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Efficiencies
and Building
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managing
director,
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Africa

A

fter two years as the company’s
CFO, Ross Volk has been appointed
managing director of MSC Cruises
South Africa. Volk, a registered chartered
accountant, plans to draw on his strong financial background to further expand the
brand’s strong South African footprint.
“If it’s not broken why fix it,” Volk told
Cruise Industry News. “The company has
been very well managed in the past and
MSC has a 30-year legacy in the country. My job is to increase efficiencies, to
consolidate the brand, and to make subtle
changes where I see shortcomings.”
While other ships call at South African
ports, MSC is the only company with a
permanent (seasonal) operation in South
Africa, a situation that Volk didn’t want
to speculate on. “The barriers to entry are
high. We’re a household name in South
Africa and we have an excellent reputation. But I can’t honestly say why no-one
else has tried to enter the market.”
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The company carries over 100,000
passengers in the region over a season
extending from October to May.
The season is bookended by 20- to
30-day repositioning cruises. The main
schedule is mostly three- and four-night
cruises, as well as longer cruises during
the holidays.
Most itineraries leave from Durban,
which is easily accessible from Johannesburg, and venture up the Mozambican
coast. But there is also a scattering of
Cape Town departures opening up backto-back options.

Ship Shuffle

MSC will switch out the Sinfonia with
the larger Musica for the 2018-2019 season.
This will increase capacity from 1,952
passengers to 2,550 passengers per sailing. “We’re very excited to give our South
African clients the chance to appreciate
the enhanced dining, entertainment and
accommodation experience that comes
with a newer ship. There are far more
balconies on the newer ship,” said Volk.
In addition to the arrival of a larger
ship, Volk plans to grow by extending the
season slightly and increasing the number
of international guests.
“Upwards of 90 percent of our passengers are South African. Apart from
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possible visa issues, there’s no reason
this shouldn’t change, and we are actively
looking into expanding our footprint,”
Volk said.

New Ports

MSC South Africa has three offices (in
Durban, Cape Town and Johannesburg)
as well as an eCommerce portal, a call
center and hundreds of travel partners.
The company also has a very strong marketing presence in local news media, and
they are active on social media. In addition, they collaborate with various radio
stations to run theme cruises.
One development that should aid
growth is the introduction of Pomene
Island as a destination.
“Pomene is a paradise in every sense
of the word,” explained Volk. “The
beaches are powder white, the water is
pristine and the sea-life is incredible. Plus
we’ve invested in facilities – restaurants,
bars and watersports.”
MSC has also been calling at Portuguese Island, a similar destination a few
hundred miles to the south of Pomene
that has recently been revamped.
“For the 2018-2019 season all threenight cruises will go to Portuguese Island,
while four-night cruises will either go to
Pomene only or a combination of Portuguese Island and Pomene,” said Volk.

The MSC Sinfonia
tendering ashore
in South Africa.

“Our guests love Portuguese
Island but we think they’ll be
even more excited by the
wilderness and newer facilities at Pomene.”
Another aspect of
this quest to broaden
customer horizons is
Volk’s desire to expose
South African guests to
MSC’s offering in other
markets – most notably
Europe and the Middle
East.
“MSC has invested heavily in expanding their fleet and
with this increased supply comes
a need to push demand,” said Volk.
“As the market leader in South Africa
we are well positioned to promote our
international offering. We’ve already seen
an uptick in international sales.”

Economy

The company faces a few challenges
– not least the wider economic picture.
The South African economy is faring
worse than the global economy, and this
obviously has an impact on consumers’
disposable income.
“We can’t change the facts,” explained
Volk. “But we do have a few very positive
selling points. First, we offer a (clear)

Beach side at Portuguese Island

product which eliminates nasty surprises at checkout. And secondly our local
cruises operate on a ‘children under 18
cruise free’ policy which really sets us
apart from other vacation options.”
Another challenge is the lack of
suitable ports. South Africa has a vast
coastline but only Cape Town and
Durban meet the standards of inter-

national ports. MSC does occasionally call at Port Elizabeth
in South Africa, Luderitz and
Walvis Bay in Namibia and
Maputo in Mozambique,
but they have also had to
be creative in establishing
day-facilities at Portuguese Island and Pomene,
which form the backbone
of their offering.
While South Africa may
not have many world class
ports, it is making a concerted
effort to improve the facilities
at those it does have.
MSC, in partnership with a local
company, also just won the bidding
process to build a new two-berth terminal in Durban with a 25-year operating
agreement concession.
“I’m extremely proud to be tasked
with steering the company into the future
and I love the challenge of leading such
a fantastic family brand,” said Volk. “My
job is to continue the good work done
by those before me, and to increase efficiencies wherever possible. I’m equally
thrilled to be a part of the industry-unprecedented investment by MSC and I
can’t wait to see how this game-changing
decision benefits the South African market.” – Nick Dall

Cruise Industry News Quarterly Magazine: Summer 2017

127

