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“Geotourism for the Benefit of Local Communities”

(Agreed at the first plenary session held on September 5, 2013)

1 Geotourism and Local Communities

Tourism, an activity characterized by its dynamism, includes what is defined herein as GEOTOURISM. According to National Geographic, the geotourism method promotes the sustainable development of communities with the active participation of the population and authorities, including the local landscape and/or culture with a rational use of natural and cultural resources.

1.1 Geotourism and its scope


Geotourism can be described as an extension of tourism that is particularly close to ecotourism, in that it provides tourists with a better understanding of the area as a whole, interconnecting historical and cultural aspects. Geotourism also stimulates the economy and development, improving living standards and strengthening feelings of community identity, which is one of the objectives of this Congress.

1.2 Handcrafts and their contribution to local communities

Handcrafts are a very rich concept, in that they reflect the culture of a region or people. We can define handcrafts as “The result of creativity and imagination, recorded in a product in the preparation of which natural materials have been rationally transformed, generally using manual processes and techniques. Handcraft objects bear a high cultural load and, because of the process whereby they are produced, they are unique pieces. Today, handcrafts offer a productive and economically profitable solution.” 

From this arises the desire to strengthen this activity, since it is consistent with community development; the producers of handcrafts use their skill to earn their livelihoods, but transcending its economic value and involving the cultural, spiritual, ecological, and other spheres.
1.3 The importance of ethnic and vulnerable groups

The concept of vulnerability applies to those persons who are at risk, which hinders their access to improved standards of living. 

From a human rights standpoint, the topic of ethnic and other vulnerable groups, including indigenous communities, must be addressed since their well-being is part of the public policies of the different countries, and these groups need to be included in economic and social development.

1.4 Government support and international cooperation for geotourism

By mandate, local and national governments are responsible for creating and pursuing development and cooperation policies that can translate into opportunities for improving the socio-economic conditions of community populations. Efforts and mechanisms to improve and promote tourist attractions undertaken by a community’s organized groups, business owners, microenterprises, and small- and medium-sized businesses in order to provide alternate sources of income and to preserve cultures and natural resources can be slow in yielding tangible results if local and national governments do not provide resources to help consolidate and expand those initiatives. The investment of local resources accompanied by timely financial resources and specialized advisory services provided by international cooperation agencies represent a promise of successful results in activities undertaken by communities. By setting out systematized experiences and presenting positive impacts to illustrate the benefits of policies that promote community development, using either local or transnational resources, we can guarantee adaptation to methods and models for tourism management that will lead to the sustainability of actions taken to benefit communities, by reason of their natural, social, or cultural potential. Thus, the 21st Inter-American Tourism Congress offers a unique opportunity for the participating countries to describe the lessons they have learned and to analyze cases of success, in order to guide or redirect the actions and efforts made by member countries to promote tourism in their regions.

The 21st Congress underscores the vital importance of facilitating access to financial resources from the governmental sector and international cooperation agencies to promote geotourism as an instrument for the human development of communities.

2 Public and Community Security within the framework of Sustainable Tourism

The term “security” in the context of the 21st Tourism Congress is taken to mean the ability to respond effectively to risks, threats, and vulnerabilities and being prepared to prevent, contain, and deal with them. In promoting tourist activities, the concept gains importance since, as a state or community, we are obliged to identify and deal with situations involving the absence or reduction of risks for the well-being of the social, natural, and cultural environment.

From this derive concepts like public security, which is intended to discipline the behavior of society through actions that regulate public order and is seen as the guarantee that the state provides in order to ensure public order, protect citizens’ physical integrity and property, prevent the commission of crimes and other offenses, assist in the investigation and prosecution of crimes, and assist the population in the event of accidents and disasters. In contrast, the actions of community security are based on new paradigms that actively involve the community itself; the community and its authorities can provide advice, cooperation, information, and an understanding of the problems faced in this area by those responsible for public security. The communities and their authorities must be provided with trust, timely attention, resolved support, open friendship, and, in addition, with specific self-protection, education, and recreation programs.

Thus, identifying synergies for the creation of forums for proactive participation among the stakeholders involved (states, communities, civil society, business owners, etc.) is essential in guaranteeing the conditions of safety in the public and community arenas that will lead to the neutralization of situations that arise and, consequently, to the safeguarding of individual rights. The state and the communities are the guarantors of security and, in the presence of vulnerability and ineffectiveness, the matter becomes a sensitive topic and a source of constant concern for the public in general and the tourism sector in particular.

2.1 Practices developed to raise the security profile of a community

Regarding this specific topic, the Latin American region suffers from extreme violence due to homicides, most of which are caused by criminal activities, violent thefts, abductions, and youth gangs; this is the consequence of a lack of opportunities, breakdowns in family structures, and weakened values. According to the First Meeting of Ministers Responsible for Public Security, which was convened by the OAS Permanent Council, the dire state of public security today constitutes the principal threat to stability, the strengthening of democracy, and the development potential of our region, and it must be tackled on a collective basis.

In this context, the participants at the Inter-American Congress will be able to learn about successful experiences in other countries; this will provide them with lessons learned and enable them to explore methods and tools for dealing with situations of vulnerability and with the risks faced not only by tourists and visitors but also by the community and its resources in general.

2.2 Citizen participation with emphasis on the role of the media

Nowadays, the media are an important channel for disseminating the news, with the only variable being the commitment, values, principles, and personal and professional development of individual reporters.

While respecting the right to information enshrined in the Declaration of Human Rights, the aim is to find a way for reporters to project a positive image while downplaying sensationalist news, regardless of the violence circumstances ravaging the region and drastically affecting the tourism industry.

2.3 Natural disaster management and resilience from the perspective of the tourism sector

Natural disasters – such as hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods – have an impact on the places where they occur, affecting the security of tourists and host populations. The economic losses they inflict on tourism are incalculable, and these are compounded by the negative reports from tourists who suffered the consequences of these phenomena, even affecting the image of the destination. The 21st Congress of Ministers and High-Level Authorities of Tourism will seek to answer such questions as:  How should local authorities prepare in the event of a disaster, and what action should they take to mitigate its impact on the tourism sector?

3 Sustainable Destination Management

Entertainment and leisure activities, or simply taking advantage of the services provided by the ecosystem under the concept of sustainable tourism, are on the increase. According to the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC), consumer demand for those services is growing and, as a result, tourism industry suppliers are developing new green programs and governments and international agencies are creating new policies to encourage the industry to implement sustainable practices. However, what does creating policies to encourage the implementation of sustainable practices for the management and administration of destinations really mean? How can it be effectively measured and demonstrated in order to build consumer confidence in securing the maximum from its invested funds, minimize adverse effects, and optimize the positive impact of tourist activities on a destination, promote the prosperity of businesses, provide benefits for communities, promote cultural heritage, and emerge triumphant from criticisms that maintain that all these actions are merely a response to current fads, time-specific philosophical discussions, or the circumstances of one given time and place? 

The aim of the OAS is for the member countries to have practical methodological tools to benefit the communities and stakeholders involved in tourism, as well as environmental conservation. Within this organization we must promote public policies and private-sector contributions in pursuit of the sustainable development of the Americas to which we aspire. Sustainable destination management and the other subtopics addressed in this section are related to the efforts and contributions obtained as a result of the resolutions of the 19th and 20th Inter-American Tourism Congresses, held, respectively, in El Salvador and Ecuador.

3.1 Destination planning and policy development

The planning and management of tourist destinations must be seen as essential areas for the development of tourism policy and the intervention of public administrations in tourist activities at destinations. The development and implementation of appropriate and consensus-based policies for the promotion of tourism assists in understanding the different objectives pursued through public intervention in the planning and management of tourist destinations, as regards both supply (destinations and products) and demand (markets and consumers). The interventions, speeches, and debates of the member countries’ representatives during the 21st Inter-American Congress, to be held in San Pedro Sula, Honduras, will serve to reveal and develop methods and instruments used by tourism policy for the planning, management, and evaluation of tourist destinations and of the role played by stakeholders at each tourist destination.

3.2 Experiences and benefits obtained by local communities

All across the countries of the Americas, tourist destinations are enjoying an unprecedented positioning. Achievements ranging from the sustainable management of marine and aquatic resources to the promotion of natural and cultural diversity have received global recognition and, in addition, have succeeded in securing community involvement in their development processes. Because of the foregoing and as a part of the preceding topics and subtopics, the communities will be encouraged to present specific, successful experiences to be used as reference points and case studies for the implementation and promotion of activities at other destinations in the Hemisphere.

3.3 Corporate social and environmental responsibility

Corporate social responsibility can be defined in the following terms: “Doing business based on ethical principles and in accordance with the law,” while not losing sight of corporate profitability. This requires companies to have an active and responsible position with respect to their operations, maintaining a balance between economic growth, social well-being, and the exploitation–in the good sense of the word–of natural resources and the environment, both of which are basic concepts for sustainable tourism in a setting that is friendly toward society.

3.4 Low-carbon tourism

The ecological footprints left by different activities at each tourist destination and attraction are a cause for growing concern among the public and private organizations that promote the positioning of the tourism sector in Latin America. Our societies cannot ignore the effects of climate change and the other phenomena that derive from it. As a sector that promotes tourism, we are obliged to encourage the implementation, in local and national governments, in tourism companies, and in the general public, of alternative methods to mitigate and adapt to those effects, working for sustainable development by supporting the development of innovative technologies, financing, and capacity-building in a measurable and verifiable way. The 21st Inter-American Tourism Congress represents a unique opportunity for sharing information on best practices that will enable the member states, companies, authorities, etc., to make progress toward tourist destinations with low carbon emissions.

4 Reports

Following the creation of the Inter-American Committee on Tourism (CITUR) and approval of the regulatory documents of the Hemispheric Tourism Fund, it is important for the progress, achievements, and the way forward to be discussed. There will also be a report on the activities carried out by the General Secretariat to support the tourism ministerial process.













