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INTRODUCTION:

The Inter-American Travel Congress may, by its nature, be considered the main hemispheric platform for promoting tourism in the Americas and, in addition, for facilitating exchanges of experiences and best practices in the area of sustainable tourism.  It also offers the possibility of providing a mechanism for sponsoring technical studies, strengthening communications among government agencies and the private sector, and studying technical cooperation proposals intended to support the member states’ efforts to develop the tourism sector.
Since the Congress will be attended by the Hemisphere’s ranking tourism authorities, it will allow the participating governments to sign official mutual cooperation agreements in the area of tourism; it will also set the foundations for future comparative studies and technical projects focused on the development of responsible tourism, and for coordinated actions by intergovernmental and private organizations in the field of tourism development.

The Nineteenth Inter-American Travel Congress, which will be held in El Salvador, has proposed the following as its theme: “Tourism: A Challenge for Addressing Poverty.” Thus, the focus of the dialogue between the tourism sector authorities at this inter-American event will be the consideration of tourism as a mechanism for reducing poverty, of the major role the sector plays in generating economic activity, and of ways to better promote community inclusion and participation in the activities of sustainable tourism and its development. These topics will be addressed under four headings, defined on the basis of specific subtopics:  public-private partnerships for strengthening sustainable tourism development, cultural and heritage tourism as a key to community integration, business competitiveness and corporate social responsibility as axes for the development of sustainable tourism, and the challenges of sustainable tourism in the Americas.

1. Public-private partnerships for strengthening sustainable tourism development
The Congress will examine the mechanisms and new and innovative programs for bringing the public and private sectors together to support our countries’ economies that are available in the different countries. In addition, it will offer an opportunity to share successful examples of public-private partnerships, at different levels of the public administration, aimed at encouraging investment and development in the tourism sector. These topics will be studied in the context of the sector’s sustainable development and of the role that tourism plays as a means to reduce poverty. The Congress will also analyze the possible adoption of mechanisms for encouraging dialogue between the public and private sectors within the framework of the Inter-American Travel Congress.
2. Cultural and heritage tourism: tourism as a key to community integration
This topic emphasizes the view that culture and tourism are essentially linked and that optimal interactions between the two sectors is vital to ensuring the positive contribution that they can together make for economic development in general and for improving the quality of life of communities. The Congress will examine the role played by the various manifestations of culture–art, cuisine, music, etc.–and the contribution of cultural industries to tourism, together with the way in which the diversity of cultural offerings in a nation must be positioned within the tourism sector to optimize its value. Strategies for promotion and image in the major markets will also be explored. In this context, the Congress will explore opportunities for cooperation to develop cultural tourism projects, tourism training for communities, and tourism based on assuring the effective participation of women, young people, afrodescendent and indigenous communities, and vulnerable groups.
3. Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and corporate social responsibility as axes for the development of sustainable tourism 

Traditionally, corporate social responsibility has been mainly seen in the context of large companies; more recent references to the topic, however, have emphasized its importance as a strategic tool for increasing the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises. The Congress will provide an opportunity for a dialogue focused on corporate social responsibility and competitiveness in the tourism sector, in order to explicitly observe how CSR has a positive influence on the competitiveness of large and smaller companies alike. Attention will also be paid to the relationship that exists between corporate social responsibility and the development of sustainable tourism, taking on board policy options and guidelines, in order to encourage responsible and sustainable practices within tourism-related companies.

4. Challenges of sustainable tourism in the Americas 

Tourism plays an important social and environmental role, making significant contributions to reduced poverty and increased wellbeing in the communities of the Americas. In addition, tourism is the chief driving-force behind economic activity in many of the Hemisphere’s countries. In light of that, the sustainability of the tourism sector is essential.
The Congress will address some of the main challenges facing the sector, together with the solutions and policy responses available to the sector’s ministers and high authorities, which will be an important part of the dialogue that is to take place. The event will therefore provide an opportunity for discussing the following challenges:

a. Public policies for supporting the sustainable development of tourism as a tool for reducing poverty.

b. The impact of tourism on the social development of communities
c. Tourism security:  trafficking in persons and the sexual exploitation of minors.

d. Mitigating the impact of natural disasters on the tourism sector and following up on the recent initiatives adopted by the OAS in the sector.

e. Measures to improve the quality of tourist products and services through standards and certification.

5. The tourism ministerial process and the Sixth Summit of the Americas

This topic will offer the ministers an opportunity to examine and offer guidance and recommendations on the possibility of including topics related to the development of tourism for consideration by the Heads of State and Government at the Sixth Summit of the Americas, to be held in Colombia in 2012.

6. Adoption of key topics for funding tourism projects through the Special Multilateral Fund of the Inter-American Council for Integral Development (FEMCIDI)

With the new structure of FEMCIDI and the establishment of a transition period for it, it is hoped that the Nineteenth Inter-American Travel Congress will, first, learn about the new structure that the member states have adopted for its strengthening, in order to expand its impact and to bring its work into line with political dialogue in each sector and, at the same time, examine and adopt two key priority topics for the tourism sector in the Americas, and even one additional topic, to be funded with external resources, through which the Fund would implement cooperation programs in the Hemisphere.
Given the multisectoral nature of the tourism sector, partnerships must be established with other cooperation agencies in the process of defining its themes and during the Congress, in order to renew the cooperation efforts underway in area of tourism.
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