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Hygiene and Safety Standards Required by

European Tour Operators(
Over and above local regulations and licensing requirements, European tour operators are increasingly specifying standards which they expect their suppliers in the Caribbean to meet, and these may be coupled with contractual obligations for recovery from the supplier of successful compensation claims against the tour operator. At the root of this search for higher standards in safety and hygiene is the EC Package Travel Directive which imposed on tour operators increased liability, and a subsequent wave of litigation and unfavourable TV publicity in Europe which has forced them to take elaborate defensive measures.

The most demanding tour operators at present are the British, since it is there that litigation pressures are currently most intense. As a prior condition of doing business they, or their appointed independent experts, will often carry out detailed inspections of properties.  These are followed by a report, an action list, a timetable for corrective action, follow-up inspections, and the possibility that if appropriate measures are not taken within agreed time frames, the contract will be terminated. Continental European tour operators are also experiencing increased consumer pressures and complaints.

This means that suppliers in the Caribbean who deal with any significant volume of European clients need to meet the standards required by European tour operators, while at the same time ensuring that they also satisfy the regulations pertaining in their own country

The European tour operators with the strictest standards set the pattern, and for the present these tend as far as safety and hygiene issues are concerned to be the UK ones. However, there is a seepage effect of these standards, and of the militant consumer attitudes that are driving them, which means that a concern with safety and hygiene is spreading beyond the UK, and impacting all source markets.

The standards that are being sought from suppliers have the following key characteristics


They are rooted in EC and other international law and recommendations, and/or represent the international consensus of industry good practice 


They are reasonable and achievable, and they are here to stay


They form a single consistent set of standards applied by tour operators from all source markets, implemented however with varying vigour. German tour operators tend to be less concerned with safety and hygiene than the British, but more alert to environmental and construction issues


The standards are not rigid, nor are they strictly speaking standards,  they are guidelines applied with considerable flexibility except with respect to  critical issues, notably fire safety


Suppliers can and do negotiate around these standards, and timetables for remedial action are reasonable


However, suppliers that fail to respond can expect in due course to no longer be used. Given the market strength of the major tour operators, this is a powerful sanction


Suppliers subject to tour operator inspections include not only hotel accommodation, but also apartments, villas, and ancillary activities such as ground transport, entertainment venues, watersports and excursions. 

The tour operator's guidelines basically represent existing international good practice. If they can achieve this standard from their suppliers, then tour operators can demonstrate due diligence when taken to court, and have an effective defence against increasing litigation.  The sort of standards they are looking for at the practical level are: 


Fire safety standards to the level of accepted international good practice, and as reflected in the 1986 EC Recommendations on Fire Safety in Existing Hotels

Balconies designed to a height (at least 1m) which avoids the possibility of litigation should someone fall over


Balcony gaps sufficiently small (10cm) to prevent a child from squeezing through


Swimming pools with appropriate safety measures, including good water quality and clarity, so that if an accident should occur, then they can demonstrate that all reasonable safety measures were in place


Food safety and hygiene practice using Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point  (HACCP), as recommended by the WHO, FAO, and the EC in the 1993 EC Hygiene of Foodstuffs Directive 
Always, the need to be able to demonstrate due diligence to a court requires that procedures by suppliers are well documented, and this on a routine basis. Thus fire alarm tests need to be regularly made, and the results documented, similarly for training of staff in safety and hygiene procedures 

The wave of consolidation and cross border expansion taking place in Europe has left relatively few tour operators in control of much of the package tour market, and places them in a position of considerable buying power to push through these standards. In general, the Caribbean suppliers have not had great difficulty in responding to the needs of the tour operators, and most of the changes suggested have been implemented at relatively little cost. However there have been instances where problems have been identified in buildings, for instance with a need for an additional staircase for fire escape purposes, or raising balconies to safe heights, and these can sometimes be costly to resolve. 

Tourists visiting some destinations in the Caribbean have been reporting levels of illness that are unacceptably high, leaving the tour operators exposed to litigation and group actions, and causing them to insist on remedial measures in affected hotels, usually in the form of hygiene audits and special training. This is an expensive exercise both for the tour operators and for the suppliers concerned, but it is an effective one: the proportion of Thomson's clients to the Dominican Republic reporting problems has fallen from nearly 60% to under 40%, and improvements are still taking place. Even so, in much of the Caribbean there is some considerable way to go before the level of Florida is reached, since this is only 9.5%

As a result of improving safety and hygiene standards of the private sector, a gap between private and public sector performance has emerged in some countries, and increased attention by tour operators to issues having their origins, and their solutions, in the public sector can be expected to develop.  Tour operators have pulled out en masse from destinations when faced with crisis situations, and recently British Airways Holidays risk assessed Cuba and decided against it as a destination for its worldwide brochure on the basis of safety and hygiene concerns. 

Governments need to recognise that there are powerful market forces at work to which they need to respond if they are to retain a prosperous tourism sector. Solutions to major public sector issues such as sewage systems do not of course come cheap, and the challenge is considerable.

In terms of action needed today, the CTO study concluded that at the regional level there is a need for 


Sensitisation, particularly of the public sector and of small hoteliers, to the issues behind the search for a better performance


Priority objective of seeking to build a regional reputation in safety and hygiene delivery, and thus achieve a competitive advantage over other regions


Focus on a common core set of standards to be applied across the region


Building long term partnerships with tour operators, working with them, and sharing their data, to raise standards on safety and hygiene in the region


Crisis planning, anticipating and resolving problems before they happen, and having co-ordinated response plans ready when they do.

At the national level, the report highlights the need for:


Review of existing licensing and other regulations, within the financing and human resource limitations of local administrations, to ensure that these reinforce and support the market driven standards of the tour operators


Building for safety and hygiene, and adjusting local building codes where necessary


Close attention to food hygiene, and adoption of HACCP methods, since this is the one area where many countries in the region are at a competitive disadvantage


More focus on record keeping by suppliers, so that due diligence procedures are reinforced.

The attention to safety and hygiene needs to be fully reflected in training for the industry across the Caribbean, at both the national and regional levels, adjusting where necessary tourism training  curricula to ensure that these cover  current requirements, for instance HACCP in food preparation. Training through seminars and workshops is also needed for suppliers in the tourism sector. 

Local fire, health and other relevant authorities need to be associated where possible with inspections made by overseas tour operators and their experts, so that they can enhance their understanding of expectations. 

While significant advances in safety and hygiene have already been achieved by Caribbean suppliers, there remains a need for the performance on the public sector side to be lifted. The areas needing attention are well known, and include rubbish disposal, maintenance of public areas and sidewalks, and sewage systems. 
( The text of this presentation is drawn from the CTO-EU report of a “Study on hygiene, sanitation, safety and related facility and service standards required by European tour operators” prepared by Tourism Planning and Research Associates”, London, September 1999.  A slide presentation based on this text was made by Mercedes Silva, CTO Sustainable Tourism Officer.
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