2nd MEETING OF THE U.S. TRAVEL AND TOURISM ADVISORY BOARD

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE

HILTON RIVERSIDE HOTEL, NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA

MONDAY, JULY 26, 2010, 1:00 p.m.-2:30 p.m.

Meeting Summary

The second meeting of the U.S. Travel and Tourism Advisory Board (“Board”) was held on July 26, 2010 in New Orleans.  Chairman Rossi Ralenkotter, Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority, opened the meeting followed by general introductions.  
Mr. Stephen Perry, New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau, welcomed the Board to New Orleans, and discussed current efforts in the Gulf Coast region following the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill and its impact on regional economic development.  He noted how devastating it has been for the travel and tourism industry, and specifically for small and medium sized businesses.  He also underscored that the oil spill has created a massive image and perception-driven marketing problem that creates significant challenges for tourism officials to attract visitors to the Gulf States.  Many travelers are less likely to travel to the region, whether or not there has been an impact from the oil spill on beaches, seafood and other recreation activities, given the negative press and perceptions that the entire area has been adversely affected.  In addition, non-Gulf states are actively advertising that they do not serve Gulf-caught seafood, which in turn impedes the already flailing industry.  

Mr. Perry thanked Secretary Locke and Louisiana officials, and said leadership in Louisiana is working with the Department of Commerce and BP to manage the disaster.  BP provided funding to the Governors of Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi and Florida, which has helped mitigate some of the brand damage and perception issues.  However, a recent study by Oxford Economics shows the region could face brand damage for the next 36 months to five years, or more, because of how competitive the industry is.  In another study of the oil spill, the U.S. Travel Association proposed to look at this as a long-term issue as well.  Accordingly, they are working with travel and tourism industry leaders to develop such a plan.  Convention and visitors bureau executives across the Gulf are looking for additional marketing funds to stabilize the short- and long-term economic impact.

Secretary Locke thanked Mr. Ralenkotter for his leadership of the Board, and Mr. Perry for his analysis of the state of affairs for the travel, tourism, and fishing sectors in the Gulf States, and then delivered opening remarks.  He highlighted the findings of Oxford Economics’ study that the oil disaster will have a long lasting effect on travel and tourism to the Gulf region and he urged the Board to engage in the Gulf region’s recovery efforts, stating that it will be imperative to take an aggressive approach to expand travel in the Gulf and throughout the United States.  
He went on to describe his work as Chair of the the inter-governmental Tourism Policy Council, and noted that its subcommittee on sustainability has focused on the Gulf Coast region since the BP oil spill.  The Council will review the recommendations in the Oxford Economics report to mitigate the effects of the disaster on the hospitality industry.

Secretary Locke said the Gulf recovery is a priority for the Administration and both Vice President Biden and President Obama were going to travel to the region this summer to show their support.  He discussed Commerce’s involvement in the Gulf and the role of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) in providing daily weather and biological response metrics on the oil spill.  This has included testing fish, measuring oil, and determining locations of the spill.  This reporting has been crucial:  A large quantity of seafood consumed in the United States comes from the Gulf, making it critical that Americans believe the seafood that comes from the region is safe so the industry does not experience sustained damage from this disaster.  Commerce’s Economic Development Administration has been working with officials in the region on economic recovery efforts, such as a tourism assessment and recovery plan.  The Minority Business Development Agency has been meeting with the minority business community to determine ways to assist.  The International Trade Administration (ITA) is also exploring options to assist affected communities.  Secretary Locke praised the many proactive efforts by the private sector to encourage restaurant dining, attract hotel visitors, highlight cultural heritage tourism, and inform travelers of the status of the oil spill in various parts of the Gulf.  He said it was also notable that Royal Caribbean will begin cruising out of New Orleans again for the first time since hurricane Katrina.  All of these efforts should contribute to the economic recovery and stabilization of the Gulf region. 

Secretary Locke then discussed the strength of the travel and tourism industry, which boasts a $21 billion trade surplus, and the importance of the industry to the U.S. economy.  He also noted that the Department has been recruiting for the Corporation for Travel Promotion which was established with the passage of the Travel Promotion Act (TPA) this Spring, and the Board members are expected to be announced at the end of this summer.  The Department of Homeland Security has updated its technology to be ready to implement the fee collection of the Electronic System for Travel Authorization (ESTA) in Visa Waiver Program countries once the interim final rule is approved.  

Under Secretary Francisco Sánchez then discussed the Tourism Policy Council (chaired by Secretary Locke) and activities of some of the four working groups on Travel Facilitation, Research and Measurement, Sustainable Tourism, and Implementation of TPA.  The Sustainable Tourism group has done an inventory of federal activities underway to address the oil spill, which they will share in collaboration with relevant parties.  The TPA Implementation group formed a communications subcommittee, comprised of staff of the Departments of Homeland Security, Commerce and State, whose goal is to provide a unified message to the travel and tourism industry and international travelers about the pending implementation of the ESTA fee.  The other working groups will be meeting soon.  Secretary Locke concluded by saying the Council welcomes recommendations from the Board.
Next, Chairman Ralenkotter introduced representattives from each of the Board's four subcommittees who reported on the key issues they are working on this year.
Greg Stubblefield, Enterprise Holdings, chairs the Marketing, Outreach, and Coordination Subcommittee, whose goals are to support ways to increase travel and tourism to and within the United States, increase jobs, and drive revenues in the travel and tourism industry.  To do this, the group proposes to develop a set of guidance documents to be shared with the Board of the Corporation for Travel Promotion, which includes a national template for tourism crisis management and an inclusive communications framework to deliver a single voice brand messaging about the United States as a travel destination.  The communications framework would include how to best inform international travelers how to obtain U.S. visas in their countries and will also feature a segment that describes the variety of travel products available in the United States, such as medical, sustainable or cultural tourism.
Holly Agra, Chicago’s First Lady Cruises, is the Vice-Chair for the Travel Facilitation Subcommittee, and discussed the group’s goal to encourage more international visitors to the United States, as this segment of tourism has declined since 2000.  This group also endeavors to improve the visa application process - principally for business travelers and visitors from emerging economies (such as Brazil, Russia, India, and China [BRIC]), and also to explore options to include Brazil as a visa-waiver country.  The group would like to see an easier and more welcoming entry process at borders, including fast tracks for business and visa waiver travelers, as well as modernization and improvement to customs, border protection and border patrol staffing.  Chairman Ralenkotter added that recommendations for transportation facilitation within the United States will be included in the final report to the Secretary.
Doug Shifflet, D.K. Shifflet and Associates, chairs the Research Subcommittee, which is proposing to increase data collection on international tourism to create more comprehensive and wide-ranging statistical results about visitor perceptions and experiences when visiting the U.S., which in turn could be used to improve said perceptions.  The other focus will be to determine to what extent travel and tourism research will be used in implementing the TPA, including awareness of tools, research and data products that are available to support the Board of the Corporation for Travel Promotion’s mission.
Stephen Perry, New Orleans Convention and Visitor’s Bureau, and Chair of the Advocacy Subcommittee, stated the number one priority for that group is the swift appointment of the Board of the Corporation for Travel Promotion and to create a powerful branding campaign for the United States to galvanize inbound tourism.  This group additionally proposed that Secretary Locke take on a (new) role as spokesperson for the U.S. travel and tourism industry, recognizing that his role with the TPC is also a powerful tool.  A third issue of importance to the advocacy group is to increase video-conferencing as an option in the visa application process, especially in BRIC countries that are expected to significantly increase travel to the United States in the very near future.  Mr. Perry also underscored support for the recommendations of the other subcommittees, and the need for more information to adequately understand international tourism.  He concluded by saying many Board members are national business leaders, and many also serve on the Executive Committee of the U.S. Travel Association, and are both grateful and confident that Secretary Locke and his team at Commerce will partner with them and work hard to bring a strong national identity to the industry.  
Chairman Ralenkotter said that the final report to the Secretary will be focused on international issues for the U.S. travel and tourism industry.
Before closing the meeting, Secretary Locke asked if any of the other Board members had anything to say, then he acknowledged those present via phone, as well as the staff representatives present.  A few of the Board members spoke up and commented on the fact that states such as Florida are really struggling with the perception issues in the aftermath of the Gulf oil spill, that job creation is as important as replacing lost jobs for the industry and the U.S. economy, that having a comprehensive U.S.A.-wide marketing plan (i.e., to come out of TPA), and that many of the issues discussed at the meeting have been discussed with government officials going back to 1995 when the industry presented its top issues to the White House.
Secretary Locke then asked the three ex-officio members for their comments.  
Ed Ramatowski, State Department, assured participants that the agency is fully committed to processing as many legitimate travelers to the United States as possible.  This year, the agency has seen a 5.6% increase in visa applications over fiscal year 2009 and the trend is expected to continue.  He also mentioned that the numbers are much higher for countries such as China and Brazil.  He noted that video conferencing has been challenging due to security and efficiency considerations and has not proven to be the best use of resources, as yet.  
David Grizzle, Federal Aviation Administration, Department of Transportation, noted that safety is the primary focus for the agency and must be taken into consideration when dealing with complex visa and travel policy matters.  
Bridger McGaw, Department of Homeland Security, emphasized that the agency is supportive of the partnership with the Board and other agencies to support travel and tourism, including the development this year of the model ports program and technical capabilities required to support the implementation of the TPA.

Secretary Locke again invited the Board to bring concrete ideas and suggestions for specific improvements to his attention, and to work with the ex-officio agencies to identify realistic goals.  He reiterated his support for the travel and tourism industry, and that it is an important part of the nation’s economy, noting in closing that his family came from the restaurant business.  
Chairman Ralenkotter adjourned the meeting and said the next meeting would take place in Las Vegas in October.
