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Introductory Remarks 
 
1.  Taleb Rifai, Secretary-General, UNWTO, opened the meeting by stressing that women, 
youth, indigenous communities and people with disabilities constitute some of the most vulnerable 
sections of our society. He also pointed out the immense potential of these segments with regards 
to their contribution to tourism and creative industries development. The Secretary-General added 
that tourism has to be analyzed beyond its commercial and economic value to see what it does to 
change lives in a transformative way for the better. The unprecedented growth rate of the tourism 
industry has become an unstoppable trend and it is our responsibility to harness its positive 
contributions and curb the negative side effects, which occasionally may arise. Mr. Rifai stated 3 
key points at the end of his opening intervention: (1) tourism brings income, prosperity and creates 
employment and entrepreneurship opportunities. (2) Globalization has initiated a cultural 
homogenization and it is therefore vital to keep our uniqueness; tourism is an instrument which can 
revitalize cultural traditions and preserve our uniqueness. (3) Tourism can also foster social 
cohesion, bring people together and give communities a greater voice. However, healthy 
development of our sector doesn’t exist if local communities are not involved.  
 
 
Setting the Scene 
 
2.  Amitava Bhattacharya, Director and Founder, banglanatak dot com, India, presented 
the ´The Art for Life model´ case, initiated in 2004 and applied in the Indian states of Bengal and 
Bihar. It uses culture as a vehicle to address poverty alleviation, foster social inclusion and to 
advance the empowerment of women. This model has succeeded in alleviating more than 10,000 
families from poverty using their own traditional art and culture. In addition, more than 15 villages 
have evolved as cultural tourism destinations where different art forms are being safeguarded by 
the communities themselves as they now realize their true values. Mr. Bhattacharya observed that 
before the initiative had started, 8 people who painted and told stories through scroll paintings in 
return for rice and wheat were seen as beggars. This project converted these beggars into artists, 
and this change, he underlined, makes a crucial difference. From 8 beggars, there are now 262 
artists known as Pattachitra with their work linked to galleries in India, London, Paris and Milan.  
The artist’s average monthly income has risen from US$4-5 to US$400. Mr. Bhattacharya 
emphasized that Art for Life did not teach them their traditional lives, it just tweaked them and saw 
culture as an ‘employable skill’ and evolved a methodology to create livelihood for the people using 
their own culture. 
 
Mr. Bhattacharya drew the audience’s attention to the case study of the painting village Naya, 
previously known as beggar’s village. Naya was so poor that people weren’t allowed to marry 
outside of the community which resulted in many children being born with disabilities. However, 
since Art for Life invested in Naya’s artists it has become renowned for its own festival called Pot 
Maya. The festival has significantly improved the local infrastructure and it has provided a future for 
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the disabled children as artists, rather than disabled beggars. Moreover, festivals give villages 
identities and having a sense of identity fosters recognition, social inclusion and pride. Mr. 
Bhattacharya explained that this helps local communities safeguard their own culture and this 
ecosystem of using culture to develop stable economics is what banglanatak dot com aspires to 
achieve.   
 
He further noted that the biggest challenge is the capacity building of the policy makers, planners 
and stakeholders in development. The people are ready but the planners need to be shown that it 
works as culture is not the number one priority for any government. To further develop this model in 
the future, Mr. Bhattacharya stressed that planners need to view culture as a key component of 
development and not only as an expense. There is a strong return on investment and this has been 
demonstrated by Art for Life receiving a return of over 350% from its initial investment of US$7 per 
person over the last 10 years. The 3 important phases of this project have been: (1) capacity 
building, (2) development of the promotional tools and the introduction of cultural tourism itself, (3) 
marketing promotion, exchange collaboration and linking partnerships. The outcome of this is the 
evolvement of cultural tourism. He concluded that there is a significant amount of potential 
community empowerment through using culture and creative industries and the key message is to 
be creative and innovate in giving an opportunity to people.  
 
 
Panel Debate  
 
3.  Marie-Claude Frauenrath, Senior Trade Promotion Officer, Office for Asia and the 
Pacific, International Trade Centre (ITC), Geneva: explained the role of the ITC which was 
created 50 years ago to help developing countries profit more from trade. To achieve this, the 
institution works on three levels: the private sector, straight support organizations and with policy 
makers to reach its beneficiaries, namely small and medium sized enterprises (SME) and informal 
producers. ITC´s main focus areas are: (1) trade and market intelligence, (2) strengthening trade 
and investment support institutions, (3) conducive business environment policies. (4) SME 
competitiveness, (5) mainstreaming inclusive and green trade, and (6) regional economic 
integration.    
 
One of the main goals of ITC is the economic empowerment of women. The women and trade 
program aims to increase the trade competitiveness of women entrepreneurs and improve the 
quality of goods and services they are supplying. It concentrates on achieving this through product 
and trade development, while using gender sensitive techniques and participatory learning 
methods during the training. Ms. Frauenrath presented two case studies involving the 
empowerment of women. In case of the first one concerning women in Myanmar, she noted how 
the negative impact of tourism was outweighing the positive impact with tourists taking photos of 
the Myanmar women and only leaving little tips. To counter this ITC helped establish cultural 
tourism and assisted the local community in making contracts with tour operators to ensure money 
stayed within the community. Furthermore, the development of accompanying activities to cultural 
tourism such as rice wine and sausage production generated more income for the local women. 
The second case study she described was the economic empowerment of women in Papua New 
Guinea. ITC aided in enhancing the creativity and productive capacity of traditional bilum products 
by introducing women weavers to new fibers and designs with the help of international designers. 
Currently, monthly income from bilum sales is between US$75 and US$150 and 90% of women 
engaged have become the main income earners in their household.  
 
Ms. Frauenrath drew the audience’s attention to a non-gender specific case study in Laos. ITC 
focuses on improving the quality and design of silk products and has created a label of origin to 
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show tourists that when they buy a souvenir it really comes from Laos and that they are helping the 
local community. An ongoing issue is the importation of bad quality Chinese silk as the profits go 
straight back to China and this does not benefit the local community. Ms. Frauenrath highlighted 
that the improvement of the products and showing tourists the origin and quality of the craft, 
accompanied by the strengthening of the sector associations such as the Laos handicraft 
association has resulted in the future of these services becoming sustainable. She further 
elaborated on the importance of promoting tourism by training inbound tour operators to sell their 
destinations in a better way through trade fairs and marketing. The subsequent increase in tourism 
is often a springboard for improving trade through the export of the improved products, she 
concluded.  
 
4.  Jos Wesemann, CEO, Wesemann Travel - Tours in cooperation with deaf 
communities in developing countries, informed the audience that he wasn’t deaf but had been 
brought up in a deaf family and 4 years ago he started a company, Wesemann Travel that 
organizes tours to deaf communities in developing countries from deaf cultures perspective. It 
involves working with deaf people throughout the whole chain; the local deaf communities are 
guides, hosts and activity leaders. He noted how most people see deafness as a disability; they 
see it in terms of what deaf people cannot do. In contrast, this is not how deaf people look at it, as 
for them it is a way of life and culture based on specific social networks. Although sign language 
does differ from country to country, deaf people can still communicate with people from all over the 
world to a profound level, as it is a universal language. This strong connection gives people a 
unique opportunity to open doors to local communities.   
 
Mr. Wesemann recalled, how taking part in a sports lesson at a school for children with disabilities 
in Ethiopia made him see a gap in the market of the tourism sector. Consequently he is currently 
establishing a travel company which offers tourists the opportunity to take part in activities with 
local schools and communities. He emphasized that the clients benefit from a unique cultural 
experience, with the local communities also benefiting from tourism. It is vital that the tourists get 
involved with the local communities and be part of what they do instead of just observing which 
other companies offer. Local tourism organizations can offer opportunities to tourists that other 
companies cannot, such as authenticity and a meaningful cultural experience.   
 
5.  Keith Henry, CEO, Aboriginal Tourism British Columbia (AtBC), Canada, emphasized 
that AtBC is both an Aboriginal-owned and Aboriginal-controlled stakeholder model which is aimed 
at developing a prosperous, respectful and competitive cultural tourism industry in British 
Columbia. Mr. Henry highlighted that AtBC has three main focus areas: (1) training, (2) product 
development and (3) marketing. AtBC has implemented two strategies over the last ten years, the 
first being a Blueprint strategy and the second one a current Five Year Plan (2012-2017) entitled 
“The Next Phase”.  
 
He also reported that Aboriginal tourism visits in British Columbia have increased by 97% between 
2006-2010. Currently there are 60 market ready products and another 150 in the development 
process, including: performance groups, restaurants, hotels and outdoor experiences. In addition, 
the statistics show that the Aboriginal tourist industry is significantly outperforming the tourist 
industry as a whole in the region as the Aboriginal tourist revenues have increased to $42M in 
2010 and grew up to $45 M by 2013 . The vast increase in tourist visits has many benefits but also 
presents major challenges; AtBC has to balance the demand while not damaging the footprint. To 
achieve this, it has implemented six key strategies: (1) Build and Strengthen Partnerships, (2) 
Focus on Online Marketing, (3) Focus on Key and Emerging Markets, (4) Focus on Authenticity 
and Quality Assurance, (5) Regional Approach and (6) Push for Market Readiness. To continue to 
improve the Indigenous tourism industry, Mr Henry believes there has to be correct mechanisms in 
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place that are Aboriginal owned and controlled. AtBC has managed to accomplish this which has 
led to: increased revenues, 3000 new jobs and a new cultural revitalization.  He concluded that an 
international conference has been created to further improve the Aboriginal tourism industry, it is 
important to create platforms for the Aboriginal communities to share their knowledge of the 
industry.   
 
6.  Neville Poelina, Former Chairman of the World Indigenous Tourism Alliance (WINTA) 
/CEO, Uptuyu Tours, Australia, introduced his presentation by reflecting on his early life working 
for a dive company. He noted that although the job was well paid and gave him a comfortable life it 
did not help the Aboriginal people who hadn’t had the same opportunities in life as him. In order to 
rectify this Mr. Poelina entered the Indigenous Tourism industry. The initial challenge he faced 
within the industry was that the story of the land was being told by ´gadia´ in the wrong way, with 
no passion. He explained that this term meant ´stranger to our land´ and that the ´gadia´ only saw 
the land as a place to make money by building resorts. This resulted in Mr. Poelina getting rid of 5 
mentors within 8 months. He stressed the importance of protecting what his ancestors had left him 
for the benefit of future generations.  
 
Mr. Poelina established Uptuyu Tours with the objective to proudly tell the story of the land and 
provide tourists with an authentic experience. Moreover his ambition was to empower the 
Indigenous community to find employment within the industry and show them they no longer had to 
live on welfare. This has been achieved by using the culture and skills of the Indigenous community 
such as: painting, music and knowledge of the land to increase tourism to rural areas. Mr. Poelina 
explained that he educates his children and mentors young tour operators about Aboriginal history 
and the future of the Indigenous tourism industry to safeguard the sector by ensuring it is 
sustainable for many years to come. He concluded by explaining the role of the World Indigenous 
Tourism Alliance, a network that advocates for the inclusion of Indigenous businesses and 
communities in the tourism industry, thus providing a service to ensure the future of Indigenous 
tourism is prosperous.  
 
7.  Caroline Couret, Co-founder and Director, Creative Tourism Network, explained that 
the Creative Tourism Network is an international organization that has direct and daily exchanges 
with destinations, creative platforms and private entities. She described how creative tourism has 
triggered a change regarding the transfer from a consumer society to a system of values based on: 
ethical and ecological principles, intangibles, permanent training, experiences and ´do it yourself´ 
trends. She also stressed the importance of new technologies in converting citizens into 
“prosumers” and creating a new demand. This demand has created a new opportunity to empower 
local communities and give them the tools to develop their own entrepreneurships and creative 
products, which in turn has prompted the movement from a top down approach to a bottom up 
inclusive system, and a shift from bilateral customer-supplier relationship to a multi-directional one. 
Ms. Couret concluded that the local communities no longer act as intermediaries between the 
tourists and the destination’s heritage because they are the heritage. 
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Questions and comments 
 
The issue of setting up market links between vulnerable groups and the tourism supply chain was 
raised by panel moderator, Elena Paschinger. As explained by Amitava Bhattacharya, 
communities’ managing their own capacity building is a very important process and it is vital to 
have the entire process community led and managed. Helping communities understand they have 
all the capacity and potential they need, ´tweaking´ it rather than teaching it helps create a link to 
the market. Marie Claude highlighted that it is essential to have women involved at all levels to 
help set up market links for themselves.  
 
Muna Haddad Managing Director BARAKA Consulting raised the issue about conflict zones 
and the impact it has on this type of tourism. She described how Jordan has been completely 
abandoned by tourists because of the perception of risk rather than real risk. Community based 
projects in Jordan have entirely cut out the use of middle men which has resulted in the relationship 
between tourists and local communities becoming very direct. She stressed this is a great thing 
when the tourism industry is thriving, with the trickle-down effect of the economic impact going 
directly to these communities. However when tourists stop coming to the country it becomes 
extremely damaging. She asked the panel if they had experienced anything similar and what 
response is needed to combat such issues?  Jos Wesemann explained he had experience of the 
fragile nature of the tourism industry when faced with disaster, in his case it was Ebola and 
drought. His advice was to use the connection with the local community as a marketing tool, the 
local people feel responsible for the tourists and this offers much more protection than a standard 
commercial enterprise. Local communities are better informed and will help their guests in any way 
possible.  
 
Simon Steyne, Head of Social Dialogue and Partnerships, ILO-International Program on the 
Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) posed the question “how do you interact with communities to 
ensure there is democratic participation, so what you do impacts on them in the way they want? In 
response Neville Poelina emphasized, in order for his business to grow he needs to involve the 
whole community, they need to feel part of it. He stressed the need to have the support of his 
community first, before the government or anybody else. In cultural tourism it is important to know 
how far you go before you are selling your culture out for nothing. Amitava Bhattacharya added 
that there are different functions existing throughout cultural tourism like any normal enterprise 
which can involve the whole community, thus making it a community led social enterprise.  
 
 
Concluding remarks  
 
The key messages Elena Paschinger interpreted from this meeting was the shift to making local 
people see the capacity they possess and the movement from information to empowerment. In 
addition the grass root level growth model has the potential to be repeated in other countries and 
may even change policies.    
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