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seek to increase this by forming 
more partnerships and hiring 
more staff to support growth.

“China’s domestic travel is in-
creasing, and that’s why we are 
building our teams here in 
China,” Tans said.

She declined to disclose an

exact investment figure or the tar-
geted number of new hires.

Tans played down worries
about competition in the country.
Ctrip, founded in 1999 and listed 
on the US Nasdaq stock market in 
2003, is the dominant online 
travel service and has grown from 
just a booking platform for hotel 
rooms and air tickets to an opera-
tion encompassing nearly all 
aspects of the tourism industry.

“Competition is quite clear,”
Tans said. “But we also have a re-
lationship. Ctrip is our partner. 
We want to make sure that we 
have the right products for Chi-
nese people.”

Booking.com’s parent, Price-
line, recently invested US$450 
million in Chinese e-commerce 
company Meituan Dianping.

“We will invest more in China
to make sure that our brand gets 
more known to Chinese custom-
ers,” said Gillian Tans, the chief 
executive of Booking.com.

“We already have 600 people
in China. That’s something we 
will keep expanding to make 
sure we can serve Chinese people 
with the right products and 
marketing.”

The mainland’s domestic
tourism market grew faster than 
that for outbound travel last year.

While 122 million mainland-
ers travelled abroad, a 4.3 per cent 
increase from 2015, 4.88 billion 
travelled inside the country, up 
10 per cent, according to the 

China National Tourism Ad-
ministration.

Meanwhile, the 4.3 per cent
growth in outbound tourism last 
year slowed from a 9 per cent rise 
in 2015.

The Netherlands-based Book-
ing.com was established in 1996 
and was bought by US online 
travel company Priceline in 2005.

It offers 50,000 properties in
China, from traditional hotels to 
homes and flats, and was the first 
global online travel company to 
offer Chinese-language services 
on its platform.

Tans said the number of prop-
erties, mainly in top cities, was still
small, but the company would 

Booking.com, one of the world’s 
largest online travel service 
providers, is looking to expand 
into China’s fast-growing domes-
tic tourism market and plans to 
develop technologies such as 
artificial intelligence and hire 
more staff.

Online travel agencies have
quickly penetrated the lives of 
China’s vast young population, 
who use mobile devices to re-
search options and make reser-
vations when planning their 
domestic or overseas travel.
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Travel giant says it plans to develop new technologies and hire more staff

Booking.com eyes slice of China’s domestic market
Gillian Tans, chief executive of Booking.com, says the company will invest more in China to familiarise customers in the country with the online travel brand. Photo: Bloomberg

We have 600 
people in China. 
That’s something 
we will keep 
expanding
GILLIAN TANS, BOOKING.COM

Issues with moving capital be-
tween countries involved in Bei-
jing’s ambitious “Belt and Road 
Initiative” are limiting the success 
of the project, according to indus-
try players.

“The major problem facing the
initiative is the flow of capital,” 
Justin Kwok Hung-chiu, executive
director of CK Asset Holdings, said
at the MIPIM Asia Summit, a 
leading property conference, on 
Tuesday. “Whether there is free 
flow of capital into the country 
and whether you can repatriate 
your capital, these are major 
issues.”

He said a key challenge for
businesses looking to invest was 
the strict know-your-customer 
requirements, which banks use to 
identify and verify the identity of 
their clients to reduce financial 
crimes such as money laundering 
and fraud.

Initiated by President Xi Jin-
ping in 2013, the belt and road 
plan is aimed at building infra-
structure, including railways, 
ports, airports and roads, in coun-
tries neighbouring China and in 
other parts of Asia, the Middle 
East and Europe to boost trade 
flows and economic growth.

The strategy is backed by hun-
dreds of billions of dollars for 
infrastructure projects. But al-
though more than 70 countries 
and international organisations 
have signed up for the project, in-
dustry insiders said the challenge 
was at the business level.

“Certainly in the last six
months, we noticed a slowdown 
in the outbound investment 
along the belt and road,” Adam 
Rush, senior director at commer-
cial real estate broker Cushman & 
Wakefield, said at the MIPIM 
summit. “A lot of it is related to 
capital issues about how to raise 
capital in countries where there 
are difficulties with the regulatory 
system.”

Meanwhile, two big projects –
a US$2.5 billion deal to build the 
Budhi Gandaki Hydro Electric 
dam in Nepal and the US$14 
billion Diamer-Bhasha dam in 
Pakistan – have been cancelled 
because the terms were not con-
sidered fair and equitable by the 
respective governments.
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Octagon Strategy, a liquidity 
provider for large block trades of 
bitcoin and other cryptocurren-
cies such as ether, predicted the 
price of bitcoin could reach 
US$100,000 by next year.

He said the surge would be
driven by mainstream accep-
tance, interest from companies 
and institutions, and global regu-
latory clarity – with the exception 
of the mainland.

“There is admittedly a lot of
speculation in this market, but 
there is fear of missing out,” he 
said. “It’s digital gold – a safe 
haven in times of political and 
economic uncertainty.”

Money has been pouring into
virtual currencies as investors 
chased the rally and searched for 
alternatives to equity and prop-
erty markets, which are hitting 
new heights in major markets.

But some investors have de-
cided to get out while still ahead.

“Be fearful when others are
greedy and greedy when others 
are fearful,” said an investor in the
steel-producing city of Anshan in 
Liaoning province, who would 
only give his family name of He.

“The more it rockets, the more
I wonder what the real value is to 
support such prices.”

He sold all his bitcoin holdings
this month.

“The party will be over when
the price is too high to draw new 
capital and that’s when plunging 
will be the only option left,” he 
said.

As of 8.51pm yesterday in
Hong Kong, bitcoin was trading at
US$10,903 on the Luxembourg-
based Bitstamp exchange.

It was a working day for most 
people but that did not matter at 
the Taco Bar in Beijing’s Sanlitun 
district, where a group of bitcoin 
investors knocked back tequila 
shots to celebrate the digital cur-
rency crossing the US$10,000 
mark.

In Hong Kong, beer and wine
flowed freely in SoHo as a group of
bitcoin enthusiasts met to cheer 
on the rally, which has seen prices 
surge more than tenfold this year.

For bitcoin’s many followers,
whether yesterday’s celebration 
will turn into today’s hangover 
depends largely on whether they 
give in to fear or respond to greed.

“Once it hit US$3,000, it was
clear that this would go up fast,” 
said Leonhard Weese, president 
of the Bitcoin Association of Hong
Kong, who attended the meet-up 
in SoHo. “I guess it will go up even 
faster from here until the bubble 
pops.”

After hitting US$10,000 yester-
day morning, bitcoin gained 
more than 8 per cent for the day.

Bitcoin is the best known of the
family of cryptocurrencies that 
has divided governments, central 
bankers and investors into oppos-
ing camps, with its proponents 
envisioning an alternative to, if 
not future replacement for, fiat 
money.

Its critics are less sanguine,
calling bitcoin the latest in a long 
line of speculative bubbles.
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cent higher at HK$1.65 before the 
suspension.

The deal marks state-con-
trolled Great Wall’s first entry in 
Hong Kong’s real estate market.

“State firms and state-backed
trusts will become more active 
players as they find it easier to 
move capital offshore,” said Sam-
son Lo, managing director of 
mergers and acquisitions for Asia 
at UBS, one of the three advisers to
Link Reit Asset Management, the 
manager of Link Reit, on this deal.

The other two are HSBC and
Cushman & Wakefield.

“We will see an increase in
mainland capital coming to Hong 
Kong and overseas as the tight-
ened control is not as strict as 
before,” Lo said. “Some [will in-
clude] names that we may not 
have heard of before.”

A consortium led by Gaw
Capital Partners announced the 
purchase of Link Reit’s portfolio of
more than a dozen shopping cen-
tres in Kowloon and the New Ter-
ritories, with access to more than 
8,000 car parking spaces. Shares 
in Link Reit closed up 0.5 per cent 
at HK$70.35 yesterday.

Gaw owns 52 per cent of the
consortium, while Great Wall Pan 
Asia has 30 per cent and Goldman
Sachs has the remaining 18 per 
cent, according to the sources.

China Great Wall, along with
Cinda, Huarong and Orient, was 
among the four asset managers 
set up during the late 1990s to pair
with the country’s four biggest 
state banks to dispose of their 
non-performing loans.

A mainland state processor of bad
debt has made its first foray into 
Hong Kong’s retail real estate, 
emerging as the second biggest 
shareholder in the consortium 
that paid HK$23 billion for Link 
Reit’s 17 shopping centres in the 
city.

China Great Wall Asset Man-
agement, established in 1999 to 
manage and process the non- 
performing loans of Agricultural 
Bank of China, owns 30 per cent of
the consortium through its Hong 
Kong-listed unit, Great Wall Pan 
Asia Holdings, according to 
sources familiar with the deal.

Industry experts said more
state-owned mainland capital 
would come to Hong Kong and 
overseas despite concerns over 
tightened capital control by Bei-
jing and outbound merger and 
acquisition deals by the Chinese 
would pick up next year.

Great Wall Pan Asia was for-
merly known as Armada Hold-
ings. Armada itself, as a listed 
entity, was renamed from the 
SCMP Group and sold to China 
Great Wall for HK$1.57 billion in 
cash in August last year after Kerry
Media sold the Post to Alibaba 
Group Holding.

Trading in the shares of Great
Wall Pan Asia was suspended on 
the Hong Kong stock exchange 
yesterday, pending the an-
nouncement of a venture.

The stock last traded 1.2 per
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shareholder in the consortium that buys Link 
Reit’s 17 shopping centres for HK$23 billion
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