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Ladies and Gentlemen …

Good Evening

This is, indeed, a proud day for the Cayman Islands and in particular for our tourism industry as we have the distinct pleasure of welcoming you to what is one of the Caribbean Tourism Organisation’s most important annual conferences – the Sustainable Tourism Development Conference. 

As you already know, the overall theme of STC-9 is “Keeping the Right Balance – Health and Wellness: Communities, Environments & Economies”.   This year is an excellent time for the Cayman Islands to host this Conference as a number of things are converging this year: the review and update of our National Tourism Management Policy; the tabling of the National Conservation Bill; the launch of the Cayman Islands Environmental Project for the Tourism Sector; and growing community-wide willingness to change our individual behaviours and businesses practices. 

To this end, it is essential that the Cayman Islands embraces sustainable processes if we are to develop, manage and preserve our tourism industry not only for ourselves and for the Caymanian generations to come, but also for the generations of visitors who will call upon our shores in future years. 

Ladies and Gentleman, as you know, sustainable tourism is more than a process, it is a good business approach that calls for each of us to become stewards of the future of our tourism industry and of our islands’ resources. Hosting this Conference will provide the entire community, public sector and private sector with the opportunity to engage in dialogue, learn from regional and international best practices and commit to sustainability as a way of living and doing business as we go forward.

Let us take for example the Conference topic on Climate Change. Climate change is widely recognised as being one of the most serious environmental issues facing the world today. Scientific evidence that the climate is changing, due to the release of greenhouse gases from human activity is more compelling than ever and the most effective response – and the only sustainable long-term approach – is to substantially reduce emissions of greenhouse gases. Action from the international community is required to tackle the problem; no one nation can solve the problem on its own, but each can begin by acknowledging the many challenges and opportunities ahead for Government, private enterprise and civic society in meeting these obligations.  

In these times, we are faced with having to make wiser development and management decisions, which will positively impact our environments and, hence, lessen the contribution made by our human actions and the actions of this tourism industry to the severe and unpredictable changes in the global climate. 

I am sure I speak for all of us when I say that we are looking forward to the presentations during this conference that will enlighten us, as big users of natural and cultural resources, as to the ways in which we can make a more positive difference in our communities, our countries, our region and our world. The presentations will also inform and educate our respective tourism sectors, which are huge consumers of all resources, including human resources.

I wish to pause at this point and take a moment to address my fellow regional Ministers of Tourism, those who are here and those who could not be physically here with us but who I understand through the wonders of technology are able to tune in to our proceedings as a result of live streaming. The time has come for us to stop the passive behavior and to step up to the plate and become truly involved in advancing the sustainable tourism development agenda. As Ministers of Tourism and indeed I need to also call out the Ministers of Environment, in my case that is one and the same, and the Ministers of Culture, we need to roll up our sleeves and get involved in tourism sustainability. We must become stewards of tourism sustainable development and lead by example. No longer can we be content with being consumers of the precious resources that our islands have to offer but we must also be protectors of these very resources. My appeal this evening is this – make these issues a national priority within your respective destinations and let us work together for this cause through this wonderful regional organisation; the Caribbean Tourism Organization.

Ultimately the success and sustainability of a tourism destination depends on the quality of its product, which includes more than just the physical tourism plant and related amenities available to the visitor; it also includes the local culture and heritage, the natural environment and climate, entertainment and night life, the level of safety and security of a destination, the quality of service being offered and the human resources responsible for the service delivery, technology and infrastructure standards, accessibility, and political and social stability. 

I would need a few days to tell you in detail about the many different sustainable initiatives Cayman has undertaken to address product quality but time does not allow that so I will only touch on a few. 

Existing environmental legislation in the Cayman Islands dates back to the 1970s in some instances, and these laws simply do not address present challenges.  In response, our government is in the process of introducing and enacting progressive, comprehensive legislation which will meet the variety of challenges created by emerging environmental issues at both a local and global level. 

One such example is the National Conservation Bill which is a modern all encompassing Bill dealing with the protection and preservation of our flora and fauna, physical development issues and environmental impact assessments, among other things.  In December last year, the Government passed amendments to the Marine Conservation Law which provides a framework for the regulation of watersports activities involving the interaction of divers and snorkellers with marine life. The matter of instituting better controls on these types of activities, particularly at the popular Sandbar and Stingray City locations, has been under consideration for many years and this initiative has finally moved from the realm of discussion to being realised in the form of law and regulations.  The Law and Regulations were recently enacted and the licensing process is due to begin in June. Delegates will have the opportunity to learn more about the Wildlife Interaction Zones through the study tours being offered. 

Cayman’s cultural heritage, which has become a valuable tourism resource, has been cleverly woven into new attractions, for example at one of our largest and most popular manmade attractions; Boatswain’s Beach, one can find the Caymanian Heritage Street, complete with traditional craft demonstrations. At Pedro St. James; a historic landmark that is the oldest surviving stone structure in the Cayman Islands and which has come to symbolize the birthplace of democracy in the Cayman Islands, a modern state of the art  multimedia theatre comes together with a traditional structure which takes visitors back in time through Cayman’s rich history. Another attraction which was opened two weeks ago by the Cayman Islands National Trust is the Mission House, which not only tells the story of Cayman’s religious and social history but is also a fine example of Caymanian traditional architecture.

From the community side of the tourism product, the Government has worked alongside community members to develop and implement an initiative called Go East. It is an initiative which speaks directly to sustainable tourism in the Eastern Districts of Grand Cayman, with an emphasis being placed on tourism activities which will enhance economic wealth, encourage social responsibility and embrace environmental welfare. Go East will add depth and richness to Cayman’s product and redefine a Caymanian experience by giving visitors an authentic experience  

I am cognisant that sustainable tourism must also consider the value of our human resources; a very important part of the tourism product. Recognising this, the Cayman Islands is in the process of implementing a comprehensive customer service programme which will ultimately deliver high-quality customer service throughout the Islands by enhancing the operational and behavioural skills of frontline staff.  This programme will assist us in addressing one of our smaller challenges:, that is,  raising customer service standards from ‘good to great’ all of the time; and providing ‘great quality customer services’ for all our residents and visitors all of the time. 

Not only do our projects and programmes consider those who work directly in the industry but they also ensure that we provide the necessary information and education to those whose lives are impacted by tourism as well as those who impact tourism in one manner or another. How residents perceive the tourism industry, their general attitude toward tourism and tourism’s economic and non-economic impact on their lives, households and communities must be seriously factored into any meaningful sustainable tourism policy-making process for the tourism sector.

Clearly, the future of the Cayman Islands tourism industry does not lie in mass tourism – it lies in achieving the right balance between the environmental, economic and socio-cultural aspects of tourism development. Equally important is the continual monitoring and management so that the right balance is maintained in the years to come.

Ladies and gentlemen, I trust that this 9th annual Sustainable Tourism Conference will leave you both inspired and motivated. Thank you for your kind attention … and here’s wishing you all a successful conference. Again I extend to each of you a very warm Caymanian welcome. 
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