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The Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism offers an important forum for hemispheric dialogue in order to promote tourism in the Americas and to encourage exchanges of experiences and best practices. It also provides an opportunity for establishing a mechanism for sponsoring technical studies and for considering cooperation proposals intended to support states’ efforts.

The participation of the Hemisphere’s top tourism authorities enables their governments to enter into mutual cooperation agreements on tourism and allows strengthened communications among government agencies and the various other players involved in the tourism sector.

For the Twentieth Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism, to be held in Quito on September 12 and 13, Ecuador has proposed “Tourism with Awareness” as the central theme, with a view to changing the tourism paradigm. Tourism with awareness, as a working philosophy for tourism, involves the concepts of responsible, ethical, sustainable, inclusive, and nondiscriminatory tourism, and it also entails the importance of the life experience that tourist activities generate and its potential for transforming human beings.

As reported by Ecuador’s Minister of Tourism at the Nineteenth Inter-American Travel Congress in San Salvador, the Second International Congress on Ethics and Tourism and the 54th Meeting of the Regional Commission for the Americas of the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) will be held immediately prior to the Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism.

The unprecedented holding of these events in succession represents an opportunity and, at the same time, a challenge; it will therefore be necessary to adopt a flexible model to allow the three meetings to take place. It should be noted that the Second International Congress on Ethics and Tourism will have the following items on its agenda:

· Conscious tourism;

· An ethical framework for responsible tourism;

· Accessible tourism; and

· Tourism as a force for advancing human rights and social inclusion.

· Gender and women’s participation

· Human trafficking and sexual exploitation of minors
· Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities
On the other hand, the substantive discussions of the Twentieth Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism will focus on the following issues:
Conscious tourism;

· Corporate social responsibility in the tourism sector; and

· Sustainable tourism.

· Sustainable tourism criteria;

· Sustainability certification; and

· Hemispheric Tourism Fund:  Guidelines for putting it into operation.
The topics are separated in this way to facilitate the logistical organization and coordination of the three events. The Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism of the Americas are invited to participate as of September 11.
The proposed format for the meetings is as follows: 

· In the morning of September 11, the 54th Meeting of the World Tourism Organization’s Regional Commission for the Americas will take place. OAS members that are not UNWTO members may attend as observers. 

In the afternoon, the official inauguration of the three events will be held, attended by the President of the Republic of Ecuador, the Secretary-General of the UNWTO, and the Secretary General of the OAS. This will be followed by the initiation of the Second International Congress on Ethics and Tourism, which will include a series of panel-session presentations, each chaired by a facilitator to encourage dialogue among the tourism authorities and other participants. This Congress is open to participation by government officials, academics, the private sector, and other civil society representatives.
· The presentations of the International Congress on Ethics and Tourism will continue throughout the morning of September 12. The Twentieth Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism will begin that afternoon and continue into Thursday, September 13. Participants in this Congress will include the Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism of the OAS member states and any other special guests approved by CIDI in due course.
· During the final sessions of the Twentieth Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism, the OAS member countries will have an opportunity to review progress with hemispheric tourism cooperation and to adopt decisions on its future.

The three tourism meetings will address the following six substantive themes: the concept of conscious tourism; analysis of an ethical framework for responsible tourism; the role of tourism as a force for advancing human rights and social inclusion; the importance of accessible tourism; expanding corporate social responsibility in the tourism sector; and progress with sustainable tourism.

1.
Conscious tourism


The need to conceptualize conscious tourism can be traced back to recommendations made by the UNWTO and other international agencies, and to the need for each and every one of us to contribute what we can to redirect development toward people, who are the central element for transformation and creation in processes of change. 

The concept of tourism with awareness is based on the premise that people are the subjects of tourism, and not the objects; it involves the variables of responsibility, ethics, sustainability, inclusiveness, nondiscrimination, etc. in order for it to become, through the richness of its contents, a road map for promoting policies and creating mechanisms that will change the tourism paradigm and improve the wellbeing of our peoples. In light of our status as living, dynamic, and constantly evolving individual and social realities, the Ministry of Tourism of Ecuador invites the Ministers and High-Level Authorities and other participants at the Inter-American Congress to discuss and contribute to the definition of this new concept of tourism with awareness to enable us to improve our understanding of tourism-related endeavors.
2.
An ethical framework for responsible tourism 

The exponential growth in tourism in the 20th century and in the first decade of the 21st has brought enormous benefits:  job creation, foreign exchange earnings, development, reduced poverty, richer life experiences, the possibility of intercultural dialogue, and the promotion of tolerance. However, along with apparently unlimited opportunities, the sector’s meteoric growth has created problems that must not be ignored. If it does not assume a commitment toward sustainability, tourism may develop in a way that is harmful to the environment and to social, cultural, and economic structures. Tourism must have an ethical grounding and a commitment to the development of responsible attitudes that promote sustainability to generate wellbeing and minimize possible harm.

That conviction stands at the heart of the World Tourism Organization’s mission and the history of inter-American tourism cooperation, as can be seen in the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, in the various declarations of the Inter-American Tourism Congresses, and in the resolutions on the topic adopted by the OAS General Assembly. Created as a road map for the development of responsible, sustainable, and universally accessible tourism, the Code promotes the fundamental values of mutual understanding and human rights. 


At the events in Quito addressing conscious tourism, the participants will be able to further explore this important role played by tourism and the need for it to be implemented within an ethical framework that makes more and better contributions to sustainable development through appropriate policies and mechanisms.
3.
Tourism as a force for advancing human rights and social inclusion

Tourism activities can help provide the most vulnerable, excluded, and discriminated sectors of society with access to a decent living and with respect for their rights. In addition, tourism can create a suitable environment for generating full social inclusion and a true enjoyment of human rights.

a.
Gender and women’s participation

Article 2 of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism states that “tourism activities should respect the equality of men and women.”

In the Declaration of San Salvador the member countries undertook to “facilitate policies that benefit women-owned businesses, which are a major force of micro, small, and medium enterprises in the countries of the Hemisphere.”

In compliance with the third Millennium Development Goal, “promoting gender equality and empowering women,” the World Tourism Organization is committed to expanding the positive impact of tourism development on women’s lives and, to that end, in conjunction with UN Women, it prepared the Global Report on Women in Tourism.

With that perspective and based on studies of women’s participation in tourism that have shown the sector to be a important source of jobs for women and recognizing that inequality is still found in managerial positions, the participants at the Second International Congress on Ethics and Tourism will have the opportunity to discuss policies and mechanisms for developing and promoting tourism that pay full attention to gender awareness and its inclusive potential.

b.
Human trafficking and sexual exploitation of minors

Women, young people, and children are the chief victims of human trafficking, with sexual exploitation and forced labor representing its most visible manifestations. That fact cannot be ignored by tourism industry stakeholders or by society in general, who must protect the rights of those groups.

The Global Code of Ethics for Tourism states that “the exploitation of human beings in any form, particularly sexual, especially when applied to children, conflicts with the fundamental aims of tourism and is the negation of tourism.”

The Declaration of San Salvador for Sustainable Tourism Development recognizes “that tourism should be promoted with ethical and social responsibility, taking into account measures needed to prevent, combat, and eradicate human trafficking in all its forms, especially commercial sexual exploitation of children.”

Since this is a phenomenon that transcends borders and that must be fought from that perspective, the participants at the Congress on conscious tourism will be able to review the actions being undertaken globally and regionally to share good practices and to encourage mutual cooperation among countries, international agencies, business owners, and other social stakeholders.

c.
Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities


Community tourism operations run by indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples offer a range of advantages such as the following:  they offer tourists and the communities they visit an opportunity to experience another worldview and culture without necessarily affecting socio-cultural authenticity; they provide host communities with additional income to what they receive from their other economic activities; activities are environmentally friendly and respectful; and they allow original cultural heritage to be appreciated.

The participants at the Inter-American Congress on conscious tourism will be able to learn about successful experiences with community tourism and, at the same time, to discuss joint activities for its promotion and development.

4.
Accessible tourism

Accessibility allows the social inclusion of persons with disabilities and of senior citizens; consequently, it must be a basic and crosscutting element in any policy to promote tourism, integrated into all installations, products, and services. This would benefit millions of people across the world who suffer from of disabilities, together with senior citizens, a population segment that is expanding exponentially this century.

The Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, the Inter-American Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Persons with Disabilities, the Program of Action for the Decade of the Americas for the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities, and the Declaration of San Salvador for Sustainable Tourism Development all acknowledge the importance of accessible tourism.

It should also be noted that tourism offers job opportunities and that the Program of Action recommends the training of persons with disabilities to work in the areas of tourism, culture, sport, and recreation. In different parts of the world, there have been interesting experiences with incorporating people with disabilities into the labor force in the tourism sector.

During the Congress on conscious tourism, authorities and experts from leading global organizations for the rights of persons with disabilities will share their experiences and give presentations on their actions to make tourism a more inclusive activity. In addition, national authorities will be able to discuss and agree on hemispheric cooperation mechanisms to encourage tourism that is accessible to persons with disabilities and to senior citizens.

5.
Corporate social responsibility in the tourism sector

Article 9 of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism states that “as an irreplaceable factor of solidarity in the development and dynamic growth of international exchanges, multinational enterprises of the tourism industry should not exploit the dominant positions they sometimes occupy; they should avoid becoming the vehicles of cultural and social models artificially imposed on the host communities; in exchange for their freedom to invest and trade which should be fully recognized, they should involve themselves in local development, avoiding, by the excessive repatriation of their profits or their induced imports, a reduction of their contribution to the economies in which they are established.”

The Declaration of San Salvador emphasizes that corporate social responsibility is essential for the development of sustainable tourism and, as an innovative element in the tourism sector, it can, inter alia, contribute to improving people’s living standards and the sector’s productivity and competitiveness; consequently, the Declaration resolves to promote it. 

The Congress will hear about successful experiences with corporate social responsibility in sustainable and ethical tourism, and about the actions that have been undertaken at the regional level. In addition, in compliance with Article 6 of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, it will study the importance of ensuring that the media – and states’ “warnings” – handle information ethically and responsibly to avoid affecting tourism activities in receiving countries. 

The tourism authorities and other tourism stakeholders at the Inter-American Congress on conscious tourism will analyze actions for making corporate social responsibility with an ethical, sustainable, inclusive, and nondiscriminatory perspective an inherent element in all policies and projects for tourism promotion and development. They will also study the possibility of identifying cooperation mechanisms to counteract the negative effects of information that scares tourists away through balanced coverage in reported facts, in accordance with the guidelines set out in the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism.

6.
Sustainable tourism


Sustainable tourism has been defined by the World Tourism Organization as “tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social, and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment, and host communities.” 


The promotion of sustainable tourism has been a constant element in ministerial and technical dialogues at the regional and global levels. At the Inter-American Congress on conscious tourism, tourism authorities and other stakeholders, from this Hemisphere and from other regions, will be able to analyze the current situation of sustainable tourism development, learn about good practices, and discuss how to meet future challenges in this field.

a.
Sustainable tourism criteria

The principles or criteria for sustainability involve environmental, economic, and socio-cultural aspects of tourism-related endeavors; and sustainability refers to the need to ensure a long-term appropriate balance between those dimensions.

At the Inter-American Congress on conscious tourism, there will be a critical dialogue to discuss in more detail what those criteria imply and how they apply to current challenges.
b.
Sustainability certification

The proliferation of certificates, their costs, and sustainability criteria are, among other factors, part of the problems facing stakeholders involved in tourism endeavors. 

The Inter-American Congress on conscious tourism will examine the problems of sustainability certificates from the viewpoints of governments, destinations, and tourism companies. Presentations will be given on experiences with certification, and the government authorities and other stakeholders will be able to discuss the best way to meet the challenges of tourism sustainability and sustainability certifications.

The dialogue could lead to regional actions to standardize the sustainability and certification criteria.

7.
Hemispheric Tourism Fund:  Guidelines for putting it into operation
The Nineteenth Inter-American Travel Congress agreed to create a mechanism for funding and cooperation among the ministries and national tourism authorities, through the Hemispheric Tourism Fund. That Fund will be intended to support those extremely poor communities that have tourism potential in their environment but cannot fully achieve development. 

The Fund, made up of voluntary contributions, already has the pledges made by the Ministries of Tourism at the past Congress for a total of US$200,000 [Belize (US$25,000.00), El Salvador (US$25,000.00), Guatemala (US$25,000.00), Honduras (US$10,000.00), Mexico (US$25,000.00), Nicaragua (US$25,000.00), Panama (US$25,000.00), and Trinidad and Tobago (US$40.000.00)]. It will also consider involving the private sector and international agencies.

At the Twentieth Congress, the Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism will establish guidelines on the Fund’s conceptualization and place within the Organization, allowing it to become operational in accordance with the spirit and objectives set out by the Ministers.  For the consideration of this matter, information will be provided on the cooperation mechanisms that already exist under the CIDI umbrella, such as the Special Multilateral Fund of CIDI (FEMCIDI). 
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