastructure and rapidly improving
accessibility.’
‘During the past ten years, the African business events
industry has emerged from humble beginnings to
become one of the most exciting sub-sectors on our
continent’s tourism landscape. We have demonstrated
that we can function very well in a market that
demands accessible, professional, value for money
business event products and services.’

A call for regional cooperation
The very friendly Amanda Kotze-Nhlapo, Chief
Convention Bureau Officer of the South African
National Convention Bureau spoke to us on the first
day of the trade show. She seemed more than happy
with the progress made throughout the years, but she
did make a call to action.
‘Our industry has grown so much in the last 20 years.
Multiple awards reaffirmed our position as a top
business event destination and we have established
ourselves as the number one convention destination
in Africa and the Middle East. Durban and Cape Town
are in the top hundred cities worldwide for association
meetings. The organisation of for example the FIFA
World Cup did wonders for our image. We have
shown the world we can organise the largest events
spotlessly and with a lot of enthusiasm. Our credentials
are no longer in question.’

Before this 12 year old Swazi girl (Gugu) let me take a portrait of
her, she wanted to change in her Sunday clothes. She made the right
decision.

Clockwise from the top left: ICCA President Nina Freysen-Pretorius and Belgian Buyers Maite Muamba and
Charles-Eric Vilain XIIII.

‘Meetings Africa grew together with the MICE industry:
a result of hard work and collaboration. This year
we continue with our theme of ‘Advancing Africa
Together’. We see Africa’s business events potential
as one all countries on the continent can and should
benefit from, and we should work together to promote
ourselves and grow. We need to unify the African
meetings industry and we need to work together as
partners, not as competitors.’
This last sentiment was shared by the experts on the
panel discussion. They felt further increase in business
travel and investment in Africa is only possible when
clients and visitors can be offered a regional experience
rather than a territorial/national one. Visitors to Africa
often want to discover several countries in one trip, and
this should be made as easy and rewarding as possible.
Sadly, the discussion that followed was mostly about
the deteriorating visa regime between South Africa and
the other African countries. So they’re not exactly there
yet. Thulani Nzima – CEO South Africa Tourism – later

announced that a commission was in place to review
the visa situation and to hopefully change things where
needed.

Celebrate the good times
I’ve been to more than a couple of trade shows in the
past four years, but as far as networking opportunities,
evening activities and general pampering go, Meetings
Africa most probably takes the top spot. I was in my
hotel (Radisson Blu Sandton) for not more than half an
hour before I was guided to a wonderful buffet – very
welcome after a tiring flight from Heathrow.
A welcome event for all members of the press was held
on the top floor of WTC Johannesburg, in a fancy place
with an open terrace called The Venue. We were taught
about the capital – most visited city in Africa. We were
also treated to great finger food, a live performance,
a perfect atmosphere and an incredible view over
Sandton and downtown Jo’burg in the distance –
simply stunning.

Some impressions of Meetings Africa’s
wonderful gala dinner & party. On the top
row in the middle is Thulani Nzima, top
right is Siyabulela Xuza, on the bottom in
the middle is Derek Hanekom.

Our lovelly guides from the Gauteng Tourism Authority and Soweto Outdoor Adventures

The gala dinner was held in the Sandton Convention
Centre’s huge ballroom. There was of course a birthday
cake, and because of the fact it was a celebratory
edition, some guests of honour might have gone a bit
overboard on the speeches (who can blame them?).
Very interesting though, was young South African
Rocket Scientist Siyabulela Xuza, who started his
celebrated career more or less blowing up his mother’s
township kitchen.
Various artists and DJs kept the crowd entertained until
well into the night – surely an improvement compared
to lots of other shows shutting everything down at 9
pm sharp. Most impressive was the famous Soweto
Gospel Choir, especially since we would be visiting
their home turf the next day.

A visit to the townships
Before we would leave Johannesburg for Durban,
the Gauteng Tourism Authority took all media
delegates on a trip to Soweto – the country’s largest
township and a crucial place in the lives of Mandela

and Desmond Tutu, to name a few. People who have
never visited a South African township probably think
of them as a huge collection of improvised shacks. The
shacks are there of course, plenty of them, but what
most of us don’t know is that there are also a lot of
decent and even impressive homes to be found. Lots
of people who grew up here to later start a successful
career decide to stay. Lots of the time they do this
out of pride, but prices are also much lower in the
townships and all the amenities are there.
This said, Soweto – five million people live here – has
only one large hotel (Note: this is according to our
guide. We are not local experts). The Soweto Hotel &
Conference Centre on Freedom Square looks like a
soviet barracks from the outside, but inside is a lovely
4-star venue with a colonial feel to it. The convention
centre can be found on the other side of the square.
Finding a more surprising location for a conference on
that scale would be a hard thing to do.

Clockwise from the top left: the Orlando
Cooling Towers, downtown Johannesburg, a
Soweto Home, inside the Apartheid museum
and the Soweto Hotel.

You need a good guide to visit Soweto. Ours worked for
Soweto Outdoor Adventures and kept calling all of us
‘my kings’ – which was nice and just a tad awkward.
There’s actually a lot of things to do. You can bungee
jump straight into the colourful Orlando cooling
towers, you can visit the Mandela House Museum and
the Hector Pieterson Museum (a 13 year old boy who
was shot during the Soweto-uprising) and in Vilakazi
Street, you can find a couple of good and well-known
local restaurants. I actually liked the atmosphere in
Soweto. It feels completely different than the city
centre.
Not part of the programme but absolutely not to be
missed was the Apartheid Museum – I visited it on my
own time. It’s quite close to Soweto and it’s – in my
eyes – the most important museum of the country. A
visit is essential for anyone who wants to understand
South Africa and its history.

We’ll be back
For me, attending Meetings Africa was an interesting
and rewarding experience. The event itself was almost
spotless, the hospitality and personal approach of the
staff was incredible and the social activities were top
notch. I felt like everyone was trying their absolute best
to make me feel at home.
The people and guides accompanying me on the post
tours were visibly proud of what they were showing
us. They really wanted to share a piece of their country
in a way that would create a lasting memory. Minister
Hanekom’s statistics are probably right, as far as I’m
concerned anyway. I’m a 100% sure that I’ll be part of
the 40% of delegates that will revisit the country as a
tourist later on.
More info on: businessevents.southafrica.net
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