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Hong Kong ferry summit seeks east-west fusion of future vision

Emerging opportunities and persistent challenges will feature at Interferry’s 33rd annual conference in Hong Kong from October 5-7 when the worldwide trade association stages a meeting of minds dubbed as ‘the best of east and west’.

The keynote opening address will be made by Pansy Ho – ranked among the Fortune 50 most powerful women in business for the past six years – who is CEO of Hong Kong-based Turbojet, one of the world’s largest operators of high speed passenger ferries.

The post is part of Ms Ho’s role as managing director of the Shun Tak Holdings conglomerate.  She joined the group in 1995 and, four years later, merged its ferry arm with a former rival to launch the Turbojet joint venture as a solution to intense fares competition.

Listed on the Hong Kong stock exchange, Shun Tak was founded by her father, group executive chairman Dr Stanley Ho, from 1961 origins as a Hong Kong-Macau ferry operator.  Other interests now range from property development and investment to hospitality, tourism and aviation.

Ms Ho, a marketing and international business graduate from California’s Santa Clara university, worked in banking and corporate communications before joining Shun Tak.  She oversees strategic development and management of the entire group besides holding key executive posts in various subsidiaries.

Turbojet is one of the group’s strongest performers.  Last year the 32-vessel fleet carried 14 million passengers on its Pearl River Delta services, led by a unique round-the-clock jetfoil service to Macau that uses a patent-pending night vision system developed in-house.

As conference delegates will hear, Ms Ho stresses that the regional and global ferry industry’s future health will require innovative responses to growing pressures such as the constant emergence of newcomers.

“By 2010, total passenger capacity in our market is expected to double while at the same time pier facilities are fast reaching saturation point,” she warns.  

Ms Ho says that crew recruitment in all disciplines is another major problem for Hong Kong ferry companies, adding: “Local governments could provide a greater range of training programmes and incentive schemes to encourage more people – especially young people – to engage in maritime studies.  A marine career still offers enormous opportunities in this region as it is one of China’s key windows to the world.”            

On a wider scale, she looks forward to the widespread use of environmentally friendly marine gas fuel.  “Not only will emissions be effectively cut down, ferry operators and in turn passengers would also save costs from reduced consumption,” she argues.

Other leading industry figures in the conference opening session include current Interferry president and Turbojet director Jen-Ning Wang, moderator Arthur Bowring of the Hong Kong Shipowners Association and Roger Tupper, director of the Hong Kong marine department.

The next session looks at the future of Hong Kong ferry services and will be followed by a worldwide review of solutions to labour shortages.  The day continues with input from Australia, Hawaii, Japan and Dubai on breaking into new markets and concludes with case studies of terminal operations and design from the US, Spain and Hong Kong.

The final day starts with an update on Interferry activities including the joint campaign with the International Maritime Organization to reduce ferry fatalities by 90% in developing nations.  

The original two-year Memorandum of Understanding was recently renewed indefinitely following major progress on demonstration projects to be run in Bangladesh as a pilot for taking the safety initiative worldwide.  The session is due to include progress reports focusing on trials of a crew training DVD and a weather forecasting study by the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.

A review of Asian ferry operations – covering Singapore, Japan, China and the Philippines – will be followed by a session on ferry industry funding and investment from operator, banking and equity fund perspectives.    

After the winning presentations in Interferry’s popular student session – a long-standing tradition encouraging ferry-related research – the conference ends by examining the emerging regulatory issues of safe return to port and air emissions.

Full details of the conference and supporting social programme are available at www.interferry.com      
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