State of the Industry from the view of 
the Barbados Hotel and Tourism Association
The current global economic downturn has certainly begun to impact the tourism industry of Barbados. However, due to the strength of the Barbados brand, the English cricket tour and the high repeat clientele that faithfully visit Barbados during the winter months the first three months of 2009 has shown that the industry has managed to generally hold its own.

Occupancies in the hotels have varied with the categories. 
The Luxury Group showed a decline of approximately 6% in January with an average occupancy of 68% compared to 74% in 2008. In February a decline of 5% with an average occupancy of 78% compared to 83% in 2008 and to date in March a decline of 9% showing an average occupancy of 63% compared to the occupancy at the same time last year of 74%.
The A Class Hotels many of these hotels are on the South Coast.

In January the occupancy showed a decline of 10% with an average of 65% compared to 75% of last year. February an increase of 2% with an average of 81% compared to that of 79% in 2008 and March to date shows a decline of 4% with an average of 67% compared to 72% in 2008.

The B Class and Apartment Hotels showed a decline of 16% in January with an average of 71% compared to that of 87% in 2008. February showed an increase of 11% with an average of 86% compared to that of 75% in 2008 and March to date shows an increase of 4% with an average of 69% compared to that of 64% in 2008.  The increases In February and March are directly related to the cricket test with hotels reporting a good response to their marketing efforts for cricket. 

The Tourism rental market e.g. Villas and condos has had a mixed season with some villa management companies reporting declines in January of 10%, February generally holding the same levels of occupancy as 2008 and March with declines of up to 12%. 
Moving forward to April and May we are seeing a very different picture.

For Luxury  the current bookings show April as 53% and for May 41%, for the A class 42% for April and 32% for May and for the B Class 49% for April and 25% for May.  Generally the pace of bookings for the luxury group is down by approximately 15%.

The small hotels are definitely concerned with the current booking levels for April and May and moving into the summer months.

The booking pattern has contracted in a very dramatic manner and one of the leading UK tour operators is reporting an eight day booking period.  In other words people are basically booking as the plane is taking off from the run way.  This obviously reflects the current grim conditions of the economy in the UK, with people loosing jobs on a daily basis.  However, the tour operators are reporting that the phones are still ringing and the Uk visitor certainly puts a high priority on their vacation and is one of the last luxuries that they will relinquish.  Yes there are challenges with the decline in the rate of exchange, however, two years ago the pound was at approximately $3.00 it was only last year that the Brits were able to capitalise on the bonus of the high rate of exchange. Mortgage rates have fallen in the UK providing families with a little more expendable income. 

With respects to revenue however there has been a general decline across the accommodation sector.  In January there was a decrease of anything from 5% to 35%, and in February from 2% to 18%.  This of cause is very concerning, as many hotels use the winter months to obtain higher levels of revenues to assist them through the summer months. With these revenues in decline and the projection of a very soft summer the sustainability of some hotels will certainly be in question.
The attractions have had a very mixed time for the first two months of 2009.  Some attractions have recorded up to 25% decline in January’s business and a decline of up to 15% in February.  There may be people on the island, however they are not spending and this also applies to the cruise ship passenger. The cruise ships are offering amazing deals encouraging persons to travel however, it also means that the market demographic changes and the disposable income is less.  

The duty free segment has stated that their revenues have declined by approximately 25% across the board. With high priced items being most affected showing a decline of between 35 to 40% and the lower prices items like tobacco and liquor  a decline of approximately 12%. 

Car Rental companies to date are running behind their revenues of last year by approximately 15%  and the forward bookings pace is extremely slow .
With respects to employment.  Some hotels reduced hours for staff in January and have done so again in March.  Some hotels have laid-off seasonal workers from March.  In general hoteliers are trying to manage their staffing by reducing hours and not laying-off staff.  However, if there is not a marked improvement in the occupancies for April, May and June then this may have to be the course of action.

Moving forward it is imperative that the marketing of Barbados remains very focused and we must be seen to be in the face of our consumers.  It is a buyers market and even our faithful repeat guests are asking the hoteliers “What can you do for me?”  Discounting is the name of the game; however even with major discounting some of the destinations are still seeing challenges with occupancies.  Many of the hotels and ancillary members are useing Value Added as their marketing strategy.
We have seen an increase in the numbers arriving from Canada which has been greatly assisted by the additional West Jet service.  This service is due to cease at the end of April and to recommence for the winter of 2009 and fly all year in 2010.  The Association is calling on the BTA to explore all avenues to see if the West Jet service could be maintained during the summer.

The Caribbean market is very important to Barbados and major efforts are being carried out to encourage our island brothers and sisters to visit our shores however, the major stumbling block is the cost of the air fare.  When the cost is actually analysed a very high percentage, in some cases up to 60% of the total cost, is realised in taxes.  The Association is calling on Government to discuss a possible way forward in the region to reduce some of these taxes.

Safety and Security is a brand element for Barbados and the Association is looking to work very closely with the RBPF.  The Association has offered $250,000 from the tourism fund and the TDC has also offered $250,000 to assist the police with resources and we will be meeting with the COP tomorrow to discuss a business plan.  
