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Introduction

For the greater part of the last century, tourism has transformed itself into one of the most powerful and dynamic industries in the world. As a result of this growth, the industry increasingly has the capacity to maintain or transform the economic fortunes of every country that it impacts as a significant generator of employment, income and foreign exchange. This influence is borne out by the United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) in its 2013 Edition Tourism Highlights report, which stated that tourism:

· represented 9% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) – direct, indirect and inducted impacts; 

· was responsible for 1 in 11 jobs;

· represented 6% of global exports valued at USD $1.3 trillion;

· accounted for international receipts of US $1,075 billion worldwide; and

· has grown from an industry representing 25 million international tourists in 1950 to 1.035 billion tourists in 2012 and is forecast to reach 1.8 billion by 2030.

The OAS recognizes the importance of this sector in driving sustainable development among its member states in the Americas. It notes that tourism is not only an economic activity that generates employment and foreign exchange, but is a catalyst for achieving other strategic objectives related to community development, cultural preservation, environmental management and social inclusion.  Furthermore, it is among the top three income earners in almost fifty percent of the OAS Member States.

As a tangible recognition of this importance, the OAS, through its Department of Economic and Social Development, promotes sustainable development through programmes and projects designed to increase and improve productivity and competitiveness.

Competitiveness therefore remains a critical issue for Latin America and the Caribbean. Equally applicable to the largest nation and the smallest Small Island Developing State (SIDS), it is imperative to assess the competitive position of tourism.  Indeed, with the exception of the USA and Canada which were ranked 6th and 8th, respectively in the Travel and Tourism Competitiveness Index 2013, most OAS Members States were ranked between 27th and 115th out of the 140 countries assessed while Haiti ranked 140th. This position seems to correlate with the World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Report 2013 where more than sixty per cent of OAS Members States in the Americas were ranked below the 70th position.

Dupeyras and MacCallum, 2013, define tourism competitiveness for a destination as its ability to optimise its attractiveness for residents and non-residents to deliver quality, innovative, and attractive (for example, providing good value for money) tourism services to consumers and to gain market shares on the domestic and global market places, while ensuring that the available resources supporting tourism are used efficiently and in a sustainable way.

Related to this, the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) has developed the Tourism Competitiveness Index which is built around the pillars of price competiveness, infrastructure development, environmental quality, technology advancement, degree of openness, human resources, social development and human tourism indicators.  These are all areas which require examination by Barbados and the other Member States of the OAS, in their quest to achieve greater competiveness within the context of sustainability.

Understanding country competitiveness in tourism is a major consideration for policy makers and a major challenge for professionals in providing evidence to inform decision making (Dupeyras, A. and MacCallum, N., 2013).  Tourism destinations are therefore encouraged to enhance their competitiveness via increases in investment, private sector development, better infrastructure, lower government consumption, a more flexible labour market, reduced vulnerability to natural disasters, higher human development and slow rises in oil prices (ECLAC, 2008).  This underscores and reinforces the need for robust macreconomic activity, productivity and significant gains in market share in achieving sustainable competitiveness.

Over the past six decades, tourism experienced continued expansion and diversification, becoming one of the largest and fastest-growing economic sectors in the world. Many new destinations have emerged apart from the traditional favourites of Europe and North America. (UNWTO, 2013).  However, Small Island Developing States are still price uncompetitive and appear to be losing ground in the global tourism market (Roland Craigwell 2007). This is in part attributable to the openness of the world economy through globalisation which has resulted in increased competition with more destinations making tourism a priority.

In pursuing sustainability, tourism competitiveness is critical given the global status of the industry.  Governments around the world are investing heavily in the promotion and development of their industries having realised tourism’s role as a key pillar of economic growth.

The Barbados Case

In Barbados tourism accounts for approximately 12.5% of GDP, employs 13,000 persons directly and earns approximately BDS$2.0 billion in foreign exchange annually.

As a Small Island Developing State with limited natural resources and land mass, Barbados adopts a sustainable approach in the development of its tourism industry.  The importance of sustainability is underscored in the White Paper on the Development of Tourism in Barbados, 2012 which posits that sustainability is one of the critical success factors to be met for Barbados to achieve its vision for tourism.  Moreover, as a mature tourism destination and in the face of new and emerging tourism destinations, Barbados is continually seeking to identify ways to remain competitive within the global tourism market place.

In 1994, Barbados served as the host destination for the United Nations Global Conference on the Development of Small Island Developing States (SIDS Conference), out of which emanated the Barbados Programme of Action (BPOA) on Sustainable Development.  This 14-point programme identified priority areas and specific actions necessary for addressing the special challenges faced by SIDS.  A key priority area identified by the BPOA is tourism resources.

More recently, Barbados served as the host country for the 2013 SIDS Inter-Regional Preparatory Meeting, which was held in preparation for the Third UN International Conference on SIDS convened in Apia, Samoa.

The United Nations World Tourism Organization UNWTO has defined sustainable tourism development 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". Therefore, when one speaks of sustainability, whether in its broad context of sustainable development or the tourism specific context, the conversation must of necessity include social, cultural, economic and environmental dimensions.  Within recent times however, another dimension has been brought to the fore which must be a part of the sustainability conversation. That dimension is tourism competitiveness.  

Given these are common matters which bind the OAS Member States together, Barbados deems it important that tourism competitiveness and sustainability be developed as the core theme of the Twenty-Second Inter-American Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism.

Objectives

1. To set the foundation for understanding the fundamentals and constraints to sustainability.

2. To demonstrate that tourism competitiveness is a key component of sustainability.

3. To provide a forum to exchange ideas and develop strategies that address tourism competitiveness and sustainability for OAS Member States.

4. To highlight tourism competitiveness as an important issue which warrants a hemispheric response.

5. To foster mutual co-operation amongst OAS Member States in addressing common issues.

Outcomes

1. A greater awareness and understanding of the issues and challenges surrounding sustainability is obtained.

2. Ideas are shared and strategies are developed to address tourism competitiveness and sustainability for OAS Member States.

3. Improved competitiveness in the tourism industries of OAS Member States leading to economic development and an improvement in the quality of life in these countries.

4. The emergence of a regional strategy amongst OAS Member States to address tourism competitiveness.

5. The creation of synergies between and amongst OAS Member States as a platform to be used to discuss and resolve common issues.

6. Greater prominence is given to tourism competitiveness as a strategic tool for OAS Member states to achieve sustainability.
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