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TOMORROW’S TOURISM – FRESH NEW IDEAS

Seminar Chairman – Mr. Nigel Peters, British High Commissioner – H.E. Mr. John White, members of the Trade & Investment Team; invited guest, ladies and gentlemen.

Good Morning.

The British Consultants and Construction Bureau in London, together with the British High Commission in Barbados, with some support and assistance from my Organization, the Caribbean Tourism Organization (CTO) has chosen a very appropriate theme for this seminar namely: ‘Tomorrow’s Tourism – Fresh New Ideas.’

IMPORTANCE OF TOURISM

Tourism is unquestionably the most important economic sector in the wider Caribbean, employing one in four persons and accounting for some US$20 billion of gross foreign exchange earnings.  For many Caribbean states, tourism has also become the economic sector, which generates the largest portion of Government revenues needed to finance social services and the public sector budget in general.  

If one were to speak of the fifteen (15) CARICOM states, or the slightly wider region of CARIFORUM, which include the Dominican Republic, then tourism’s dominance becomes even more exacerbated, reflecting the greater lack of diversity in the economic sectors of the sub-region.  It is estimated that tourism contributes over ninety (90%) percent of the foreign exchange earned by the region.

It is estimated that tourism contributes over ninety (90%) percent of the foreign exchange earned by the region along with:

· Remittances from abroad

· Direct Foreign Investments (DFI)

· Bilateral & Multi Lateral Aid

· Export Trade in Goods and Services.

TOURISM DEPENDENCE AND CHALLENGES

The Caribbean regions’ dependence on Tourism continues to grow as other traditional productive sectors, such as export agriculture and manufacturing industries, now facing an end to trade preferences and special pricing arrangements, continue to struggle against tough external international competition.  

However, tourism has faced many challenges even before September 11th, 2001.  These have included increased competition from our traditional tourist generating markets of the USA, Canada and Europe, who are encouraging their nationals to go visit and explore their own tourism products.  Also, the tourism promotion budgets for inbound and domestic travel of our major source market, the developed countries, have been increased in recent years to levels which small developing states are unable to compete with.  

Furthermore, the process of globalization, accelerated by technological advances, has also reinforced the growth and consolidation among every component of the major tourism service suppliers with which the Caribbean, and the world, must do business.  These include airlines, cruise lines, tour operators, Computer Reservation Systems (CRS) and Global Distribution Systems (GDS), Electronic Travel Agencies, etc.  This development has helped to marginalize the Caribbean’s efforts, and those of other small developing states, as they seek to negotiate the best deals with their tourism suppliers.  But all is not lost for the Caribbean Tourism product, for it has been able to compete effectively on the world markets.

With regards to cruise tourism, the Caribbean region is the world’s largest recipient of cruise passengers, representing some 48.5 percent of the world cruise bed days, though owning no cruise ships of its own.  

The cruise line operators now comprise a consolidated oligopoly, dominated by Carnival Cruise Lines and Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines, who together own over 65 percent of the cruise berths worldwide, and with over 70 percent of their combined cruise capacity in 2004 positioned in the Caribbean.

When I reflect on the international tourism landscape of years 2003 and 2004, I am impacted with startling headlines such as:

· ‘Major Tour Operators face a Crisis as Business Drops Off’

OR

· ‘Thomson Holidays to Ditch 300 Reps.’

OR

· ‘Grey Pound’ comes to the fore not to be out done’ 

OR

· ‘Change is Happening Faster than anyone ever imagined and Technology is the Enabler.’

The first staggering headline refers to the current model of tour operation, where the entire business model is centered on recent moves towards vertical integration.  European tour operators have purchased hotel chains, coach operators, airlines and other components of the holiday experience, to be better able to offer a total package to holiday makers.

However, improvement in technology, in particular internet booking engines and other related Dot.com companies have enhanced and stimulated ‘dynamic packaging,’ to the extent that individuals can log onto the internet and choose preferred holiday components from a variety of service providers, mixing and matching to their own satisfaction.

The traditional tour operator’s holiday package is being ‘blown away’.  Recent statistics of two years ago showed the Association of Tour Operators (ATOL) figures at 70% of all holidays booked.  Last year it was less than 50% and decreasing fast.  Furthermore, British Airways is encouraging customers to book on BA.com instead of through the established travel trade.  All of the European low cost carriers, (i.e.) Ryan Air, Easy Jet, BMIbaby et al. only sell their products on their own internet sites, as do the hired car and multinational hotel companies.

The second ‘fresh new idea’ is that Tour Operators and Thomson Holidays among many are shedding sales reps and promoting more sales via their new web sites.  The channels of distribution are quickly changing, and we in Barbados and the Caribbean must stay on the cutting edge of this new technology or else we will loose market share to other destinations around the world.

The third, and more significant and profound ‘fresh new idea,’ is in relation to the power of the ‘Grey Pound’ and its impact on travel and tourism.  According to the Daily Telegraph newspaper, adults over sixty-five (65) years of age have visited 12.8 countries each on average, compared to 5.8 countries for the eighteen (18) to twenty-five (25) year olds.  The editor went on to say that the results of their survey shows an “explosion” in ‘Grey pound tourism.’

Now, it stands to reason that there are more people over sixty-five (65) years old than ever before, and they have more time and more disposable income.  They are choosing to spend their time and money on travel, and are not just visiting the traditional short haul tourist destinations.

The fourth and final new idea, relating to the speed at which ‘change is happening,’ unquestionably motivated and assisted by technology, offers the Caribbean, in conjunction with the British Consultants and Construction Bureau (BCCB) an opportunity to get on board, and to stay abreast with Tomorrow’s Tourism as it unfolds and develops.  The seven specific topics and tourism product areas to be addressed here today by the ten (10) international speakers, who are experts in their field of expertise, are areas where Barbados, and the Caribbean in general, have comparative advantage and where we can excel and compete.

I am therefore inviting participants on both sides to identify those areas and activities where we can best cooperate to the benefit of all parties.

I thank you all for being a very kind audience.
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