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It is a pleasure and a great honor to be here with you today and to have been invited to share a few thoughts with you on the business of tourism.  
As someone who is employed by the People of the Caribbean, at a regional institution – the Caribbean Tourism Organization – my remarks will largely be of a regional nature, seeing that at CTO we represent 34 countries and a variety of private sector entities across the Caribbean.  

But considering that I am also Bajan, I am particularly proud to be here among my compatriots on this important occasion – the opening of the BWU’s Hotel & Restaurant Workers Week in Barbados.  

As we all know only too well, the tourism industry world wide is facing the toughest challenges that any of us have ever seen.  Fortunately the economic downturn has led to: 
· Increased collaboration between governments, unions, and the private sector in an effort to reduce layoffs and employee dislocation

· The creation of national and regional coalitions including the financial services sector

· Stimulus packages of one kind or another
· Improved access to capital for maintaining and upgrading facilities
· A dedicated focus on training and improvement in service quality

· Encouragement of entrepreneurship

· Attempts at collaborative marketing on a regional basis
· Renewed emphasis on new-market strategies

· The aggressive pursuit of new air services

· Re-engagement of Caribbeans living overseas – an impressive example being Barbados’ own BFF program which I think is just excellent

· A renewed interest in intra-regional tourism

· Renewed search for extra-regional funding; and 
· An intense interest in research

So in short, the Caribbean didn’t create the recession, but we’re not standing by as mere spectators waiting for it to end; we’re dealing with it.  But the question on everyone’s mind is, are we doing enough as far as Caribbean tourism is concerned, and are we doing the right things.

What more could we do?

While I pondered on exactly what aspect of this vast topic I might focus on today, it occurred to me that the whole business of service versus servitude, and serving versus being subservient are such a popular subject that perhaps I could share a thought or two on that.  It was at this point that I remembered a quote on exactly that topic and I thought I would share it with you. 
The quote is from a fellow Barbadian; someone whom I have not had the pleasure of meeting, but whose philosophy of the tourism business I most certainly admire.  This comes from a newspaper article I read in the Daily Nation last month, appropriately headlined Tips From A Waitress. 
“When you come through the door as a waitress you’re dealing with service. You’re dealing with whoever comes into the restaurant to put that dollar in our pocket.  After service you can laugh, talk, whatever, ……but from six to ten it’s strictly service.”
And she continues: “I love to give customers the best service.  You can give excellent service without being subservient.”  End of quote.  Those are the words of a 26 year old Barbadian waitress named Robyn Williams from Merricks, St. Philip.  A joy to read.

Not everyone agrees with the Robyn Williams philosophy on service, but thankfully some do. 

A few months ago I was having dinner at a hotel elsewhere in the Caribbean and the menu at that particular terrace restaurant was rather limited.  I knew ahead of time that the choices were better at the hotel’s more formal restaurant but the outdoor terrace was more appealing to me, and so that is where I went.  
I settled down, ordered a drink and went over the menu; then I said to the waiter ‘This is the Caribbean; how come there is no fish on this menu?’  He apologized, explained that there was never any fish on the terrace menu, but I could find a variety of it in the fancier, air conditioned restaurant.  But he said he would see what he could do.  

A few minutes later he returned with one of the tastiest fish burgers I have ever had.  When I asked him how he managed that, he simply told me that the chef in the fancy restaurant is a friend of his; and so he was able to call in a favor.  
Of course he could easily have made an apology and suggested that I either live with the choices on the terrace menu or go elsewhere.  But in going beyond this customer’s expectations, was that waiter being subservient?  Was that servitude?  Robyn Williams would probably say no.

Not long ago I was on a tight schedule during a business trip to yet another Caribbean island.  Just before my meeting I ordered Room Service, thinking that I could continue working while I ate and got myself prepared for the meeting.  
Thirty minutes go by; no food; 45 minutes, still no food.  By now I’m hungry, angry and running the risk of being late for my appointment.  So I called room service to find out what on earth happened to my food.  The young lady who answered the phone apologized, said she would look into it and would call me back.  Of course I never expected to hear from her again.  
Well in less than a minute she called back to say that somehow my order had been misplaced; however there was a buffet being served on the first floor, and if I wouldn’t mind going there, whatever I chose to have, would be complimentary.  It’s on the hotel.
It seems to me that she had been empowered by her management to make that decision, to solve the problem; to do something which the guest had simply not expected.  Of course she could easily have made a sincere apology and left it at that.  Instead, she went way beyond my expectations.  Robyn Williams would probably call that excellent service.  And so did I. 
One more quick example to illustrate the point I’m trying to make…..  

On this next business trip I truly disliked having to make the trip at all.  I had been travelling all day, wasn’t feeling that great, and was not looking forward to the stress that I knew awaited me.  In short, I was in a foul mood during the entire taxi ride from the airport to the hotel.  
When the taxi finally arrived at the hotel it took a minute to pay the driver and get a receipt.  In the meantime he opened up the trunk and the bellman took my bags out.  I completed my transaction, stepped out of the car and the bellman looked me in the eye and said “Good evening Mr. Riley.  Welcome to the Intercontinental.”  Put a big smile on my face.  Everything I had gone through to get there, all the agony, the terrible mood - all disappeared.  I haven’t seen a room yet, have no idea what the facilities are like; but this bellman has already raised my expectations of his hotel.  Everyone likes to hear their name.  Good evening Mr. Riley, welcome to the Intercontinental.  
And by the way, how did he even know my name?  Simple.  In the minute it took to pay the taxi, he took the bags out of the trunk, and read my baggage tag.  I certainly was not expecting that.  And I think we know what Ms. Williams would say about that.  

You see, you and I are in the service business.  Whether we work in a hotel or restaurant, sit behind a desk somewhere, fly a plane or captain a ship, control the customs and immigration posts at airports and sea ports, ……if we have any contact whatsoever with a visitor, the people of the Caribbean expect us to take tourism - the business of the Caribbean - seriously.  
Our employers have entrusted us with the responsibility to grow the business that employs 2.5 million citizens of the Caribbean; a business that brings in excess of $21 billion US dollars a year to our region; a business that according to the United Nations World Tourism Organization is the biggest business in the world.

But the statistics tell an even more compelling story.  They tell us that the Caribbean as the most tourism-dependent region in the world.  In other words, if anyone should be taking tourism seriously, it is the people of the Caribbean.  
But unfortunately, we don’t always.  We’re not all Robyn Williams.

This past May the former Chairman of American Airlines Robert Crandall was the keynote speaker at a tourism investment conference hosted by the CTO and the Caribbean Hotel & Tourism Association in San Juan, Puerto Rico.  Mr. Crandall said all kinds of important things in his speech but perhaps the most widely quoted aspect was when he said sometimes when he comes to the Caribbean he gets the impression from some of us that we would rather he hadn’t come.
Of course he wasn’t referring to any particular island; he was very careful not to do that.  But he could have been speaking about all of us; any of us.  In fact his comment could be applied to any number of different types of establishments across the Caribbean.  
We all know this is true.  We know full well that unfortunately there are people in every area of visitor contact who by their attitudes and behavior can destroy all the efforts you and I make to keep this business thriving.  You make your customers happy, but there are people who apparently do whatever they can to ensure that those customers never come back.  We behave as though we would rather they hadn’t come.

Well, we have to change that; if the Caribbean is to stay competitive we have to fundamentally alter our attitudes towards service, towards each other and towards our guests.  Want to know why?  Because our competitors will put us out of business if we don’t.  And they have the resources to do it.

In recent times we have all been saddened to watch the devastation which the oil spill has caused in the Gulf region of the United States.  Eco systems have been destroyed, the fishing industry in some communities has come to a virtual standstill; tourism in the affected areas has taken a severe beating.  
Although Florida has seen only sporadic sightings of tar balls on its Northwest area beaches, tourism industry leaders have seen cancellations and declining reservations statewide.  Last week, Florida’s Governor Charlie Crist stated: 

“Florida’s tourism is essential to the financial well-being of our entire state, as well as local communities.  We must do all we can to inform all potential visitors that our beaches are still beautiful and clean, and that Florida seafood is still safe and delicious.”

So Florida will now be launching a $25-million Emergency Tourism Marketing and Advertising campaign to counter the negative information that potential visitors to Florida were receiving about the oil spill’s impact on Florida’s beaches and waters.  

You can be sure that the dollars will focus on luring visitors back with incredible deals, the friendly service, once-again-pristine beaches, and the charm of Floridians.  They’ll be busy telling the world that Florida is more that just a beach, and they will probably do it very well.  A $25 million first round campaign. 

And that’s just Florida.

Earlier this year we became aware of the new US Travel Promotion Act, a bill that intends to raise in excess of $100 million a year to promote the United States as a tourism destination.  The tourism private sector will match those funds and so the annual budget will be 200 million dollars; projected to yield 40,000 new American jobs and $320 million in new federal tax revenue. Quite astonishing.  That’s the mighty USA realizing the value of dedicating large amounts of marketing dollars to protect and grow its tourism business.  
In the United Kingdom, which incidentally now has a Tourism Minister, a recent study by Oxford Economics indicates that last year tourism was responsible for 115 billion pounds in direct and indirect contributions to the British economy, or approximately 9% of GDP.  
Brothers and Sisters the point I’m making here is that we have formidable competitors and I’ve mentioned only a few.  They are all competing against us for visitors everywhere in the world, and they are doing so aggressively.  Their market share is growing, and the Caribbean’s is not.  They are pooling their resources to their best advantage, and the Caribbean is not.  They have big budgets with which to market themselves and the Caribbean does not.  So what do we do?  How do we compete? 
Well, there will always be someone who has more money than we do.  Or a bigger hotel or a cheaper room, or a larger seaquarium or a cooler attraction.  And that’s fine.  But they shouldn’t have better service than we do.  They shouldn’t pay greater attention to customer satisfaction than we do.  They shouldn’t care more about the tourism business than we do.  They can’t possibly care more, because we are the most tourism-dependent region on the planet.  Right?
Ladies and gentlemen, there ought not to be service anywhere in the world that’s better than in the Caribbean.  
It is within our ability to achieve that; to fundamentally change the reputation for complacency that we have developed; to stop tricking ourselves into thinking that the visitors will keep on coming regardless of how we treat them.  The fact is, we don’t know how many make a decision never to return to our region because of the manner in which they’ve been treated. 
Excellent service is an important component of the value proposition – of the experience that we sell in the Caribbean, and we have to deliver it everywhere, and with consistency.  In short, to stay competitive, the Caribbean MUST develop a reputation for having a dedicated, unwavering focus on excellent service and customer satisfaction.
I often say that the essence of hospitality is sharing space and breaking bread.  But add a dose of true customer satisfaction and you’ll have guests that not only want to come back for more, but who want others to come and enjoy it too.

I can think of no reason why the Caribbean cannot become a center for excellent service and unsurpassed customer satisfaction.  
So here’s the plan:  What if the Caribbean initiated what I’d like to call a Total Visitor Satisfaction program that would incorporate a series of criteria aimed at making this region a leading example of excellent service and complete customer satisfaction?  Each destination in the region would compete to become totally ‘certified’ or ‘compliant’.  The idea would be to focus on certain standardized criteria that would incorporate user-friendliness, local accessibility, environmental responsibility and overall visitor appeal.  

Where appropriate standards currently exist, those would be incorporated to meet the overall objectives

And here’s the interesting thing:  Initial research seems to indicate that there is no destination or region anywhere in the world that has developed criteria for a total destination rating, focused squarely upon satisfying – and indeed exceeding – the expectations of visitors.

No one is doing this.  The Caribbean would be the first.  We would be the leaders – as indeed we should be.  

As the world’s most tourism-dependent region, we have a responsibility to focus our attention on satisfying current visitors, retaining them as repeats, and encouraging them to become influencers for our destination.  

In short, the Caribbean ought to be developing a reputation for service that is so excellent and an environment so welcoming, that it engenders an emotional attachment and generates repeat business.

A Total Visitor Satisfaction Program for Caribbean destinations would considerably increase the region’s competitiveness.  It would require that we put our thoughts together – public sector and private sector - to focus on any issues that currently prevent us from being seen as helpful, efficient, clean, environmentally conscious, truly hospitable destinations. 

The overall objective would be not simply to create an international standard for Visitor Satisfaction in a tourism destination, but further to incorporate that into our thinking and our behaviours as Caribbean people, so that individuals in all sectors of the industry would have a responsibility in helping each destination to achieve its goal. 

In countries like Barbados which are already far advanced in terms of standards, training and tourism education, achieving the required Visitor Satisfaction rating would probably not be a difficult  task; and the economic benefits would be significant.  
Think of the reaction a restaurant gets when it becomes Zagat rated; well, imagine how travel agents and travel packagers, the international media and potential visitors would respond to a destination that has achieved Total Visitor Satisfaction status.  The competitive advantage would be enormous.

Is this achievable for the Caribbean? Absolutely.  

Should we be concerned about the size of our budgets in regard to giving superb service?  No we shouldn’t.  Because no one in the world has the exclusive right to kindness, politeness, friendliness and pride in their surroundings.  
Yes it takes training and education and dedication and caring.  But we have all of those now; we just need to package them correctly and use them consistently in order to achieve success.

In early July I had the pleasure of staying at a hotel in one of our CTO member-countries where I was attending a conference.  The hotel was busy dealing with the usual troublesome mix; - vacationers with small children, honeymooners who of course have their own assignment, and business people who are typically demanding and often impatient.  After a day on the property I realized that the service was so superb that it prompted me to ask about it; but not of the management; I chose to ask a waiter.  
Yes, I have lots of conversations with frontline tourism practitioners because they really have their finger on the pulse of what’s happening in this industry.  They know when they’re giving excellent service and when they are not.  So I asked a waiter what made the service in that particular hotel so different from most.  

His answer was that the staff are trained four times a year, and it is mandatory.  He said ‘if you want to continue working here, you have to participate in the training.  And then, unsolicited, he said a very interesting thing.  “But the training we get will serve us wherever we go.”  His words. 

One of the aspects of that hotel’s service that caught my attention was the fact that everyone I met looked me in the eye with confidence.  They knew they were good at their jobs; and they felt great about it.  I guess that’s the Robyn Williams philosophy – I’m a professional just like you – or perhaps even moreso than you.  So I can give you great service without feeling subservient.
Sometimes I wonder how much we as Caribbean people actually pay attention to the way we like to be treated as tourists.  As Caribbean people we love to travel – whether it’s to the island next door or to some destination overseas.  And of course if we go to a place where we have relatives in London or New York or Toronto, the temptation is simply to spend the entire time chatting with relatives and shopping.  
Of course there’s nothing wrong with chatting and shopping, but as tourism practitioners you and I are not allowed to do only that.  You and I can’t return to Barbados and say that we wasted our entire trip, and all we saw of a great city was the inside of a mall.  
You and I are not allowed to do that because we are in the tourism business and we will have lost the opportunity to do the tours, to explore new experiences, to enjoy another culture, to fully test how we like to be treated when we are tourists.  
And of course you and I know that there is another value in all of that; you see, when we engage with visitors in our own country we are better able to look them in the eye and talk about aspects of their environment with which we are familiar.  Say to them it’s good to have you here.  I too enjoyed being in your country.

In closing, I often have occasion to question our responsibility as trainers and educators and managers and supervisors and owners, but especially as recruiters.  How much attention do we pay to ensuring that the right people are hired for specific jobs?  How much value do we place on the balance between academic qualifications and actual suitability?  
What portion of a person’s résumé will tell you that he or she is customer satisfaction oriented?  How do you know the potential employee even likes dealing with people?  How much attention do you pay to suitability when you are hiring a person who is the custodian of the image of your business - and therefore the controller of your bottom line?  
We’re in the hospitality industry; we have at least to be hospitable.  If we are not, we’re not in the right business.

You and I are fortunate to be at the center of this large, vibrant, resilient and extremely competitive industry.  We have a duty to seek out the brightest and the best in the business, recognize them, reward them as the BWU is doing during this week and all year round, and to provide incentives for them to excel.  We have a duty to help the entire population of Barbados and our region, to understand that for the Caribbean, tourism is not a spectator event; we are the players – all of us; we have to be involved; this is our business.

We have a duty to protect it, to grow it, improve it and sustain it for generations to come.

Brothers and Sisters I wish you a rewarding and successful week, as we celebrate the tremendous contribution which hotel and restaurant workers make to the economy of this country every day. 
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