


The Caribbean Hotel and
Tourism Association

Serving and representing the hotel and tourism industry in the caribbean region

Recently, Business View Magazine talked with Frank
Comito, the CEO and Director General of the Caribbean
Hotel and Tourism Association (CHTA). The following is

a transcript of a wide-ranging discussion that touched

on many issues and activities in which the Association
is engaged:

BVM: Can you give me some background on the his-
tory of the Association and how it may have changed
and grown over the years?

“The Caribbean Hotel and Tourism Association was
originally called the Caribbean Hotel Association. It
was founded in 1962, as part of a federation of na-
tional hotel and tourism associations in the region at
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that time. And we continue, to this day, being a fed-
eration of 32 national hotel and tourism associations
with all of our respective memberships drawing from
that number, as well as individual members we garner
from international sources. It was founded, originally,
to help market the industry and to work collaboratively
on issues that affect its ability to drum up business.
So a lot of its emphasis, in the early stages, was on
marketing. But as time evolved, in the late ‘70s, ‘80s,
and early ‘90s, its mission expanded into other areas,
in particular: advocacy, research and information dis-
semination, workforce development, and overall prod-
uct development. And that expanded mission contin-
ues to today.




“About ten years ago, the Caribbean Hotel Association
changed its name to the Caribbean Hotel and Tour-
ism Association, in recognition of the broad reach that
tourism has on the economies of the Caribbean. Over
the years, we’ve also established a few related orga-
nizations and institutions, including the CHTA Educa-
tion Foundation, which has awarded over $5 million
worth of scholarships to the region’s residents and
has played an integral part in human resource devel-
opment. We also established a group called the Ca-
ribbean Society of Hotel Association Executives, which
is geared towards supporting the professional devel-
opment and the coordination amongst the various
national hotel association executives - information
sharing, best practices, and strengthening the two-way
links between the national hotel and tourism associa-
tions and CHTA. We also had a spin-off organization
called the Caribbean Alliance for Sustainable Tourism
in the late 1990s, which focuses primarily on encour-
aging sustainable tourism practices. It’s the umbrella
for energy efficiency projects that we’ve done, energy
efficiency policies that we’ve advanced, best practices
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on environmental standards, and so on.”

Can you elaborate on the Association’s advocacy re-
sponsibilities and activities?

“It's an ongoing challenge to make sure that our poli-
cies regionally, as well as in individual countries, are
conducive to advancing the growth, development,
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and profitability of the industry, and recognizing that
it’s the primary employment generator of tax revenue
for the region. That's not necessarily acknowledged
in practice by many governments in the region, and
we've worked hard with our counterpart organization,
the Caribbean Tourism Organization, which represents
government interests in the tourism industry, to pro-
vide information and facts about its economic impact.
We’ve worked closely with the World Travel and Tour-
ism Council and groups like Oxford Economics to gar-
ner and support the development of the necessary re-
search to show the broad economic impact of tourism
in our various jurisdictions in the Caribbean. That's
been absolutely necessary because we’re faced con-
stantly with issues of high taxation and high costs of
doing business in the Caribbean, which have corre-
sponding effects on our rates and our profitability. We
have to be on top of that all of the time and work hard
to make sure governments are aware of how policies
and regulatory matters affect our industry. So, advo-
cacy plays a very key role in everything that we do. We
operate under seven guiding strategy objectives and

Judge.

right in there is advocacy and representation.”

You also mentioned research and the dissemination
of information as part of the Association’s mission.
Any recent initiatives in that area?

“We’ve done research and position papers on the lift-
ing of the U.S. embargo on Cuba and offered some
positive and constructive ways in which individual ju-
risdictions in the region can address the impending
changes. We're finalizing an advocacy paper, right now,
on the sharing economy - groups like Uber and AirBnB
- and how they may be effectively integrated into the
industry with standards, regulations, and some fair
play on taxation, to not only protect the reputation of
the industry, but also to help to develop that subsector
of the accommodations sector, as well.

The Zika virus has been in the news lately and it’s
realistic to think that it will have an impact on travel
and tourism in the region. How has the Association
responded?

We’'ve been working for the past four weeks on the
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Zika virus situation, which has required some advo-
cacy and outreach. It's been a coordinated effort, a
partnership effort between the public and private sec-
tors, working in collaboration with the regional um-
brella group, called CARPHA, the Caribbean Public
Health Agency organization that represents ministries
of health throughout the Caribbean. We’ve been work-
ing diligently on education, training, getting the right
kind of information out there - mitigation and effec-
tive control techniques - and looking at it not only from
the hotel and tourism industry’s point of view, but look-
ing at it as a broader collaborative response by govern-
ments, communities, and our industry in the private
sector, in dealing with a matter that, if it’s not handled
as well as it could, might have broad consequences
on our economies and our industry, and, quite frankily,
the social health and welfare of the residents of the
Caribbean.

Can you talk a little about the nuts and bolts of the
Association? Who are your members and are their
different tiers of membership?

We're a federation of national hotel and tourism as-
sociations, so the region’s national hotel and tour-
ism associations are members. We also have over
600 hotel members from the Caribbean and another
400 allied members, both within the Caribbean as
well as external partners - tour operators, wholesal-
ers, airlines, people who do business with the tourism
industry, even banks and other kinds of financial in-
stitutions. We also have what we call partner organi-
zations that we work with like the Florida-Caribbean
Cruise Association; the Caribbean and Central Ameri-
can Action, based out of Washington; the Caribbean
Council, based out of the United Kingdom; and IATA,
the International Air Transport Association. So we have
a number of affiliated memberships, which are really
reciprocal memberships - there’s quite a few of those.

What kind of events do you hold for your mem-
bers?

“We have four key events throughout the year. We just
completed our annual marketing event called Carib-
bean Travel Marketplace, which was held in the Baha-
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mas and had over a thousand participants. That’s the

region’s premier gathering to do business. We bring
suppliers- suppliers being the hotels throughout the
region, some of the local tour operators, attractions,
and providers - together with buyers, which include,
primarily, leading tour operators and wholesalers from
around the world, for two days of intense appointments
for buying, selling, negotiating, making new contacts,
and so on. We have an education component layered
in that’s very much directed to sales and marketing
Kinds of training and support, and this year, we also
had 14 ministers or heads of tourism in governments
throughout the Caribbean join us. So, that’s the pri-
mary event.

“We also do an event called CHIEF, the Caribbean Hos-
pitality Industry Exchange Forum, which is very much
professional development and education-oriented.
We started that event last October in Puerto Rico and
it was very successful - the feedback was terrific. In
that, we have household names from every kind of
company imaginable doing workshops and seminars
for our people, and a buying element for our allied

members with a tradeshow component to it. We'll be

repeating that again, this year, in the same location,
the first couple of days in October.

“We also do an event called “Taste of the Caribbean.”
We’ve been doing that for over 20 years. It’s held in Mi-
ami and is a combination of a couple of things, includ-
ing a competitive culinary event for the chefs. We have
chefs from national teams throughout the Caribbean
who come together for three days of intense competi-
tion for the rights of calling themselves the Caribbean
Culinary Team of the Year, the Chef of the Year, the
Pastry Chef of the Year, the Bartender of the Year. It
follows international standards in judging and there’s
a range of awards that are offered. Woven around that
event are several other related events, showcasing cu-
linary and cultural aspects of the Caribbean. We have
education sessions for professional development for
chefs, and food and beverage managers, and other
personnel in the F & B industry. And we also have a
consumer component, where the public’s invited,
called “Taste of the Islands.” It’'s a Caribbean tapas
event with music and festive atmosphere. We have
various countries throughout the Caribbean showcas-
ing some of their best, national dishes.
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“The fourth signature event that we have is the Ca-
ribbean Hotel Investment Conference and Operations
Summit that’s held in November. That’s done primarily
by a company called HVS and we, along with the Ca-
ribbean Tourism Organization, are host sponsors, as
well. Those make up the bulk of our major activities
and events.”

How else do you communicate with the member-
ship?

“We probably communicate with them about four or
five times a week. We try to balance it so we don’t over-
communicate, but we have various ways. We do webi-
nars, email, and social media. At our Caribbean Travel
Marketplace, we had over nine million social media
hits on that event; it was quite exciting to see that kind
of engagement.”

The Great Recession harmed tourism pretty much
everywhere, but particularly in the Caribbean. What
does the landscape look like for the industry over
the next several years, and how do you see the As-
sociation continuing to be a viable voice for the sec-

tor?

“We just completed our first annual ‘Industry Perfor-

mance and Outlook Study.” The findings really showed
that we’re continuing on an upward path that started
about three years ago for the region as an aggregate.
Some destinations did okay during the Recession,
some struggled quite a bit, and some came out of it
earlier than others. Collectively, the region really came
out of it about three years ago, and we’ve seen a good
upward trend line. More than half the hotels reported
strong to moderate performance in 2015. With in-
creased occupancies and arrivals, most hotels also
increased their employment rolls. So there was some
robust hiring, last year.

“Also, one of the things that happened during the Re-
cession is we saw a retrenchment in capital expendi-
tures. We're starting to see people coming out of that,
and last year, they came out of it quite significantly. So,
capital expenditures and investments in hotel proper-
ties were up, last year, and are projected to increase
in 2016. The profit picture is a little unsettling, yet, in
part because of people still struggling. There are a lot
of back payments and things that were put on hold.
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And because of the Recession, we were not able to
move up our ADR, our Average Daily Rate, as quickly
as we wanted to as an industry, but we’ve been seeing
it move up four to six points each year over the last two
years. Despite improved performance, one third of the
hotels reported an anticipated loss in 2015. That’s not
insignificant, but at the height of the Recession over
half of them were reporting that. So we've seen some
change, that way.

“90 percent of the hotels characterized the 2015 tour-
ism industry as ‘strong to moderate.” And the outlook
for 2016 remains positive with some concerns. The
outlook wasn’t as strong as 2015, but it’s still strong.
We asked a few questions about those concerns and
received comments that categorized a couple of areas
- high operating costs, taxation pressures, air lift chal-
lenges, and, to a lesser extent, perceptions of crime
and safety in the region.”

You mentioned “air lift challenges.” Are you alluding
to the fact that air travel to the islands is still too
expensive for many people?

We’ve not engaged
some our key peo-
ple, including the
airline  stakehold-
ers, as effectively
in recent years. So,
part of the man-
date we've given
ourselves is to
reach out to them
much more effec-
tively and we’re do-
ing that, right now.
We’ve done some
research on price
elasticity and at
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one point we lose market share because of the high
cost of airfare. So, one of our goals around advocacy
is to reduce the high cost of airfare. One of the major
contributors to the high airfare costs to the Caribbean
are the high tax levels. Taxes and fees have gone up
incredibly in the last several years. The U.S. taxes and
fees have pretty much held their own, but, for example,
if you buy a ticket to the Bahamas, which is a quick
hop from Florida, over 51 percent of the cost of your
ticket are taxes and fees. And that translates into most
jurisdictions in the Caribbean - they can be quite high.
So, when you factor that in, our argument has been
that that adds to the increased costs of supply. The air-
lines’ cost have actually held their own or gone down
a bit, but it’s the taxes and fees that are the big buga-
boo, here. So, we started an outreach, working with
our Caribbean Tourist Organization, to look at ways we
can help to reduce the cost of travel to the region. It's
an advocacy initiative that’s part of a three-year plan.
We won’t get it done overnight, but we have done a lot
of groundwork, already; we’ve built some collaborative
efforts around it both with the airline industry and with
the Caribbean Tourism Organization to help address,

not only the costs, but also the ease of travel, as well.
It should be much easier than it is.

To sum up, what are some of the salient points that
you would like our readers to take away from an ar-
ticle about the CHTA?

“The core of the message is that in the Caribbean, tour-
ism is everyone’s business. And if people understand
better the connection of how it affects everything -
the socioeconomic aspect of everything in almost all
the destinations in the Caribbean - they can see how
we can better connect the dots. We need much more
friendly policies and collaborative initiatives to protect
and enhance the industry. It's the single quickest way
to generate employment and tax revenue for the gov-
ernments of the Caribbean. Bumping up our arrivals
and our occupancies a few points has tremendous
value; the tourist dollar has a multiplier effect that
touches just about every aspect of life. And the Ca-
ribbean Hotel and Tourist Association is an active and
engaging partner, working at the local and regional lev-
els to help market, develop, enhance, and protect the
industry.”
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