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INTRODUCTION
FIEXPO’s 8th Latin American Politicians Forum on Meetings Industry was held 
on October 28, 2021, in Cartagena, Colombia. This city that welcomed two of the 
most important events of the Meetings and Events Industry at a global level, the 
60th ICCA World Congress and the fourteenth edition of FIEXPO Latin America.

The meeting was held face to face and was attended by the highest authorities 
of Tourism, including Ministers, Vice Ministers, Mayors, Deputy Secretaries, Am-
bassadors and professionals representing the International Associations of the 
Meetings Industry.

The Politicians Forum is a strategic environment to maintain an indispensable 
connection with government leaders, the private sector and clients, generating 
a construction that guarantees that all the work undertaken by the Meetings In-
dustry over the last twenty years is not lost, and even more so after the succes-
ses Latin America has achieved over the last decade.

The Forum has become a unique space of reference, in which high-value linkages 
have been created between both sectors, allowing for the sustained growth of 
the region and a deep understanding between parties of how to work together 
more professionally to achieve everybody’s objectives and goals, a space where 
our sector has been able to express our ideas and needs as an industry, genera-
ting high-impact changes and improvements in all destinations.

The eighth edition of the Politicians Forum was a fundamental opportunity for 
the exchange of policies and strategies aimed to recover Latin American destina-
tions, as governments consider that events are the main agents for the recovery, 
renovation and development of society as a whole.

On this occasion, Darío Flota Ocampo, Director General of Tourism of Quintana 
Roo, participated as a special guest and discussed the actions implemented in 
his state for its progressive and integrated reactivation and he highlighted the 
importance of having a strategic plan.

The three core themes in this edition were presented by three Keynote Speakers, 
who symbolize the spirit of the Politicians Forum.

One of those speakers was Mr. Guy Bigwood, Managing Director and Chief Chan-
gemaker of the Global Destination Sustainability Movement (GDS-Movement); 
his mission is to co-create sustainable and circular strategies, mindsets and skill 
sets, empowering destinations to create regenerative places.

The remaining two were the president of ICCA, Mr. James Rees, who represents 
one of the most representative and influential global entities of our meetings 
industry, acting as the voice of the private sector, and Ms. Juliana Lopez, Board 
member of AIPC, the International Association of Convention Centers, with re-
presentation in more than 60 countries around the world, focused specifically on 
the difficulties, opportunities and challenges faced by convention and exhibition 
centers, promoting the multicultural dimension of the international meetings in-
dustry and the role that facilities play in improving it.

The three guest speakers offered their vision and perspective, giving then way 
to an intense debate with the Ministers and Vice Ministers of Tourism, as well 
as with the representatives of the most important global entities of our industry, 
including but not limited to AIPC, ICCA, COCAL, SITE, UFI, IAPCO, and PCMA MPI.

This document was designed and prepared by the FIEXPO LATIN AMERICA team 
and includes a study conducted by our Industry Partner ICCA, entitled The Global 
Association Meetings Protocol, to identify how clients and destinations can co-
llaborate more effectively in a rapidly changing world.

We hope that this document will be instrumental for our continuous joint work 
for the sake of our region and for the benefit of our communities.

FIEXPO Latin America
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8th LATIN AMERICAN 
POLITICIANS FORUM ON THE 
MEETINGS INDUSTRY
October 28, Cartagena de Indias, Colombia

Organized by FIEXPO Exhibitions Group, the 8th Latin American Politicians 
Forum on the Meetings Industry was held at the Intercontinental Hotel in Carta-
gena de Indias, Colombia, on October 28, 2021, and was attended by important 
government authorities and leaders of the meetings industry.

Mr. Arnaldo Nardone, Director of FIEXPO Exhibitions Group, greeted the partici-
pants and opened the forum with a speech.

He referred to the meetings industry as the key to recovering destination econo-
mies from the damage brought about by the pandemic.

As he stated in his address “The Meetings Industry is interconnected with all sec-
tors of society”. Hence, a broader vision is required on account of the cross-cu-
tting effect it has on all sectors. He also indicated that the seventeen UN goals 
have a very clear connection with the Meetings industry sector.

He recalled that in late 2019, this industry ranked as the thirteenth economy in 
the world when compared to world economies, generating 2.5 trillion U.S. do-
llars of production in commercial sales, when both direct and indirect services are 
considered, and is responsible for 26 million jobs. Moreover, each dollar spent in 
the destination is multiplied by an additional USD 1.36.

He pointed out that although the figures of delegates’ spending have been men-
tioned on several occasions, it is important to reiterate that according to ICCA, a 
delegate participating in an international conference spends USD 645 per day on 
lodging and a delegate participating in a Latin American meeting spends as much 
as USD 486 per day.

In addition to this very factual data, it is important to note that, depending on 
the country, the repercussion on the economy may range from 18% to 36% of the 
countries’ revenues for tourism, depending on the degree of planning.

Nardone underscored the importance of public and private teamwork and that 
strategic planning must consider that one needs to act today to see the results 
tomorrow. He exemplified this with concrete return on investment figures.

He began by mentioning Colombia, FIEXPO’s host country, where the meetings 
industry generates USD 2.4 billion, 218,000 jobs, 4 million hotel nights per year, 
and represents 23% of the country’s total tourism revenues.

He continued with the example of Argentina, the top Latin American destination 
in the ICCA ranking, where this industry accounts for 2.5 billion dollars in annual 
income, 219 thousand jobs, 1 out of every 4 tourists entering the country declare 
doing so to attend meetings, and it represents 25% of the total income from tou-
rism. For its part, with 47 thousand jobs, Chile receives USD 452 million per year 
through this sector, and the sector accounts for 18% of the total income.
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He went on to present the case of Paraguay, where the meetings industry pro-
vides the country with an annual income of USD 165 million, 23,000 direct jobs 
and 28% of total tourism income. He further pointed out that from 2018 to 2019 
this destination grew by 51% because they adopted a strategic plan and focused 
on it.

Nardone described the return on investment of the meetings industry as incre-
dible, and referred to experiences like Chile’s, which in 2019 applied for 56 bids 
and won 46, translating into an 82% effectiveness rate. The destination invested 
USD 68,000 to win those bids, and in return they earned US$75 million for the 
events they won.

He then gave the example of Panama, which won the XXIX World Congress of 
Cardiology, attended by four thousand participants that occupied 27,000 room 
nights, and the destination invested 202.5 thousand dollars and generated 19 
million dollars in a single event.

On the other hand, he presented the case of Vienna, whose bureau received a 
support fund of 4 million euros to boost the attraction of events, and that so far, 
using 60% of this sum, succeeded in getting 242 meetings with a total value of 
371 million euros.

Nardone emphasized that the economic reactivation lies in events and meetings 
industry, and this is demonstrated by the figures of studies conducted by des-
tination consulting companies with their universities, based on real figures, and 
the evidence and numbers are there, provided by successful countries and cities.

He reiterated the importance of being proactive and having a long-term strategy, 
thinking about actions that admit no delays. You need to work with a great team 
in a joint private and public effort, where decision making is based on factual 
data obtained from official sources; furthermore, the development of the Mee-
tings Industry needs to become a state policy, that is, having long-lasting policies 
agreed by countries, cities and the very Ministries of Tourism.

The Mayor of Cartagena de Indias, William Dau, then welcomed the participants. 
He welcomed the significance of the face-to-face meeting and underscored the 
beginning of a new chapter in meetings tourism.
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Cartagena de Indias has traditionally been the scene of important meetings, such 
as FIEXPO Latin America, and this 8th Politicians Forum “is an opportunity for all 
of us to build upon the lessons learned from this pandemic, and assume our res-
ponsibility for the sustainability of tourism and the planet, to formulate concrete 
actions and initiatives that will enable us to move forward together in a respon-
sible and sustainable reactivation”.

The other authority who welcomed everyone was the Vice Minister of Tourism 
of Colombia, Ricardo Galindo, who greeted all the audience and expressed his 
desire to open the meeting with words that in his opinion define well the future 
of tourism globally: “Working for inclusive growth means getting everyone to join 
in a better vision of tourism. Only in this way can the resumption of activities in 
our sector benefit the people and communities that need it most at this time, 
and forge the foundations for a better future for all people” (delivered by UNWTO 
Secretary-General Zurab Pololikashvili on World Tourism Day 2021).

He added that this call for inclusive tourism came amid the global economic re-
covery and, above all, when tourism is getting reactivated. In 2018, the mee-
tings industry in Colombia generated USS 2,451 million in revenues in 67,951 
events, attended by 5.2 million visitors who booked almost 4 million hotel rooms. 
In 2021 they have set a path for a secure economic reactivation and they are 
achieving it step by step.

Next, Darío Flota Ocampo, Quintana Roo’s General Director of Tourism, spoke 
about the actions implemented in his state for a progressive and integrated re-
activation.

As he put it, in view of the uncertainty of the duration of the pandemic, and the 
time it would take to resume normal activities, they decided to launch a first 
communiqué expressing their empathy with visitors, and thus they launched an 
emotional advertising campaign recommending people to stay home and reas-
suring them that paradise could wait.

He also mentioned the strategic plan and said that it was based on three funda-
mental axes: protecting health, supporting families, and being prepared for the 
return to tourism.

Due to the importance of tourism in this state - 86% of the GDP - they worked to 
identify protocols and created the CPPSIT (Certification in Protection and Health 
Prevention in Tourist Facilities), providing over 70 thousand hours of training on 
an online platform, free and available to all the stakeholders.

He concluded by inviting the audience to watch the advertising video that shows 
the key to the campaign: visiting the Mexican Caribbean offers the best of both 
worlds, Mexico’s essence and the Caribbean vibe. 
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Then came the message of Sergio Díaz-Granados, CEO of the Latin American De-
velopment Bank (CAF), who emphasized the potential of meetings industry as a 
driver of the economy.

He mentioned the consequences of confinement and highlighted the role of te-
chnology and its digital platforms that enabled the emergence of hybrid events, 
a trend by now. This constitutes a challenge for the sectors involved, since it for-
ces to redefine routes, with innovative and attractive proposals that capture the 
interest of organizations and potential participants when defining destinations 
and locations for events. He also underscored the need to assimilate the lessons 
learned in recent months and show to what extent one can be creative to turn 
this tortuous experience into an opportunity.

The first of the three topics proposed for this forum was then announced and the 
international guest speaker was welcomed to speak on the new paradigms of 
sustainability, priorities and challenges for the industry vis à vis climate change.

Guy Bigwood, Chief Changemarker of the Global Destination Sustainability Mo-
vement, reported that his organization helps destinations become better places 
to visit and be more regenerative and sustainable. He stressed the importance 
of creating events that contribute to the change the planet needs and stimulate 
a regenerative revolution. Among the factors that would drive such a revolution, 
he referred to accelerating the transition to zero carbon emissions; driving inno-
vation towards a circular economy; building partnerships with nature to restore 
it; promoting healthy and regenerative food; fostering collaboration to build in-
clusive and prosperous local economies; creating better experiences for visitors; 
and increasing the competitiveness of cities.

He deems it paramount to generate great experiences for visitors and get them 
to take better care of the planet, to increase sustainability. He spoke about the 
convenience of using events to move towards a better world with a better life, 
which means changing practices, work methodologies, mindsets, urban and eco-
nomic development. “Everyone should gain from this activity,” he concluded.

After the presentation of the first topic, the moderator opened the discussion 
among the authorities present.

The National Director of SERNATUR, Andrea Wolleter, took the floor and said that 
Chile has developed ambitious law-making initiatives and implemented concrete 
actions to ensure sustainability. She understands that everyone must make an 
effort to think about the tourism we want for the future and work in that direc-
tion.

Vice Minister Ricardo Galindo reported that Colombia created a sustainable tou-
rism policy called United for Nature, which includes sustainability as a factor of 
quality and competitiveness. He added that in response to the need to imple-
ment this policy and bring it to businesspeople, the platform “Colombia, sustai-
nable tourism” was launched to provide them with specialized information.

Sofía Montiel, Minister of Tourism of Paraguay, mentioned the measures adop-
ted in her country and conveyed the socio-environmental commitment they offer 
to event organizers, with concrete actions aimed to mitigate negative effects.

For his part, Costa Rica’s Minister of Tourism, Gustavo Segura, said that they de-
cided to relaunch the biodiversity positioning with the term “wellness” because 
they understood it to be more inclusive and to encompass concepts of regene-
rative tourism.

Along the same lines, Eugenia Powell, director of PROMTUR Panama, referred 
to the so-called master plan for sustainable development created a year earlier 
and claimed they aspire to reach 2025 as a world-class sustainable destination.

“The meetings industry is a sustainable industry in itself,” said Elizabeth Tovar, 
president of COCAL.

According to Gilberto Salcedo, vice-president of tourism at Procolombia, “sustai-
nability is no longer a trend but a must,” referring to the meetings industry as a 
relationship industry because of its cross-cutting nature, its impact and capacity 
to activate business.

This was followed by the second theme of the forum: events and meetings as 
instruments to achieve rapid recovery of the industry, and the speakers were 
James Rees, President of ICCA, and Senthil Gopinath, CEO of ICCA.
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Rees expressed his optimism about the opening of destinations and venues for 
international events, and highlighted the value of face-to-face meetings. He re-
ferred to the digital revolution for the flexibility and inclusiveness it creates for 
people. In his view, the digitization of the events industry is an opportunity to 
assure the traditional exchange of knowledge - fundamental to the success of 
congresses - to those who can attend and to those who cannot, equally.

He pointed out that the best way to generate new ideas and true innovation is to 
get out of our everyday ecosystem and interact with other people. He stated one 
should be prepared to adapt the future of the meetings industry and use innova-
tive design, embracing the traditional values of knowledge transfer and legacy, 
combined with the best of modern technology.

ICCA CEO Senthil Gopinath welcomed the regional commitment to the sustaina-
ble initiatives mentioned at the forum and referred to the commitment made by 
ICCA, and other international GMID organizations, on the zero emission initiative 
regarding the contribution of the meetings industry to mitigate the impacts of 
climate change.

Gopinath then focused his speech on how the meetings industry is already on 
the road to recovery and reactivation, highlighting as an example the fact that 
the ICCA World Congress had been held a couple of days earlier in the same city 

of Cartagena in compliance with all the required biosecurity protocols. He also 
emphasized that ICCA has supported the communication campaign with all Po-
liticians leaders to showcase the ability of our industry to comprehensively ma-
nage the participants and stakeholders involved in the congresses, enabling a 
better implementation and monitoring of a biosafety system. Gopinath remains 
optimistic about the consistent path towards the full reopening of the industry 
and the understanding and support demonstrated by Politicians leaders throu-
ghout the region.

Gopinath also referred to the immediate future of the industry transitioning 
towards a much more shared economy, indicating that the only way to move 
forward as an industry and achieve sustainable growth is through collaborative 
initiatives.

He focused the remainder of his remarks on highlighting that although the mee-
tings industry had been going through years of strong growth, the re- training 
of teams had apparently been neglected. The pandemic accelerated the need to 
retrain teams in new skills to stay competitive.

In addition to stating that a multidisciplinary approach would be crucial, he em-
phasized innovation as a major driver of growth and how all stakeholders must 
encourage it as a competitive advantage to offer better services, infrastructure 
and customer experiences.
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Finally, he shared with the audience that our industry continues to grow amid 
the global pandemic. He expressed his optimism about the growth projections 
that the financial sector forecasts for the meetings and events industry. He no-
ted that the industry, currently valued at US$800 billion, will double in the next 
five years, showing much faster growth in the medium term compared to other 
segments of tourism. The success of our industry will depend on the flexibility of 
our offer, our strategy and our teams.

After the presentation of the second topic, the moderator opened the floor for 
discussion among the authorities present.

The ambassador of El Salvador, Sandra Morales, told the audience about the surf 
city project implemented in her country, stemming from the lessons learned at 
the first bio-safe surfing championship organized during the pandemic. She su-
ggested “thinking outside the box” and being innovative, disruptive and daring in 
order to generate new market niches.

Gilberto Salcedo exemplified how people can get out of this situation together 
and revitalize the industry, as he highlighted the active role played by the ne-
twork of bureaus in Colombia, which saw an opportunity in times of crisis and is 
achieving very good results.

For his part, Mario Cajiao, president of AFIDA, said that the pandemic showed 
that rather than facilities or infrastructure, it is people working to move this in-
dustry forward, who generate jobs and who sell and offer services with their 
typical Latin American warmth and passion.

Claudio Sances, in charge of meetings tourism at SERNATUR, talked about how 
beneficial the Meet in Chile program had been taking international events to his 
country, as well as how collaborative work with members of the Pacific Allian-
ce had helped bring events to Latin America. In Chile, they continue to focus on 
associative congresses, since they leave significant revenues, but they have also 
begun to focus on incentives travels.

This was followed by a message from Mrs. Yanina Martínez, Argentina’s Secre-
tary for the Promotion of Tourism, who commented that meetings industry in 
her country is already a state policy and that they have achieved the first place in 
Latin America in the ICCA ranking.

There was also an upbeat message from Ori Lahav, president of IAPCO, who 
spoke about how to perform at work when the pandemic is here to stay.

Finally, they presented the third and last topic of this forum: Learning from the 
pandemic and adapting to the future. What has changed in our industry? And 
Juliana Lopez, president of the Heroica Group, was invited to take the floor.

Lopez said that being the last speaker, she shared many of the remarks that had 
been made, which reaffirms that everybody is on the same page. The pandemic 
confirmed many of the things they had been working on in the meetings indus-
try, and simply accelerated them.

Martínez mentioned several lessons learned and, in turn, underlined some chan-
ges. She highlighted the need for more pedagogy; being actively more proto-
colary; having accurate data; learning to share risks with the client; developing 
more hybrid events; and generating attractions for the irreplaceable face-to-face 
events.

She encouraged putting ideas quickly into practice, “making mistakes quickly 
allows you to correct the course quickly and to work much more closely” with 
government authorities “to achieve the reactivation we are dreaming of”.
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Pablo Sismanian, director of INPROTUR, agreed on the need to intensify commu-
nication with the authorities and make them understand the importance of this 
industry for the growth and development of society. “We are talking about the 
economic impacts”, he said, “and even more important are the impacts on the 
knowledge that is left at the destinations”.

One of the great legacies of this difficult period is the change in our way of doing 
things, said Darío Flota. He also praised the resilience and flexibility of this indus-
try, which like no other has buckled, stopped and paralyzed thousands of jobs; 
however, the comeback is solid and consistent.

Lucio Vaquero, PCMA’s regional director, also spoke about the impact of this sec-
tor on society. He stressed the importance of raising awareness and collabora-
ting with government officials by providing figures and reports.

Arnaldo Nardone also referred to this collaboration, pointing out that it is the only 
way to demonstrate why this sector is important, while it shows governments 
where to invest and what to prioritize to obtain positive and sound outcomes.

To conclude this 8th Forum, Nardone recalled the idea that had arisen five years 
earlier to present an award to the public sector in recognition for their support, 
dedication and commitment to the meetings industry. He referred to the difficult 
times the industry had experienced and announced that the person who was 
about to receive this award had always been ready to meet via videoconference, 
“encouraging us to move forward without ever giving up, dedicating his valuable 
time and always convinced of the importance of this industry for his country”. For 
this reason, he called Gilberto Salcedo, to receive the 2021 Forum Award.

“I thought he was talking about some other destination or some other person,” 
Salcedo said.

“I feel absolutely recognized, pleased and very happy, even more so because this re-
cognition comes from the private sector.”

Finally, as usual, they announced the next host destination for FIEXPO Latin 
America, being Panama presented as the host destination for the forthcoming 
editions of FIEXPO 2022, 2023 and 2024.
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GLOBAL ASSOCIATION 
MEETINGS PROTOCOL
A strategic future for the meetings industry
globally

Re-imagining the future of events during the global pandemic has been one of 
the biggest challenges the industry faced. During the ICCA 2020 Congress, ICCA 
presented the Kaohsiung Protocol as a strategic recovery framework to guide 
the global meetings and events industry forward. The initiative also aimed to 
identify significant trends and strategies that would enable the meetings indus-
try to thrive internationally.

At the ICCA 2021 World Congress held in Cartagena, the 2021 Global Association 
Meetings Protocol was launched as a new version of the Kaohsiung Protocol.

To develop the additional guidelines, ICCA surveyed its global membership, as-
king the same questions as the Kaohsiung Protocol to determine which priorities 
had changed over the previous year. Four key pillars emerged from this survey: 
sustainability, equity and legacy, advocacy and policy, crisis planning and mitiga-
tion, and sector alignment strategy.

The new Meetings Industry Protocol provides a clear overview of the opportuni-
ties and challenges ahead. This document builds on the ICCA Kaohsiung Protocol 
published in 2020.

The Meetings Industry is uniquely capable of driving economic recovery, social 
development and transformation.

A Strategic Future for the 
Global Events Industry

Global Association
Meetings Protocol
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