Pandemic pivots: | rave
Start-ups change course

Travel players chart new paths,
selling seafood and durians
and doing F&B deliveries to
stay alive inarocky year
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Let’'s Go Tour founder Robin Loh
had a busy 2019 - so busy that he
hardly had time to indulge in his
hobby of fishing. His plastic motor-
boat, which he had purchased for
$16,000 five years ago, lay in stor-
age atthe SAF Yacht Club.

It seemed a worthwhile trade-off.
The company was doing well, host-
ing more than 700 guests a month
on tours and cooking classes. A cy-
cling tour he developed, which
delves into Singapore’s history
through fictional character Tan Ah
Huat, won it the best tour experi-
ence at the Singapore Tourism
Awards 2019.

This year, however, it all ground
to a halt as Singapore closed its bor-
ders to international tourists in
March. With no tours to lead, Mr
Loh revisited his old hobby, going
fishing about thrice aweekuntil cir-
cuit breaker measures kicked in.

“Even my only pastime had been
decimated,” says Mr Loh, 48. But
that short stint gave him a new busi-
nessidea.

Last month, he and a business part-
ner founded Under Da Boat Seatood
Market, sourcing from their per-
sonal network of seafood suppliers
and kelong owners. They sell a small
menu online that includes fresh
prawns, mussels and clams, priced
between $8and $25 a kg.

Through word-of-mouth market-
ing, the company has been doing
about 70 deliveries a week, which
exceeded their initial expectations.

Mr Lohis one of many travel play-
ers who have launched a sea change
of new products in the past few
months.

Others have tapped different mar-
kets or offered alternative services.
Their goal is the same - to ride out
the travel drought, which looks set to
last atleastuntil the end of the year.

Industry watchers like Ms Shirley
Tee, a senior manager at Nanyang
Polytechnic’s School of Business
Management, warn that the corona-
virus pandemic will likely result in a
consolidation of travel players. Many,
she says, will not survive the fallout.

But there is hope in the domestic
market. “People have an innate de-
sire to experience new things,”
adds Ms Tee. And if companies are
nimble, they will be able to cash in
on customers’ demands.

Online travel agency Klookunder-
stood this when it launched Klook
Home, a hybrid of online and off-
line home-based experiences that
was rolled out in May, in response
toglobal lockdowns.

It is available in 14 markets in the
Asia-Pacific region and Europe and
offers up to 200 activities in each
country. These include DIY meal
kits, online classes and workshops.

With many Singaporeans missing
bubble tea when stores were closed
during the circuit breaker, Klook
launched DIY bubble tea kits. With
prices starting at $35 for a kit that
makes 10 cups, it proved to be one
of Klook’s bestsellers here.

More recently, online durian
sales have also been popular.

It was Klook’s first foray into live-
streaming, where it paired up with
local company Durian Edition to
educate viewers on the different
varieties available. Three boxes of
Mao Shan Wang, weighing 420g

Mr Scott Koh (above left), pictured with his father Koh Yong Seng, launched
Travelhorse as a luggage storage company, but began doing F&B deliveries in
April instead.

Klook Home, which was launched in response to global lockdowns,
offers online and offline home-based experiences such as floral arrangement
kits (above).

each, went for $109.

[ts South-east Asia marketing di-
rector Sarah Wan says: “As a global
brand, we wusually rely on
economies of scale. If there is a par-
ticular attraction that will do well in
multiple markets, that is what we
will gun for.

“But with Covid-19, we decen-
tralised a lot of execution plans so
local teams could develop a strat-
egy for their own market.”

Their strategy has paid off, with
more than 1,000 Klook Home book-
ings in Singapore over the past two
months.

Another start-up, Travelhorse,
also shifted away from its original
service of luggage storage. It now
does mainly F&B deliveries.

Founded in January by then-
undergraduate Scott Koh, the com-
pany had roped in a network of
shops and individuals living near
the city centre to offer temporary
luggage storage for travellers.

But when the coronavirus pan-
demic prevented Travelhorse from
getting off the ground, Mr Koh and
his co-founder bought a second-
hand van and began doing F&B de-
liveries themselves.

They now serve 15 to 20 eateries
and work with about 15 delivery
drivers, including some who were
laid off because of the pandemic.

“Back then, when we couldn’t
launch the original business, we
were quite worried. But we could be
agile and flexible as our project was
new,” says Mr Koh, 26.

He is now looking to build up the
company’s tech capabilities, such
as by automating the booking
process.

FIGHTING FOR SURVIVAL

Alternative revenue streams help
defray overheads such as office
rental and employees’ salaries, but
travel start-ups are still hurting. Al-
though they decline to reveal actual
figures, players say the revenue
from new offerings is a mere frac-
tion of what they earned in the
same period last year.

Mr Loh says revenue from online
seafood salesis “barely 10 per cent” of
what his tour companyused to earn.

Klook recently furloughed and
laid off 10 to 20 per cent of its staff.
Its founders have not been paid a
salary since February. Its market-
ing director Ms Wan notes that the
amount earned from Klook Home is
“not comparable” with what the
company would have made in pre-
Covid-19 times.

“The typical spend on interna-
tional or domestic activities is
higher than what customers are
willing to spend while stuck at

home,” she says.

Yet, there are travel start-ups con-
tinuing to give back to the commu-
nity even as they fight to stay afloat.

Blue Sky Escapes, which spe-
cialises in bespoke, experience-
driven trips, organised a series of
about 20 donation-based online ex-
periences and workshops.

The experiences included a
three-hour dance movement called
Circuit Connekt, while the work-
shops covered topics such as con-
scious eating, the art of declutter-
ing and how to thrive in a crisis.

Founder Krystal Tan, 32, says all
the money raised from Circuit Con-
nekt went to the Sayang Sayang
Fund, which supports vulnerable
communities affected by Covid-19,
and migrant worker-focused non-
profits.

Meanwhile, money from the
workshops was split three ways, be-
tween donations to migrant worker
non-profits, paying the speakers
and to cover expenses.

She estimates that the company
has donated over $4,000 to charity
in the last couple of months.

“The workshops are in line with
our philosophy of building a
smaller, more inviting and enlight-
ened world,” she says.

LONG-TERM OPPORTUNITIES

Despite the current struggles,
travel players are determined not
to let the crisis cripple them, hop-
ing to parlay their survival mecha-
nisms into longer-term sources of
income.

Mr Loh hopes his online seafood
business will be self-sustaining by
the end of the year. He plans to hire
someone to run it so that he canre-
turn his focus to Let's Go Tour.

Meanwhile, Mr Koh of Travel-
horse will continue to observe mar-
ket conditions and travel restric-
tions before deciding on his next
steps.

The newly minted graduate in
Global Studies from the National
University of Singapore has given
himself until the end of this year to
decide if his foray can take off.

Since April, his company’s
monthly average revenue from
deliveries has been around $2,500.

As for Klook, the pandemic has
been an opportunity to expand more
quickly into the leisure space, which
the company has been eyeing.

Ms Wan says: “The leisure market
has always been on the cards for us.
Now that borders are closed, we've
been able to focus on growing these
products more rapidly.”
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Mr Robin Loh
(above), founder
of tour company
Let's Go Tour,
recently
launched

Under Da Boat
Seafood Market,
sourcing from
his personal
network of
suppliers and
kelong owners to
sell seafood
online.
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