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INTRODUCTION

Community rural tourism is one of the forms of tourism with greatest potential in the Americas, as shown by the rapid growth of rural tourism enterprises and government policies to promote their development. As a result, the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) decided that the theme of World Tourism Day 2014 would be “Tourism and Community Development,” in recognition of sustainable tourism’s potential contribution to community development. 

In the region, this type of tourism is considered as an opportunity for local development that permits social inclusion and sustainable development with active participation by the communities. However, carrying out community rural tourism is a complex task that requires various components: a suitable competitive environment, community empowerment, public strategies that facilitate community enterprise and innovation, systems for monitoring and measurement of success, development of competitive entrepreneurship, and guidelines for ensuring responsible and sustainable tourism. 

The Tourism Congress provides an opportunity for high-level discussion that will facilitate better understanding of the components needed for the sustainable development of community rural tourism as the basis for specific actions for continuous improvement of this tourism as a source of economic development in the region.

1. Experiences of community rural tourism in the Americas

The tourism sector has seen changes in the experiences of community rural tourism in recent decades in terms of both entrepreneurship and destinations. As demand has increased, expectations and motivations have changed, some entrepreneurs have successfully adapted to these changes in the market. Promoters of community rural tourism have identified the need to increase the benefits and advantages that this type of community offers to their clients and investors, and to the residents of the communities visited. 

1.1. Successful models of community rural tourism

There are various models of community rural tourism products from joint-ventures to independent entrepreneurship of communities. It is essential to know what worked successfully in different practical cases in order for comprehensive planning of the tourist destinations. It is also important to analyze the lessons learned in their execution and management, with a time for reflection before future recommendations. 

1.2. Innovation in the development of community rural tourism

In view of the growing competition of products and services in the sector, it is important to develop innovative solutions that will make it possible to differentiate community rural tourism initiatives. Some of the points to be analyzed in this sub-topic are the use of new technologies in tourist operations, innovative tourist experiences, management of social networks, the use of research in product development, and innovative governance models. 

1.3. Community rural tourism, native communities, and vulnerable populations

Community rural tourism brings the tourist and the host communities together. This is perceived as a value that enhances the authenticity of the tourism product, but it also is fraught with risks in the distortion of traditions and the treatment of vulnerable populations. There will be guidelines and examples on how to mitigate said risks, particularly in indigenous communities and regarding the participation of children and women in the activity and in tourism management. 

2. Factors of competitiveness in community rural tourism

Competitiveness is a critical element for ensuring that profitability and social inclusion continue in the long term. In the case of community rural tourism, managers must analyze with a critical view the factors that affect competitiveness to generate favorable conditions for the development of sustainable tourism products. This topic will include those aspects that most directly affect the competitive position of the community rural tourism products and the role that the stakeholders involved are called on to play in terms of specific actions to promote competitiveness. 

2.1. Accessibility and infrastructure

As in any tourism product, the existence of basic infrastructure is essential for competitiveness. The rural component of community tourism often presents challenges in providing basic infrastructure services. It is therefore relevant to reflect on strategies for improving accessibility to the local communities and resources to generate and maintain infrastructure that is not invasive for the tourist experience. 

2.2. Marketing and market access

A principal barrier faced by community rural tourism ventures is access to their target population. A marketing and sales strategy for the tourist destinations is indispensable to generate more visits to the local communities. The Tourism Congress will present examples of communities that have successfully inserted themselves into tourism itineraries, forming partnerships with tourism operators, using social networks and “inbound marketing” to attract potential clients, among other tactics. Finally, although marketing of community rural tourism is primarily a private sector activity, there will be an opportunity to propose possible public programs, (e.g., marketing briefings, transfer of knowledge, joint promotion, etc.) that can help communities gain access to the market.

2.3. Development of small and medium enterprises for community rural tourism

Experiences in community rural tourism are based largely on the efforts of small local entrepreneurs. It is essential to have a regulatory framework that permits the development of small business with special consideration of the social and economic characteristics of the rural communities. Similarly, in order for the ventures to be sustainable, the communities must be empowered at the management and operational levels and have opportunities for continuous training. Finally, it is relevant to study other technical and financial assistance strategies for communities, such as incentives for formalizing ventures, innovation centers, and access to financial instruments, among others. 

2.4. Public policies for competitiveness in community rural tourism

Public policies play a key role in generating and maintaining conditions that favor a competitive environment for community rural tourism. In the first place, the Congress will consider examples from the region where public policies have been used effectively to promote community rural tourism ventures, including processes of strategic planning, technical assistance to ventures and destinations, legislative and regulatory initiatives, cooperation funds, national networks, and systems for evaluation and monitoring, among others. In the second place, there will be special emphasis on public programs and policies at the destination level by local authorities, taking into account that at this level the public entities are closer to the local communities’ needs and problems. 

2.5. Destination sustainability

The topic of destination sustainability has been discussed at the recent Inter-American Congresses of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism. In this regard, delegations have shared good experiences, discussed key elements of destination stability, and advanced with the establishment of the Sustainable Destinations Alliance for the Americas (SDAA). The Alliance seeks to improve the management of tourist destinations in the Hemisphere to safeguard natural and cultural assets, which will improve life in the communities and ensure a thriving regional economy. It is important to highlight the Alliance’s role in promoting opportunities to integrate and train the rural communities in the implementation of sustainability practices. 

Information will be presented on the positive experiences of destinations that have benefitted from the Sustainable Destinations Alliance for the Americas, which have had a significant impact on the local communities, especially the rural ones. Presentation of the experiences will seek to raise awareness of the importance of investing in sustainable practices, offering opportunities for integrating and training the rural communities in the implementation of sustainability practices. 

3. Measurement of the impact of community rural tourism

Having tools to measure accurately and compare social, economic, and cultural impacts of tourism is essential for continuing with strategies that will empower the communities and their members to make decisions based on quality information. 

The Congress will seek to present tools for measuring the impact of community rural tourism that will permit managers and beneficiaries to have transparent and comparable information on the quantitative and qualitative impacts—direct, indirect, and induced by this type of tourism on the economy, the communities, the culture, and the environment. These presentations are intended to help the member states reach important agreements to adopt measurement methodologies at the regional level that will be the basis for efficient public policies. 

3.1. Methodologies for measurement of the impact of community rural tourism

It is important to define a rigorous and transparent methodology to measure this impact. Taking into consideration recommendations from international organizations and the academic sector, models and tools will be proposed for measuring the direct, indirect, and induced impact of tourism on its economic, socio-cultural, and environmental aspects. The purpose of this subtopic is to agree on methodological guidelines for strengthening the strategic planning process.

3.2. Indicators of community rural tourism

Rural tourism experiences must be considered from a tangible point of view, with specific, strategic, and quantifiable indicators to measure the impact of the initiatives on product development. The Congress will discuss tools for collecting indicators of the success of the ventures, their socioeconomic impact, and their sustainability. It will also consider the importance of generating indicators and ongoing monitoring systems that will inform decisions made by businesses and by governments.

3.3. Impact of community rural tourism

In order to continue developing products, proposing public policies, and promoting investment in community rural tourism, it is essential to know its quantitative and qualitative impact. At the economic level, it is necessary to consider not only the businesses’ financial indicators, but also their impact on the local economy in terms of employment, contribution to productivity, tax collection, links with other productive sectors, generation of new enterprises, etc. In the socio-cultural dimension, there is impact on the communities’ traditions and their authenticity, preservation and safeguarding of the tangible and intangible cultural heritage, distribution of benefits from tourism, participation of the community in the activities, and potential social conflicts, among others. Finally, there is the environmental impact of tourism activity on the preservation of natural flora and fauna, pollution levels, erosion, and other elements, which must be carefully analyzed. In short, the Congress will facilitate a holistic perspective of the positive and negative impacts of community rural tourism on the economy of the destinations, the life of the communities, the preservation and safeguarding of cultural heritage, and the natural milieu in which it is carried out.

4. Guidelines for the future of community rural tourism

Community rural tourism is a dynamic activity in constant evolution. As such, it must adapt to tourism market trends in a comprehensive manner to ensure its competitiveness and the continuous redistribution of benefits to the host communities. 

On this topic, the Congress will seek to develop guidelines for the continuous improvement of community rural tourism as an integral part of sustainable tourism development in the region. It will consider regional guidelines to promote community rural tourism that is more competitive and sustainable.

4.1. Demand trends in community rural tourism

The search for authentic community rural tourism products has undergone major changes in recent years. The latest demand trends will be used to propose strategies for this type of tourism. It will thus be important to know not only the size of the current and potential market but also the qualitative variables of tourists’ motivations and preferences, and how they are expected to evolve in the future.

4.2. Inter-sector agenda:  integration through the value chain

A detailed analysis of the value chain of community rural tourism is indispensable for proposing an agenda for inter-sector coordination to maximize the processes in the value chain. The Congress will highlight the various links that these undertakings generate with other tourism agents and other sectors, and how these could have a positive impact on the local economies. It will also identify opportunities for increasing coordination among stakeholders, minimizing costs, improving the information flow, and maximizing benefits to propose a sustainable development strategy for community rural tourism that integrates other sectors in addition to tourism. 

4.3. Public-private partnerships, social corporations, and impact investment

One of the principal models for facilitating economic development is the establishment of public-private partnerships. These can range from the creation of opportunities for public-private planning to initiatives executed jointly by both sectors. Another model that presents opportunities for community rural tourism is when social enterprises implement business strategies to maximize benefits to society and the environment rather than to shareholders. A third relevant model is the “impact investment” model, understood as investors who opt for companies and projects that will have measureable social and environmental impact as well as profitability. These and other innovative models appear to be opportunities that community rural tourism can tap.

4.4. Regional cooperation for the development of community rural tourism

Community rural tourism provides an opportunity to promote social inclusion and sustainable development in the whole region. In this regard, regional cooperation can be the key for continued growth and expanding the benefits to local communities. One of these initiatives is the generation of regional networks that will promote sharing and generation of knowledge, and permit increasing the visibility of community rural tourism. Another aspect of regional integration is promoting international cooperation initiatives and technical cooperation between countries and cooperating agencies for the competitive development of products and destinations. 

Finally, the development of multi-destination strategies to combine community rural tourism products in two or more countries in the region could be an important factor for increasing the attractiveness of this type of tourism in the destinations and increasing visitors’ expenditures and stays. In this vein, the concept of “Coopetition,” understood as a virtuous cycle in which competitors cooperate and coordinate in specific ways, can be the basis of national and regional strategies to develop community rural tourism that is more competitive and sustainable.  

5. Election of officers of the Inter-American Tourism Committee (CITUR)

CITUR’s Rules of Procedure provide that its chair and two vice chairs shall hold office for two years or, in the event that CITUR does not meet within that period, until the next regular meeting. 

Since the Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism has been held annually, no regular meetings of CITUR are expected until 2017. In order to respect the principles of rotation and equitable geographical representation, it is recommended that the Twenty-Third Congress elect officers of CITUR for the period 2015-2017.

Although CITUR has not met since 2012, its current officers, the “Troika,” have played a vital role in furthering hemispheric cooperation and have oriented the General Secretariat’s work in this area based on the mandates of the Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authori
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