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CHTA CARIBBEAN HOTELS RETREAT UNDERWAY IN ST. KITTS & NEVIS;
DELEGATES OPTIMISTIC ABOUT GREATER SYNERGIES, COOPERATION
FRIGATE BAY, St. Kitts (Oct. 2, 2008) – The Caribbean Hotels Retreat, hosted by the Caribbean Hotel & Tourism Association (CHTA) in conjunction with the St. Kitts & Nevis Hotel & Tourism Association and the St. Kitts Marriott Resort & Royal Beach Casino, was opened last night by St. Kitts & Nevis Prime Minister Hon. Dr. Denzil Douglas, who received a standing ovation for his energizing speech on the “need for governments in [the Caribbean] region to do more to support the small hotel group.” The prime minister’s address drew from his own efforts to improve “small hotel properties through an incentive system that would be tied into qualitative conditions” – a policy his government expects to have in place shortly.

“The theme of this Retreat is Serving the Needs of Small & Independent Hoteliers,” announced Enrique De Marchena Kaluche, President of CHTA, during his opening remarks.

“The Caribbean Hotels Retreat is an informal gathering by design, created by small hoteliers for small and independent hoteliers, intended to foster the open exchange of ideas and experiences – and most importantly, to provide practical hands-on advice from industry experts that delegates can put into practice immediately,” noted De Marchena Kaluche.

“We are gathered to discuss challenges and strategies, as well as how we as a group can take proactive steps to increase consumer appeal for privately-owned boutique hotels and resorts throughout the Caribbean,” he added. 

De Marchena Kaluche’s address followed well received remarks from Hon. Senator Ricky Skerritt, Minister of State in the Ministry of Tourism, Sports and Culture for St. Kitts & Nevis, who spoke of optimism despite current economic conditions.
“Negative thinking is not an option for our industry at this time. We must look to the future with optimism, knowing that there will be more turbulence ahead, but that we have a very dynamic but resilient industry,” said Skerritt, alluding to the rapid recovery of the U.S. travel market after 9/11. “I have every faith that it will rebound again,” he said.

“The future of our tourism industry and the success of small hotels will depend largely on the objectives we set today and the quality of decisions we make in the years to come,” noted Skerritt, cautioning delegates to “be organizationally and culturally flexible enough to meet massive change.”

Skerritt emphasized the need for small and large hotels to “work together for mutual benefit and [to] create important synergies in product development and marketing,” highlighting three key areas of strategic importance: “Protection of the environment for future generations, strategic targeting of niche markets and empowerment of human resources through entrepreneurial and other career opportunities.”

Prime Minister Douglas further emphasized: “We must also make it clear that the challenges we now face globally mean that it cannot be business as usual. Standards and global competitiveness must be in the driving seat of governments’ investment programs, and concessions must no longer be seen as a hand out from government. Those businesses on the receiving end of government concessions must also be on the delivering point of improved productivity through quality service to customers and responsible empowerment of employees.

“There has to be a highly interactive approach to tourism planning, product development and marketing inclusive of all stakeholders,” advised the prime minister, adding that “activities need to be coordinated and decisions based upon accepted national strategies for the development of tourism in each of our countries, and these must be linked and coordinated with regional approaches.”
“The era of ad hoc tourism development is over, and the region now needs to project itself onto the world stage as a serious player in quality tourism with the distinctive Caribbean flavor and the unique essence of each island,” he continued, advising the region’s stakeholders “to demonstrate good leadership, explore beyond the confines of national boundaries and come up with a new direction that will be of value to the socio-economic aspirations of the people of the Caribbean region.”
Douglas concluded: “I am confident that the region will survive the storm, and I perceive that this is a golden opportunity to redefine the values of our tourism for a successful tomorrow.”

The ceremony closed with a dance performance arranged by the St. Kitts & Nevis Hotel & Tourism Association, following CHTA Chairman Peter Odle’s closing remarks in which he commended the support of Caribbean Hotel Retreat sponsors: American Express, Caribbean Travel & Life, Choice Hotels International, DNS Management Services, The Foster Group, Interval International and Virgin Holidays.

Starting with the first session, delegates approached collective challenges with optimism and exuberance at a panel discussion this morning on the State of the Caribbean Hotel & Tourism Industry led by moderator Alec Sanguinetti, CHTA Director General and CEO, with panelists Sir Royston O. Hopkin, KCMG, Spice Island Beach Resort, Grenada, and Sue Springer, Barbados Hotel and Tourism Association (BHTA), as well as CHTA Chairman and Past President Peter J. Odle, Mango Bay, Barbados, and Regional Vice President Bill Clegg, Choice Hotels International.
While everyone agreed that serious action is required at this critical time, the consensus was optimistic. “The evidence shows that we’ve had a fairly decent winter season,” noted Hopkin, who advised hoteliers to get involved in more marketing and to tighten their belts by reducing energy and other costs.
“One of the greatest challengers,” according to Hopkin, “is that the tour operators have hotels in a bind,” alluding to the fact that small three-star hotels cannot always dictate the amount they earn for their rooms. “We have to run a much more lean operation and maximize resources,” he said.

Odle echoed similar sentiments, placing emphasis on marketing the region and ensuring quality product. “You have to keep improving your product,” said Odle, using his own Barbados property as an example. He discussed the importance of building a dedicated team that is more akin to family than staff. 

Odle also advised delegates to monitor closely their property reviews on sites such as Trip Advisor, noting that many of his own guests have sighted Trip Advisor as the primary reason for selecting the resort.
Clegg also discussed marketing, delving into more strategic detail based on his personal experience with Choice Hotels International, one of the Retreat’s proud sponsors. “Electronic media are really jumping out as the most effective marketing for us,” he said. 

While clarifying that his organization is not walking away from traditional print and electronic media, Clegg also advised that they have been increasingly looking at emerging forms of social and viral media, which are proving to be an invaluable method for reaching the traveling consumer.
Springer tackled issues hoteliers are facing in dealing with their respective local governments, advising delegates to do their homework and research tax policies, incentives and concession programs offered by other governments in order to make a strong case which their government would not be able to easily ignore.

Springer’s comments fall in line with the overall strategy of the conference as outlined last night by the addresses of De Marchena Kaluche, Skerritt and Prime Minister Douglas: unprecedented cooperation between informed members of government and private sector stakeholders toward mutual understanding and the development of a globally competitive tourism product and marketing strategy for the Caribbean region.

Sanguinetti closed the panel discussion with a report on CHTA’s ongoing work with governments to remove boundaries and facilitate travel. 
Caribbean Hotel & Tourism Association
The Caribbean Hotel & Tourism Association (CHTA) aims to optimize the full potential of the Caribbean hotel and tourism industry by serving member needs and building partnerships. CHTA was founded in 1962; it is the voice of the Caribbean hospitality industry for the development of the region in the highly competitive and sophisticated environment of international tourism. Today, tourism is widely recognized as a pivotal industry in the economy of the region – and CHTA functions as the common denominator for this industry in a region of diverse nationalities, languages and styles, identifying mutual problems and marshalling the resources of the active and allied members to devise solutions. CHTA represents all facets of the hospitality industry with more than 800 member hotels and 750 allied members.  

For more information, visit http://www.caribbeanhotelandtourism.com/.
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