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T ourism is still an
emerging sector in
Timor-Leste, contributing
only 0.5 per cent of GDP,
Despite its natural beauty
and potential for marine
and other forms of tourism,
the country is still relatively
unknown to travellers. As
part of MDF's work with the
private sector to promote
the destination and
increase visitor flow MDF
has facilitated several travel
trade connections between
local and international

tour operators, including

a ‘famil’ (familiarisation)
trip to Timor-Leste with
tour agents from Travel
Managers Australia in 2022.
The famil tour enabled
Travel Managers Australia
to experience Timor-
Leste's tourism products
and connect with Timorese
tour operators.

One success story
emerging from the famil is
the collaboration between
Travel Managers Australia
and Manny Timor Tours, a
locally owned tour operator
in Timor-Leste. MDF spoke
to Manny Napoleon from
Manny Timor Tours and
Lisa Malnar, a Darwin-
based travel agent

with Travel Managers
Australia, to understand
how Timor-Leste is
emerging as a destination
of choice for Australians in
the Northern Territory.

Could you elaborate on your
journey in developing and
promoting tourism in Timor-
Leste?

Lisa: | have been working as

a travel agent in Darwin for
many years now, and Timor-Leste
is one of the closest destinations
from Darwin that people tend to
overlook when planning their trips.
My work is to put Timor-Leste
on the map, not only in Darwin
but in all states of Australia and
find ways to offer competitive
tour packages and prices to our
clients compared to other popular
holiday destinations.

I've always included Timor-Leste
[in itineraries] and invited Timorese
tour operators to participate in
some of our key travel events in
Darwin, such as our annual Darwin
Travel Festivals, which gather
large numbers of global travel
brands. This is where we showcase
what Timor-Leste has to offer

and how the Darwin community
could engage with Timor-Leste's
operators to discover more about
the country and what they could
expect during their trip.

Manny: It has certainly been
challenging since the pandemic,
which affected every business

in every aspect—especially the
tourism sector. Our main goal was
to develop a workable website and
other media platforms to connect
and raise awareness [about Timor-
Leste] among potential visitors

and partners.

What opportunities and
challenges have you identified
in the Timor-Leste tourism
market, and how are you
working to address these
challenges?

Lisa | find Timor-Leste to

be the new and upcoming
destination for Australians living
in Northern Territory, especially
Darwin. It only takes a 75-minute
flight from Darwin, and the

country offers beautiful marine

and adventure activities. When |
design a Timor-Leste itinerary, | try
to incorporate both activities, but
sometimes it's also tailored to what
my clients need—it depends on
their demographics.

Some of the challenges | find

are the currency exchange rates,
which impacted our pricing
strategy, and the capacity building
needs for local tour operators to
improve their business acumen.
When working with the local tour
operators, | find it best to inform
them about my expectations and
what my clients expect from their
trip. Working together with the
local tour operators to ensure all
logistical preparation is optimal
can be cumbersome at times,
but | find it necessary to maintain
regular contact with the local
tour operators to ensure all the
logistical preparation on the
ground are taken care of.

Manny: Top challenges confronting
tourism are marketing, limited
infrastructure, security and cross-
border regulations. Many tourism
destinations in Timor-Leste are

not prepared for visitors. One of
the major concerns that needs to
be address is the maintenance

and management of tourism sites
across the country. Timor-Leste
also needs a regulatory body to
certify and accredit tour agents/
operators and tour guides. Tourism
accommodation outside Dili also
needs to be regulated to provide
better services, including stable
electricity, regular water and
quality meals.
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D Atraveler plants a tree in Rabilau, Maubisse,
a symbol of memory and connection.




How do Travel Managers
Australia and Manny

Timor Tours benefit from
collaborating to ensure trips
are successful?

Lisa: | started working with

Manny Timor Tours in 2022
during our agents’ ‘famil’ trip to
Timor-Leste, hosted by MDF. We
met during the agents’ networking
session where we found common
interest for our businesses. From
then on, our coordination began,
and | often check with Manny
about the itinerary that | have
designed so that our clients can
better experience Timor-Leste. He
is one of the reliable tour operators
in Timor-Leste that | usually work
with to ensure my clients are well
taken care of during their visit. The
reviews about Manny that | have
received from my clients after their
trips are all positive, that is why
| maintain my collaboration with
Manny to this day.

Manny: Lisa Malnar has invested

a lot of her time in terms of
packaging and promoting Timor-
Leste in Darwin/NT in coordination
with Timorese tour operators. Her
initiative with travel shows and
social media posts have been the
highlight for Timor-Leste’s tourism
exposure in Darwin/NT.

Can you provide insights into
the process of designing and
launching your packages with
Manny Timor Tours?

*

When | design my
itineraries, | discuss
with Manny about the
best spots and if there
are any new spots

that | could include

in the itinerary. We
communicate regularly,
which makes it easier
for me to confirm with
Manny what my clients
are expecting from their
trip to Timor-Leste.

Manny: For us working together,
the mutual focus is on both
businesses being reliable,
consistent and friendly, with good
communication—including with our
clients. We have worked through
challenges, and | would say we
have excelled at all these points.

& The Timorese community extends a warm welcome to visiting travelers with a traditional ceremony.

Looking ahead, what are the
future and aspirations for
Travel Managers and Manny
Timor Tours, and how do
you envision continuing to
support sustainable tourism
development in Timor-Leste
and beyond?

Lisa: | hope that in the

future, tourism in Timor-
Leste could grow sustainably.
| hope the government can
maintain its authenticity, like its
culture and untouched beaches,
which are the main selling points
for Timor-Leste. Other than that,
Timor-Leste should explore ways
to improve their financial system
to accommodate online booking
systems that would facilitate online
payments.

Manny: Looking ahead, we

would like to see improvement in
the infrastructure (roads, public
toilets), good management and
maintenance of tourist sites

across Timor-Leste, and a well-
regulated tourism industry for tour
agents/operators, and hospitality/
restaurants outside Dili.




