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P R O C E E D I N G S

OPENING REMARKS


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Good afternoon, everyone.  I'm so happy to welcome you all to the last Travel and Tourism Advisory Council meeting of this particular seated Council.  I hope that several of the Council members will be continuing to provide continuity.


Before I begin the agenda, let me acknowledge and welcome some new members here at Commerce.  I think many of you know Mary Saunders because she's a long-time friend of ours.  She's the Acting Assistant Secretary for Manufacturing and Services.


But a new friend.  We have Joel Secundy, who is the Manufacturing and Services Deputy Assistant Secretary.  He has just joined.  He's come from the private sector and brings a lot of that private sector commitment to creating public/private partnerships.  I was delighted, just in the brief conversation we had, to hear some of his passions around that subject, and also happen to have had the privilege, in his former life, of knowing of his services a bit.


So, we're very respectful and admiring of his saying yes when called upon, which we really -- I think those of us in the private sector do have to say to each of you who have taken the step and said yes when called on to serve, that though sometimes we come with all our sort of Type A passion for quick action and become sometimes impatient with the system, that never, never underestimate our respect for those who are willing to give of themselves and to serve in these roles.


Then let me say welcome to Michael Masserman. Michael's over here.  We talk about herding cats --


(Laughter)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  But he's got the herding cats job because he's the Director of the Office of Advisory Committees.  So he has how many committees, did you say?


MR. MASSERMAN:  Twenty-two.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Twenty-two committees.  I told him privately, and I will say it again publicly, that one of the first things he could do is help us to get these things calendared early enough that CEOs can actually all make it.  We'll no doubt always have things that come up, but calendaring these meetings -- in today's world, there are calendars filled long before they used to, I think.  It would be greatly appreciated, when we're looking for CEO participation.


On a really sober note, I just would like us to pause for a minute in gratitude for Bill DeCoda's contribution.  I don't know how to say how shocked I was, and I think all of you were, to hear last Friday that Bill DeCoda had passed away.  This quite extraordinary person with so much energy and so much passion, and who fought for NextGen, for FAA authorization, has been a really high-energy, creative, collaborator and leader.  I just think we should maybe just take a moment, all of us, in his honor.


(A moment of silence was observed)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Thank you.


And then Bradley?  Where's Brad?  Brad Rubenstein, over here.  If you would take back to your organization our heartfelt sympathies, and also our hope that you all will continue to champion all those things that he stood for.


This afternoon we're going to have about 30 minutes before the Secretary joins us.  What I decided to do this time was to make sure that our guests were on the first part of the agenda, since at our last meeting we actually had them with pretty much of a shortened period of time at the end of the agenda.


So today we're going to have, once again, with us, David Donohue from the State Department and Katherine Kraninger, and Bridger McGaw from the Department of Homeland Security.  They're going to update us on issues around the visa, around technology updates, and also today we're going to hear an update which, hopefully based on the news we've been reading recently, will be a positive story from Bridger regarding H1N1.


MR. McGAW:  Positive.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Positive.


MR. McGAW:  Positive stories.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  A positive story.  I don't think our industry can take another negative story, so whatever you do --


(Laughter)


MR. McGAW:  Positive.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Okay.


Before we do that, it's important for the record that we just go around the room and introduce ourselves, and I think it would be particularly appreciated by those who have joined us today for the first time.  So we'll start with our host.


MR. CHITTUM:  Good afternoon, everyone.  I'm Marc Chittum.  I'm the Executive Secretary for the Board.  


MR. ABREU:  Jose Abreu, Miami-Dade Aviation Department.


MS. DREW:  Dawn Drew, Vice President, National Geographic Society Travel.


MR. SACKS:  Adam Sacks, with Tourism Economics.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Marilyn Nelson, with Carlson, Chair.


MR. RALENKOTTER:  I'm Rossi Ralenkotter, President and CEO of Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority.


MR. PERRY:  Stephen Perry.  I'm the President and CEO of the New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau, about to be New Orleans and Company.


MR. DONOHUE:  David Donohue, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Visa Services.


MR. MATTHES:  I'm Justin Matthes.  I'm a Director in the DHS Screening Coordination Office.  I'm here this afternoon on behalf of Kathy Kraninger.  She sends her best.

CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Good, Justin.  Welcome.


MR. MATTHES:  Thank you.


MR. McGAW:  Bridger McGaw, Acting Assistant Secretary of Private Sector Office, DHS.


MR. SECUNDY:  Joel Secundy, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Services and Manufacturing Services.


MS. SAUNDERS:  Mary Saunders, Acting Assistant Secretary for Manufacturing and Services.


MR. MASSERMAN:  Michael Masserman, Director of the Office of Advisory Committees.  I just want to thank you all for making the trip out.  I really appreciate that.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Okay.


Now let's begin with David.  I think what we'll do is hold our questions or comments.  But I don't want to lose them, so please note any thoughts or questions that you have until we've heard from all three of our guests, then we can have some interaction on these various issues that are really critical to all of us.


So, please, David?


STATE DEPARTMENT PRESENTATION

Visas, Consular Officers/Consulates, Technology


By David Donahue

MR. DONOHUE:  Well, thank you very much.  I'm really glad to be here today.  The last time when I was speaking to you, I was talking about some changes that we had made that were going to make things better.  I'm glad to be here today because our changes worked.


Let me begin by saying that in the world of visas, the idea, of course, of issuing a visa is to protect our borders to ensure that people who come to the United States are coming for the purpose that they want to come, that they've told us they want to come.


The first thing we'd like to do, if we don't have to issue a visa, if the people in a certain country have, in fact, shown that they do come for the purposes that they tell the inspector at the port of entry that they come for tourism, they come as a student, they come for business and they plan to return, and that is the vast majority of people in the country.  We don't want to require a visa from them.


As you know, last year we added eight countries to the list of visa waiver countries, with our partners in DHS leading us.  We have one more to go.  So, that's the first thing.  When we can do that, we feel very good about that and we know that that's important for travel and tourism, if a person can just wake up in the morning and say, I think I'll take a trip to the United States today and see what happens out there.


The next step is that, for those that need these, which are for the rest of the world -- and we issued about 6,500 visas last year--or 6.5 million visas last year--is to get them in as quickly as possible.  We have worked very hard to ensure that we have the appropriate staffing around the world so that a person needing an appointment can get in within, hopefully days, but at least within weeks, certainly less than 20 or 30 days of when they first have an interest in traveling to the United States.


Notable among those is Brazil, where we've brought wait times that were quite long a couple of years ago down to well within our 20-day goal, and I think those of you who have markets in Brazil have probably seen the benefits of that.


In India, we did that a year ago.  We brought the wait times down and people can get in very quickly for visas in India.  China, all the big markets, the wait times -- we watch those very closely.  We get reports every month.  If we have a problem, we look at it.  And if we have a recurring problem, we look at our staffing worldwide and say, where could we move somebody?  Where do we need more officers, and do we maybe have too many officers?


With Korea coming on the visa waiver program, we took all the officers--not all the officers, but a good number of the officers--out of Seoul and put them in other places, in China and other places where we have markets that are growing all the time so that the wait times for appointments could continue to be short.


The next thing that we look at is, how can we have longer reciprocity on the validity of the visa?  If you have a 10-year visa, then that means that a person, much like your driver's license, only has to come in once every 10 years to make the application.  India, for example, has 10-year visa reciprocity.  Those of you who have markets in China--I think most everybody does--that's a difficult one because China is not so interested in reciprocity, and it's a one-year visa for tourists and is something we have lots of discussions with China on.  They also have some other problems.


But we hope that, down the line, China will go the way of India at some point and have 10-year visa reciprocity.  It will be a long time until China can be visa-free travel, unfortunately, because while it has a booming economy for several hundred million people, there are still millions and millions of people who, after their short visit here, will not return to China, so we have to continue to issue visas until we have a difference there in the economies of China.


The next problem that some of you may have heard of, in the last year particularly, was with the Security Advisory Opinions, so that people came in, they were told that you looked okay, we'd probably issue you the visa, but we needed to do some administrative processing.  For certain groups, scientists and some other groups in certain countries, these were some lengthy delays, up to five or six months. 


Those waits are now -- again, working with DHS, we've brought those waits under a month, and in many cases under two weeks.  So, we think that that problem that had been recurring where people were waiting a long time, for most travelers, has been taken care of.  That's happened this summer in the last several months, so we're pretty proud of that.


The final thing that we're doing in the processing of the visas is facilitating renewals.  So if you have a visa and you're applying again -- and this is particularly helpful in China right now with the one-year visa reciprocity.


Many Chinese, if they're applying again for another visitor visa, can apply without coming in in person.  We have a drop-box type program if they're applying in the same category and they need to apply within one year of when their visa expired.  That's very helpful for recurring travelers, people who want to come every year.  Again, it's very helpful because DHS is giving us very good information on the travel patterns of those travelers in the United States so we know that they have adhered to rules required under that visa category.


So all these things hopefully will mean the visas are not -- with all the things that are going on in the economy and everything else, that visas are not adding to the downturn in travel and, in fact, making it easier.  A case in point is Saudi Arabia, where we're having exponential growth in travelers from Saudi Arabia.  A lot of that, I think, is attitudinal.  There's a sense that Saudis believe that they're welcome here again.  We have record numbers of students.  There are over 18,000 students studying here.


But also in tourism, we are going to have to be looking at Saudi Arabia to ensure that we have the correct staffing to ensure that every Saudi can get a visa.  We also changed the reciprocity in Saudi Arabia to five years so that they don't have to fly near as often.  So, that's a good example of a big market, big spending market, and people who have not been hit so hard by this economic downturn, and they continue to want to travel--in fact, want to travel more than they probably have since 9/11.


One other thing I want to say, is we do have a business facilitation at all of our embassies.  One hundred embassies have relationships with the American Chamber, but we have other business facilitation programs for people who need to come on short notice.  We also have a business office at the State Department if you have a group that's coming, or a convention.  Please let us know if you have a group or you have any problems.  We're there to make sure that a visa is not a reason to hinder travel to the United States.


Justin?


DHS PRESENTATION

H1N1 and ESTA


By Justin Matthes and Bridger McGaw

MR. MATTHES:  Good afternoon.  Again, my name is Justin Matthes.  I'm a Director with DHS's Screening Coordination Office, and I appreciate the opportunity to meet with you this afternoon.  I send Kathy's regards and best wishes on her behalf; she apologizes that she was not able to join with you and meet with you this afternoon.


You know that the last time that Kathy was here together with you, she provided you with some background material on some of our programs, our screening programs.  This afternoon I was going to give you an update, or provide you with an update on our electronic system for the travel authorization program.


Just as a quick refresher, ESTA was a cornerstone of the 9/11 Act in terms of providing security enhancements to our visa waiver program.  What it has done, is it has enabled us to enhance the security screening of visa waiver programs and in essence it has transformed the security risk management of the visa waiver program from one that approaches security from a country-by-country to a traveler-by-traveler basis.


The ESTA application web site has been operational now for over a year.  It went active on August 1, 2008, and it is currently available in 21 languages, which covers the breadth of visa waiver program travelers from throughout the world--of course, the majority of which are coming from Europe.  The ESTA web site itself collects the same basic biographical information that DHS--specifically, U.S. Customs and Border Protection--has been collecting through the I-94W, the Non-Immigrant Entry/Exit Form, the green form that VWP passengers complete prior to arrival here in the United States and submit to the CBP officers on entry.


The application web site itself has the 21 translated languages, has a robust help system, and the applications, once submitted by the prospective VWP travelers, are screened against several different databases, most importantly including, but not limited to, the terrorist watch list, lost and stolen passports, visa revocations to ensure that we're providing advanced security screening of the VWP travelers.  What the program does, is it enables DHS to preclude certain individuals who are not eligible for travel under the visa waiver program from actually initiating that travel to the United States.


Under the program, those travelers are then referred to our colleagues in the State Department so that they may apply for a non-immigrant visa if they wish to pursue their travel to the States.  Of course, the visa application and screening process is a much more robust and enhanced screening process where the actual applicants undergo, amongst other things, an interview and a biometric check before they're able to initiate their travel to the United States.


The roll-out of the ESTA program has been very successful.  To date, we have received 11.4 million applications.  The application approval rate has aligned with the expectations that we had anticipated in our pre-deployment, our pre-implementation testing and evaluation.  Effective January 12 this year, all VWP passengers were required to obtain ESTA approval to travel to the United States under the VWP, but like many of our travel security programs we have taken a measured and a reasonable approach to enforced compliance and we've initiated and established an informed compliance period for ESTA since then.


We're very pleased to say that, in partnership with our colleagues from the Department of State, with our colleagues from the Department of Commerce, and with our colleagues in the travel and tourism industry, in a very robust outreach program, the ESTA compliance rates, just over the last six weeks, even though we're in informed compliance, are now up over 90 percent.  So we're very pleased with the degree of compliance that we're seeing from the visa waiver program travelers, and that number has steadily been increasing since we implemented the requirement back on January 12.


The issue of transitioning from informed to enforced compliance is something that, again, we're taking a very measured and reasonable approach to.  Despite the fact that we have 90 percent-plus of the visa waiver program travelers complying with the ESTA requirement, we're also aware that there is a significant number of visa waiver program travelers out there that have not yet applied for that.


What we're looking at doing over the coming months is transitioning towards enforced compliance and we're expecting that the initial focus is going to be, in addition to making sure that the VWP passengers understand that they are responsible for applying for and obtaining approval via ESTA to travel under the VWP, we're going to be focusing on those individuals who have traveled under the VWP since the program was a requirement, and yet have not obtained their ESTA approval.


One of the key pieces, as we're transitioning towards enforced compliance, is our partnership with the airlines and carriers as they make changes to their systems such that they are able to receive and respond to what we call interactive ESTA messaging through the Advanced Passenger Information System infrastructure that is already in place.  I'm very happy to say that most major carriers to date have made the requisite programming changes, have gone through testing periods and are able to receive, and subsequently respond to, this ESTA interactive messaging.


But what we're also really looking forward to is, as we begin to transition towards enforced compliance, one of the other pieces that's going to come into play as part of the development and implementation of the ESTA program is our ability to fully automate the I-94W process such that the passengers who are arriving in the United States that have applied for, and obtained, an approved ESTA will not be required to complete the I-94W form.


We are working towards piloting, with the initiation of the automation of the I-94W.  We're looking at that later on this year, most likely later in November or December, to make sure that the process is working not only from a technological perspective within Homeland Security, but obviously as we partner with the carriers.


So we're very much looking forward to that, and as we continue to work with the carriers towards obtaining that ESTA interactive messaging, and of course we work on outreach to ensure that all of the VWP travelers are aware of the requirement before they initiate their travel to the United States.  We're looking towards the full automation of the I-94W.  That's a very, very quick update on the ESTA program.  With that, I'm going to turn it over to my colleague, Bridger.


MR. McGAW:  I'll talk about something entirely different.  Thank you, Justin.


So thanks for the opportunity to talk more broadly.  I recognize that -- I guess maybe I might be the last speaker before the Secretary, but this is really -- talking about H1N1 preparedness is really about an ongoing dialogue.  What I'm really talking about with you today, we're talking with advisory groups like this, we're talking to members of Congress, we're talking to small business owners and operators, we're talking to trade associations.  It's the same conversation.


We're trying to make sure that the messaging about what we're doing on a preparedness level related to H1N1 and influenza preparedness in general is being handled in a holistic, interagency, intergovernmental, but also along the lines of--and you've heard this a lot recently--it's a shared responsibility model.  We're doing the best we can to put together tools, and training, and information, and guidebooks.  We just put together a -- this is a small business guide for H1N1 preparedness that's downloadable at SBA.gov/flu.


But we recognize that 50 percent of the American workforce operates in a small business environment, and maybe they hadn't intuited the K-12 flu guidance that we've written, the business guidance that's out there, and the higher education guidance, all of which, when it comes back down to it, this threat vector is about people.  Your industries, the travel and tourism industry, all relies on people and movement of people.


So this guidance, the more that we can educate employers and employees on the effective ways in which they can prepare themselves and their families, the easier it's going to be for business to keep operating and keep people traveling, keep people buying things and taking their families on vacation and doing all these things that they're doing right now.


So we recognize that there were some challenges in messaging and communications in the spring, but we're very cognizant of the fact -- and you've seen this, and that's why I'm stressing the fact that these documents have all been produced, written, and are available to everyone at flu.gov.


So there is no one that should not be able to acquire the information, the best and most recent information that we have on H1N1.  You can just go to flu.gov.  That's the place where we're trying to really work with you.  This is why I say it's a dialogue.  We recognize that there are some people and organizations out there that might not have been touched yet, but the advocacy in terms of application of this information is with you all.


So you are leaders in your own right.  You have the capabilities to make sure that this message is being heard and understood, that people have to plan, that you have to implement.  You cannot sit idly by and not try to prepare an emergency plan, a continuity of operations plan for your business, that you should have a dialogue with your employees about public health preparedness and the things they can do, and they should in turn be talking to their families.  So that's the shared responsibility model that we're trying to advance and you'll continue to hear about.


Related, and just to stress this again, the information that we have in these documents is all being put together in concert with CDC, HHS, and it's science-based.  It's then being coordinated across our interagency.  You saw, I hope, on August 19th, Secretary Locke hosted the interagency here where we released the business guidance.  Then this, again, was aligned with the higher education guidance, which is a significant impact to you with all the students recently returning from both their homes around the country, as well as around the world.


So we are constantly monitoring and trying to engage and making sure that, right now, there are two scenarios that we're tracking.  There's the scenario that we witnessed this spring, which is kind of where we are right now.  But there's also seasonal flu out there, and so these two things, H1N1 and the seasonal flu are occurring at the same times so we're monitoring the severity of the disease itself and will make decisions based on any changes in severity.


So what I'd like you to take away from -- and I'm happy to have a dialogue about this, is how we can do this more effectively and make sure that the information is getting where it needs, how we can better understand the economic impacts of decisions that are being made in advance of them being made, and how that dialogue can continue through the fall, because flu is not going away and the next hurdle, which you've probably seen, is vaccine distribution.  So you'll begin to see a lot more information on that as that rolls out, but we're still on schedule there as well.


But our job right now is making sure that our local health officials, and our business community, and our traveling public are aware of how to protect themselves and their families and how to keep business flowing and the conversations flowing.  We think we have some good tools that can be used and we want to make sure that if there are other tools we need, you let us know what they are and we'll help create and craft those.


An example.  The American Hotel and Lodging Association.  I don't know if someone here -- they have a great guidebook.  


Mr. Secretary.  I'm going to toot your horn for you and you can jump in if you want.  I think what's important to note is, what you saw was our collaboration and communication with your association this spring led to them taking all of the information that we had through HHS and CDC, and the Hotel and Lodging Association was able to translate that without losing the science-based approach, but to make sure that the information is digestible and consumable by hotel owners and operators, regardless of the size of the enterprise, since this is about their employees and their workforce.  But it's written in a language that the hotel owners and operators can understand.


That's the type of translation and the type of active engagement we're looking for, and I commend you for doing that because not only was it timely with the congressional hearing last week, but because it allowed members of Commerce and the small business community to understand that this isn't just a big employer thing, that this does have ramifications in the small business community and that major private-sector associations and trade organizations and your business community and all of your friends need to really take a role in amplifying this preparedness.


There are other guides out there.  The U.S. Chamber has one, I believe, that they're about to put out in the field.  So I welcome your continued conversations between the Private Sector Office at DHS, the business liaison here at Commerce, and anything we can do to really make sure that your members are getting the information that they need.  But we're always happy to get your feedback.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Thank you so much, Bridger.


MR. McGAW:  You're welcome.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Thank you, all of you.  Again, if you would keep your questions noted, because we'd like to welcome the Secretary and tell him--tell you, Secretary Locke--how delighted we are to have you here.  I understand your time is even shorter than anticipated, so why don't we ask you to perhaps just say a few words, now that you've been in your role a little longer.  I think the last time you were barely hours, practically, into your role.  If you could just say a few words, and perhaps if you've gotten more engaged in some of the things that we care about.


What I think we'll do then, is have you do that.  We will go quickly through our recommendations so that we can formally present you with our recommendations, since this is the final meeting of this particular seating of the committee.  Then, I hope before you have to leave, that we can hear a little bit of the really excellent work that Adam has done, because I think you'd find that informative, as we all will.


So why don't we move quickly, and we'd welcome your comments.  Then we'll come back, gentlemen, to some Q&A and interchange with you.


WELCOMING REMARKS

By Secretary Gary Locke

SECRETARY LOCKE:  Well, thank you very much, Marilyn.  It's really a pleasure to be in front of you and hearing of your report in a few minutes.  I know this is the last meeting of this formal advisory committee as it's presently constituted, and we'll be putting together a new committee in a few months.  I know many of you have applied and asked to continue serving, and I'm sure we'll be able to accommodate many of you in that regard.


I know that the last time we met we had Bill DeCoda with us.  It's just incredibly sad to hear that he suddenly passed away just a few days ago.  He was just an incredible force.  I remember him participating and offering his comments at the last meeting and talking about the value of tourism, and he did an incredible job, really, leading aviation at the port authority up there.  It's rare to have people dedicated to the profession like that, and I know that all of us miss him.  Our condolences go out to his family and to his friends.


But Bill was just dedicated to public service, really, in his particular area, to tourism and all that entails in terms of aviation and the airports, and just working very, very hard to improve the experience for travelers, as well as to promote tourism in general.  We all know--you all know--just how important the tourism industry is.


It touches, with all of its ripple effects, directly and indirectly, some more than 8 million jobs, has a $1.3 trillion impact on our economy and touches so many different jobs, whether it's the people at Bill's airport, to the people working on the Las Vegas strip, to Jeremy's hotels, or your hotels, Marilyn.  It's just so incredible.  We know that it provides really good family-wage jobs, really good family-wage jobs.


Let me just say that I know these are tough economic times, and that's why Adam's report is going to be very valuable information, dispelling some of the myths and perhaps encouraging businesses to focus more on travel, business conferences, and knowing, I understand, some very positive empirical data on the positive benefits of those types of business conventions and activities.


But these are hard times for the tourism industry.  I think we've had almost 150,000 travel-related job losses just in the first quarter of 2009.  If it continues, if the trend continues, we could lose well over a half a million jobs, travel-related jobs, this year.


I know that President Obama is very much concerned about the unemployment rates.  While Bernanke and others are saying that the recession appears to be over, the President and the administration are not satisfied until unemployment rates go back dramatically to the levels they were prior to the economic crisis.  But even then, he wants to make sure that all sectors are enjoying parts of the recovery and that people really have hope and optimism for the future in every sector and every business throughout America. 


Of course, we know that health insurance reform is critical to keeping costs down.  I think small businesses to large businesses are seeing astronomical health care premiums increases every single year.  It's expected to double in the next 10 years.  So many businesses are either cutting back on coverage or eliminating coverage altogether, which puts a burden on employees.


The increased cost of health care has not been offset by increased revenues to companies, so wages have been flat for roughly the last 8 to 10 years just to accommodate that rising cost of health care.  So we've got to get a handle on health care so that all companies can be profitable.  We know that that is a very important part for the tourism and travel industry as well.  You face it with your large employer, medium-sized employer, or a small employer.


But other pressures on the tourism and travel industry, as I think our friends from Homeland Security were just talking about, is the H1N1 flu.  We just have to make sure that the people in the tourism and travel industry are prepared, that they really encourage good hygiene among their employees.  Valerie, Jared and I participated on a conference call with a lot of the leaders and executives in the travel and tourism industry about two weeks ago, three weeks ago.  We also had conference calls with the high-tech sector, and also the retail sector.


But for the tourism and travel industry, because so many companies, let's say, don't offer health care insurance, there may be a reluctance of employees to call in sick.  Because a lot of employees are on an hourly basis as well, there's a tendency to come to work even if they're sick.  I think we need your help, quite frankly, to get the word out that that would be no good economics for the companies.  If they even have a few people coming to work sick, they could infect the entire workforce and that would just cripple the company.


Think of what happens in a hotel if just a dozen or so people come to work sick and spread it to all the other employees.  The hotel couldn't find enough replacement workers to cover.  What happens if you have a major convention or a conference going on at that hotel, and what would you do?  The same thing with a ship, and facility after facility, organization after organization. 


So we really need your help to get the word out for companies to be, perhaps, very flexible in their sick leave policies, not requiring a note from the doctor saying that the person is sick, and just sending people home at the first sign of illness and really encouraging them to please not even to come to work if they suspect that they're ill, and to constantly promote the washing of hands, and coughing and sneezing into their elbows as opposed to into their hands.


So we hope that we can count on you just to get the word out.  Many of you are parts of trade organizations that have newsletters and bulletins that go out, so we've just got to spread the word.  It's important that the public and the industry have reliable information about the severity of symptoms to prevent irrational fears that could really injure your operations and your marketplace.  I'd encourage you really to consult with your local health officials because the H1N1 will manifest itself in totally different ways in different parts of the country.  There's no uniform way or time frame in which it may appear.  And also encourage your employees to get the inoculations, the vaccines that will be coming out the 1st of October.


We simply cannot afford any more disruptions to our economy, period, whether from H1N1 or other outside influences.  The quicker we get our economy growing again, the better for everyone, and particularly the better for the travel and tourism industry.  So, anyway, I know you have some ideas and recommendations.  We look forward to hearing from you, and would also love to hear a summary of Adam's report.


So with that, thank you very much, Marilyn.  Again, thank you for all your great work and your commitment to serving on the Advisory Committee.  I very much value your input, the time and energy that you've put into your work.  It really does guide our administration's policies.  Thank you.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Thank you.  I think it's always, for us, very gratifying to hear how well you understand the issues.


One thing that perhaps didn't get mentioned that we are so aware of, is all the latest news about the export imbalance.  Of course, we're very proud to say that inbound travel is a contributor into America's export balances.  That would be something else to try to focus on and be encouraged, inbound travelers from around the world.


I think we certainly feel advised that we should spread the word and not the disease.


(Laughter)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  And we'll work on that as well.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  And I know that you were all very supportive of the legislation that passed the Senate.  I think all of us support the aims of the legislation.  Each of the agencies may have different views on some specific aspects of it, but overall we support the legislation.  The intent of that is to promote travel into the United States, because as you said, Marilyn, they count it as a trade surplus because it's really considered an export, even though it's people coming into the United States.   But nonetheless, it's good news.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Right.  But that will lose a lot of people.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  It's good news.  It's good news.  It's good news.  It's the type of trade statistics we like, right?


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  And I think I can also reflect that for some of us who were on the Advisory Council in previous times, there was a concern that we weren't ready, perhaps, but now we've made a lot of progress in terms of inviting people, accelerating or limiting the amount of time it takes to get a visa.  So we're much more prepared, I think, with the passage of this bill, to accept the travelers that will be in a way that would be consistent with the welcome that we would like to offer them.  But we're grateful for the support.


We know that the Senate has passed this bill.  We know it is not yet through the House.  I think support from Commerce would be very important, and Homeland Security and State, to help us to move this through.  It would be important not just to our industry and not just to the large businesses that are represented here, but I certainly know places as distant to all of you as the boundary waters of Minnesota that are impacted when we have travelers who come into this country and are welcomed not just to the coast, but inside.


Why don't I move quickly to the formal piece so that we make our recommendation while you are here, Mr. Secretary, and just to tell you that, in short, as you are aware, we gave you a policy review brief.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  Yes.


BOARD LETTER OF RECOMMENDATION

CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  What we're going to present you today is just a little bit more detail in the text, and also for the record, an acknowledgement of how the industry has been hit at this particular moment.  It seemed very important to have that in the record because there are times like this that we hopefully will prevent, with whatever new regulations come into being, that we will not have to go through this again.  But there is a rhythm to these things.  Having that on the record will be important and perhaps can give you some additional support for representing us.


But the recommendations, based on the subcommittees that we have developed and who have done, I think, really excellent work--and I salute so many of the staff members who are around here who have really shepherded this for us--that we certainly encourage you to support the accelerated implementation of NextGen.  It's one of those longer term issues, but the possibility, as we mentioned in our letter, to actually shorten the time frame, most industry experts feel it's possible to do that.  Not only is it possible, but it's critical to do that because it alludes that a lot of the general public, when people are sitting on airplanes and unable to get off, it is not just a carriers' issue, it is also a structural issue.


We also encourage the Department of Commerce and the Treasury Department to endorse the "Meetings Mean Business" guidelines.  We don't underestimate what an endorsement from all of you would actually mean.  I think that it would be valuable and it is mentioned in our letter.  We acknowledge the Travel Promotion Act hopefully will pass, and we appreciate your support for that.  But we also would like to work with the Department of Commerce to facilitate the intent of the legislation to increase visitors to the United States and to facilitate that in whatever way possible in public/private partnerships.


The issue of H1N1 is raised here for the first time, so thank you for anticipating that issue on our behalf.  We call for crisis plans for airports.  Maybe Jose can speak to that a little bit later.  And finally, we recommend that the next seating of the TTAB remain focused on the same subcommittee issues of airport congestion, economic sustainability, and travel facilitation, and that you continue to work in the areas that have been addressed above.


So I think what I'd like to do at this point is just ask for the committee -- if I could ask for a vote for the formal recommendation of this letter to Secretary Locke.  We do have the proxies of those who are not here.


So, all in favor, indicate by saying so.


(Chorus of Ayes)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Any opposed?


(No response)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Therefore, the final letter is approved and we will be submitting that to you.


Now, why don't we go, for the moment, to Adam, because I'd really like to have you hear, before you have to leave, Adam's presentation.  Thank you.


MEETINGS AND CONVENTIONS STUDY

By Mr. Adam Sacks

MR. SACKS:  Thank you, Mr. Secretary.  It's good to have you with us.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  Thank you.


MR. SACKS:  This study that I'm going to try to just share with you in about 10 minutes came from a request from the U.S. Travel Association early in the year.  The question that was posed to us was, is there a way to quantify the role that business travel plays, not directly in terms of its economic impact on airports and hospitality, but how does it influence, indeed, corporate performance?  How are companies' profitability hinged on how much they do or don't travel?


And this was something that we had done some related work on in Europe, in the U.K. and in mainland Europe, related to aviation alone.  But this is a bit of a broader task: how does business travel, and within that concept of business travel--all types, not only sales meetings, but conventions, trade shows, internal meetings, and incentive travel--how does that influence the way that companies perform?


What you have being passed out is the executive summary of the report.  The full report, which unfortunately is much longer, can be downloaded from ustravel.org.


Since my computer just rebooted, I'm going to just share from notes instead of from slides.


So what really, I think, made this is an issue is that now--perhaps at no other time--business travel is on a downward trend that we really haven't seen.  It's because not only are there recessionary forces, but also political forces.


So these combined create a situation where, according to a survey of executives that we conducted, over half of companies, 51 percent of companies, have cut back on business travel.  Of course, the airlines are seeing this not only in their load factors, but in their yields.  Of that 51 percent, the average cut of business travel is about a third, so there's been about a 35 percent decrease in expenses across companies.


So how do we tackle this?  Basically two approaches to answer the same question.  The first, was a set of surveys.  We surveyed executive, and we also surveyed business travelers to get their perceptions of the role that business travel plays on their companies and on their individual performance.


But perhaps more importantly was an econometric analysis that we conducted that looked at company performance data and how much those companies spent on business travel over the last 13 years.  We did that sector by sector.


The bottom line on all this was that both the surveys and the econometric analysis yielded virtually the same result, which is that for every dollar that a business invests into business travel--and indeed, if you look at a company's P&Ls, business travel shows up as an expense and not as an investment--it functions as an investment in that it has a real return.


That $12.50 in revenue translates into $3.80 in profits for every dollar.  The reason that it's lower is, well, obviously not all that is going to translate into profits in any event, but also we've accounted for an increase in wages and other costs.


So now I'm pleased to show you a few pictures to illustrate what I've been talking about.  Various sectors depend on business travel to varying degrees.  You can see, this is a measure of what we call business travel intensity.  That is, as a percentage of that industry's revenue, how much does it spend on business travel?  Although what is spent in the U.S. economy on business travel is significant, about $246 billion a year, it doesn't represent a whole lot of what companies spend.  It's about 1 percent of revenue and about 2 percent of overall expenses.  Yet, as I mentioned, there are significant reductions being made in that area.


What did we learn from talking to executives? Well, 61 percent of them believe that an increase in their travel budgets would have a positive impact on their revenue and 51 percent say that, net of any additional costs, it would have a positive effect on profitability.


We organized the results within four different categories or implications.  I'm going to review these really quickly before summarizing the results.  The first one is keeping customers.  When we asked executives, how much of your customer base would be lost if you stopped meeting with them, and they said 28 percent.  We asked the same thing of business travelers and they said 28 percent, when we averaged their responses.  Here, the result is organized by industry, but the average of them is that 28 percent lost in customer base if a company failed to meet with them.


It's not just sales meetings.  It's not just meeting with your current customers.  When we looked at conferences in particular, customer retention, a third of business travelers said that's why they go, is to keep their customers, and then about the same to generate new leads.


A second implication: converting prospects.  We talked about keeping the customers that we have, and the second is getting new customers.  We asked both business travelers and executives, if you have a prospect and you meet with them, what are the odds that you're going to convert them as a customer?  The average was 40 percent.  So that's their conversion ratio, if they meet with them.  We asked them the same question: if you don't meet with them, what is it?  Sixteen percent.  So, these are the responses for executives and business travelers compared.


We asked about virtual meetings, are these a viable substitute.  In many cases it is, yet with current customers -- 63 percent said that virtual meetings were less effective with current customers, and 85 percent said with our prospective customers it's less effective.  So it would seem that in most cases there is no substitute for these meetings.


Again, trade shows.  We were surprised by these results, that trade shows can represent such a significant share of new business.  If we look at what percentage of respondents said 5 to 10 percent of their new business was realized through trade show participation, 36 percent of business travelers said they're in the 5 to 10 percent range.  If a company grows 5 to 10 percent in 2009, that's a good thing.  Trade shows along, business travelers say, deliver that.


So the third implication is building relationships.  We've touched on these more quantitative elements of keeping your customers, getting new customers.  But the broader area of building relationships, we found to be extraordinarily important.  Here, looking at trade shows in particular, that vendor networking was cited by half of business travelers as one of the reasons that trade shows are important to them.  Similar to trade shows, external conferences and conventions.  There, 75 percent of executives say that those conferences and conventions are either very important or extremely important to developing industry partnerships.


Then finally, an area that is, in the long term, extremely important to company performance, human capital.  There, we ask about various types of trips.  Internal meetings, interestingly, received the highest marks for improving employee performance and morale, and 74 percent of business travelers said that external conferences are extremely important.


The last type of trip that we're going to touch on, then we'll kind of delve into what it all means, is incentive travel.  It's probably the most maligned area of business travel over the last 12 months.  Eighty percent of executives indicated that incentive travel has a significant impact on their employees' morale and job satisfaction, and 70 percent believe it has a real impact on their performance.


What does all of this mean?  To put this into context the way that we've tried to approach this, is the surveys are telling the story.  We've just gone through sort of the contours of the results.  But what does it really mean for the bottom line?  This is where the econometric analysis becomes important.


We did, however, ask the executives: what do you think it means?  By type of trip, what is the return that your company realizes--so this is vice president and above--in terms of revenue.  There, when we weight the different types of trips and what executives said for each of those types of trips, the return on every dollar spent on business travel, according to executives, is between $10.00 and $14.99, or between $10 and $15.


The econometric analysis, which frankly we feel a lot more confident in because it's based on the Bureau of Economic Analysis and Bureau of Labor Statistics data over a long period of time, over all industries of the economy, gave us a range within the model of, for every year--it's in millions--but for every dollar -- well, for every million, $8.5 million to $16.4 million.  The mid-point of that is 12.5, or $12.50.  It is pure coincidence that that is the same mid-point of what the executives said.  That translates into profits, gross, of an 11.5 ROI, but net of 3.8.


On this basis, we then took the Oxford Global Model, which is actually used by the U.S. Treasury for forecasting the world economy, and ran a scenario.  What happens if the average U.S. company eliminates travel for two years?  We found that, instead of having 12 percent growth in profits in 2010, their profits would contract by 5 percent, a spread of 17 percent, in the first year.  Once they reinstate travel to the baseline scenario, it takes another three years for them to get back up to trend growth.


Toward the end of the study on U.S. travel, some questions were coming up about government travel, is government travel worthwhile, because there are certain policies across all levels of government restricting travel.  So we did an analysis of that as well.  Obviously there aren't the same sorts of benefits to government travel.  You're not out generating or bringing in customers.  But there are still the same benefits in terms of productivity, efficiencies, and relationship building that apply to the government sector.


What we found, is that when we isolate just those benefits there is still a significant return on that investment in terms of gross output or productivity, which would be measures that exist for the government.  There, the mid-point is 5.4, so for every dollar that the government spends on travel there is a return of $5.40.


So if I can briefly summarize this, what we found from the econometric analysis, as well as from the surveys, is that for every dollar that businesses invest in travel, there's a return of $12.50 in revenue.  We released the study yesterday and we did a big press event.  We had about 50 people on an initial call, and that's beginning to show up in the media today.


One of the questions that came up--I believe it was from USA Today--was, you were hired by the U.S. Travel Association.  Would we be surprised to have any other results than the ones that you have here?  I think it's a good question.  The answer that I gave on the call was, well, firstly, no project is worth the reputation of our company, so we're going to maintain rigor here.


Secondly, we had the study audited by the Wharton School, a professor of Economics and Finance, and that was given a stamp of approval.  Then, third, we were a bit stunned at how consistent the results were between -- when we asked business travelers and executives the same question, how consistent the results were, and when we then compared that to the economic analysis, how consistent the results were.  So we were very comforted by that and it gives us some confidence in presenting these results.


But some of the key findings, just to summarize: 28 percent of current business would be lost if a company failed to meet with its clients; 40 percent of prospective customers are converted with a meeting, only 16 percent without a meeting; more than half of business travelers stated that between 5 and 20 percent of their new customers are received through trade show participation.


And executives stated that in order to achieve the same benefit of an incentive trip, they'd have to increase wages by 8.5 percent.  That translates to an ROI of about 4:1.  So you could give it to them as a bonus or you can give it to them as a trip, but it's going to cost you four times as much in the bonus.


(Laughter)


MR. SACKS:   And then what we found is that, if a company does incur travel, that it indeed takes years for those companies' profits to return.


So, clearly, this is a challenging environment for companies and there are real decisions that need to be made about rationalizing costs.  But the evidence does point to substantial risks associated with cutbacks in travel.  Conversely, companies that do continue to invest in travel tend to experience returns that more than warrant that investment.


Thank you very much.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Thank you so much, Adam.


Perhaps our new friend, Michael Masserman, could distribute these brochures for all the advisory committees that meet, because indeed I think now we're really looking to raise people's consciousness that somehow the political piece of this was inadvertent and has cost the Nation significantly, and is costing businesses significantly.


Would any of the rest of the committee -- at this point I think it would be an opportune moment, before the Secretary has to leave, if you would like to amplify any of the points that we've made or speak to concerns relative to our industry and our report specifically, or outside of that, if you have new concerns.


MR. PERRY:  Mr. Secretary, my name is Stephen Perry.  I'm president of the industry in New Orleans.  What is so critical about this, is I think we've had cause-and-effect switched in our business.  In fact, we're waiting for the economy to come back so travel will come back.  The reality is, stimulus for travel is going to be critical to shortening this recovery cycle.


So what we're trying to achieve in strategies, whether it's at the city level, the state level, or obviously the Federal level, the international, is to have stimuli that in fact get people traveling, get businesses traveling, get companies traveling because it goes directly to the heart of sales, increased company profitability, and the entire economic recovery that actually flows from that.


So I hate to say we're being the tail that wags the dog a little bit, but in some cases that's it. We're not a superfluous, soft industry that sort of happens.  We are, in fact, the core jet fuel to American commerce.  We're very pleased with the results of the study and, frankly, weren't sure what the study was going to reveal when we commissioned it.  But we appreciate your taking the time to review this because we think it's really critical.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  Thank you, Stephen.


MR. RALENKOTTER:  Mr. Secretary?  Rossi Ralenkotter from Las Vegas.  Thank you for your being with us today.


But just kind of to dovetail on what Steve is saying, in Las Vegas alone there's 46,000 jobs that are dependent upon conventions, trade shows, and tourism.  It's all about the jobs and the stimulus for that, as well as the fabric of our country's economic well-being is predicated on business travel, conventions, conferences, selling and buying situations.  So we're pleased with Adam's report.  It really does show to corporate America, as well as to the country, the value of our convention side.  So we hope we can get this information and disseminate it across our industry, as well as the rest of the world.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  Perhaps I could ask the members who are here for the next Advisory Committee, what would you hope that they might focus on specifically, or continue to pursue to make sure that the work that you all have done is highlighted and that the agenda is moved forward?  I mean, what is it particularly that you'd like us all to be focusing on?  Yes.  Dawn?


MS. DREW:  I spoke about this earlier, the last meeting.  I think it's really important that we begin to focus on culture in the United States to encourage inbound travel.  I don't think that there's enough of a message about that.  We focus a lot on the business of travel, but not on what we have here as a natural resource to get people in.  So I think that's part of it.  That's part of what geotourism is all about.


I also think it's important for us as a government to begin to talk to other tourism governments.  There's a lot of private sector discussion with foreign governments, but we need to have a presence from our government with theirs.  So those are the two main things I'd like to see us focus on.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  Okay.  Anybody else?


MR. RALENKOTTER:  I would say, we're all anticipating that the Travel Promotion Act is going to pass.  So with that, we need to make sure that the branding of America as a destination is targeted, that the dollars that we're going to utilize are effectively used by the new organization that's formed.  So I think that's a major component of the next committee's agenda.


MR. PERRY:  Mr. Secretary, I would also say that I think our industry has failed itself over the last couple of decades because we've been an industry that has been perceived by most of the major stakeholders in government at all levels, whether it's the state level, local level, or Federal level, as being a soft industry.  It's sort of amorphous.  It has a lot of different components and it rarely comes together.


Frankly, our industry has, over the last year or two, gotten its house in order probably for the first time in its history.  It's not there yet all the way, but a combination of the Travel Business Roundtable, and now the emergence of USTA, is changing the landscape for us and giving all of us -- I mean, even the board of USTA has changed dramatically.  It's now half of all the destinations, as well as the corporations.


So I think you're going to see better-quality work coming out that's coming to you and your team.  What I think we're all hoping is that there will be an elevation of understanding about what our industry really means as a lubricant of American commerce, as well as just a part of it, and a realization of things as basic as, we're twice the size of the American automobile industry, yet it's never looked at in that fashion.   We're a bigger employer, we're bigger payroll, more jobs, more economic impact, yet it's very rarely discussed.  Part of that is the structure that we have where we're the only industrialized country without more of a minister with portfolio.


So I think we're all excited to have a Secretary like you in your presence at Pow-Wow in Miami.  The fact that you took time that early to fly down made a huge statement to every one of us in every city in the country, and that kind of engagement really, really matters and we deeply appreciate that.  So we want you to know, we're going to try to do our part.  The role that we see Commerce playing is so critical in working with the other agencies, because the reality with Homeland Security, State, and you guys--the world is so different now post-9/11, and so a lot of what we need to succeed again is going to require that interdepartmental cooperation.  We're seeing that already, so we encourage you to have that high on your list as well.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  I think that I would underscore.  I'm pleased to hear you say that, that having you all at the table, it's really critical that we work together across these boundaries and make this, from the beginning where we invite people to this country through the branding, through the diplomatic initiatives that hopefully will come out of the Travel Promotion Act, but all the way through: their first encounter with our visa process, with our embassies, all the way through the experience that we can provide once they're here, and the interagency collaboration in this department, making sure that people are brought together seamlessly, and I think the interagency travel initiative will be really important.


I would suggest also that we just make certain that we keep metrics and measuring.  We've made more progress since we said, how long is the wait?  Personally, in my leadership at our organization, I don't like averages very well.  I think averages, it's nice to move the average, but you really would like to know what the range is so that you start to really do much more and make sure that we're not only on average at two hours, but whatever, two weeks, or two months, that we continue the metrics.  I think if this Advisory Council continues to have opportunities to hear reports so that there's attention around the numbers and the outliers and we don't just celebrate the success, but we look at where the outliers are.


We talked about the model ports and meeting at many points in this to make sure that we work with our infrastructure at airports.  Because of the nature of our economy and our political system and our investment in the stock market, there's so many pressures on the short term, but it's some of the infrastructure issues that are really going to make us competitive in the long run that I think that this committee and the interagencies need to collaborate on because we have industry groups that are, of course, responding to more tactical issues in many cases, but also collaborating in the long term is something that we could jointly do.


Finally, perhaps because I've been involved with the World Economic Forum, I would love to see you come and visit the World Economic Forum, not just as some of our American leaders have done, not just to make a presentation, but actually to spend enough time that the global attendees can see us as listeners and collaborators.  It has a powerful impact.


It just happens to be one of, I'm sure, a range of fora, but one that is so widely attended that it is symbolic, as well as an opportunity to educate and collaborate or demonstrate our membership in the global community in a short period of time with quite a bit of impact, and I think it would be wonderful for all of us if you were to consider attending.  Perhaps that's a place that you could articulate how the United States is eager to welcome travelers from around the world.


SECRETARY LOCKE:  Right.  Right.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Any other statements?


MR. SECUNDY:  I'm sorry.  I'm just sensitive to the Secretary's time.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Right.


MR. SECUNDY:  I think you're getting good remarks, Mr. Secretary, but I think we need to let you go.

CLOSING REMARKS

By Secretary Gary Locke

SECRETARY LOCKE:  Yes.  Sorry about that, but I've got to get back upstairs.


But Adam, thank you very much for the presentation.  That is actually very, very fascinating and very interesting.  I think we will definitely bring it to the Tourism Policy Council, which reconvenes later this fall.  


But to all of you, I want to thank you for the time that you've taken, serving on this Advisory Panel.  I know you're very, very busy and travel great distances to be here, and appreciate the work and dedication that you've provided.  I appreciate the letter that you'll be submitting that you've formally approved.  Just, again, I want to thank you for being advocates for the tourism and travel industry and really helping support the millions of jobs that depend on a very vibrant and successful and prosperous travel and tourism agenda. 


I'm really glad that we have made some progress with respect to some of the issues we've raised in terms of visa policies.  I know that we're also working with the State Department and Homeland Security and other Federal agencies on reducing the delays in getting visas for business travel as well, because we know that those business travelers come here and they oftentimes want to take a little detour and also enjoy the great aspects, the beauty and the natural resources and the environment of the entire country.  Then they go back and spread the word, and that will also increase just general tourism.  So, it's all interrelated.


I know that these are tough economic times, but we need your help.  While this is the final meeting of this formal board, your charter expires, the new charter has been approved.  Applications have already come in for membership, and several of you on the existing committee, or Council, have also indicated an interest in serving.  We're looking at expanding the group as well so we get even more viewpoints.


But I take the recommendations of these advisory committees very, very seriously.  Your recommendations just don't sit on a shelf, they do inform us, they do help shape policy.  Because if you're going to spend that much time out of your busy schedules, we owe it to you to really make it worthwhile and to very seriously consider your recommendations.


We may not always agree, but at least you help inform the discussions and the deliberations within the government.  I know that President Bush very much appreciated your advice and counsel, as well as President Obama, and we look forward to reconvening the new Council with the new charter.


I also want to thank you for the work of your staffs, too, because I know that they'll help really do a lot of the work, sometimes sat in for you at these meetings and have really worked with some of the subgroups and everything else that have come to the final recommendations that you submit to us.  So, I really appreciate the work of not just you as members, but also your staffs and supporting groups and everybody else. 


And also for our own staffs, Homeland Security, State Department, the Council, and the people within the Department of Commerce as well.  All the staff work has just been really terrific.  So I think you should all feel very proud of the work that you've done and the contributions that you've made, and how well you've been able to highlight the economic value of the travel and tourism industry and the positive benefits that come from business travel.  We all, the Federal agencies, need to be promoting that as much.


I'll seriously take under advisement your recommendation to attend the World Forum.  We need to really just increase more tourism generally, and more cultural understanding of people and more understanding of the history of different people, of different countries, and the more interchange and travel that we have and interaction with each other, I think that will go a long ways toward resolving, or at least minimizing, any disputes and conflicts that we have because, with understanding, then you're able to get more cooperation.  That benefits people all around the world.  So, I thank you for what you do.  Thank you.  Thank you very much.  All right.  So I'll turn it back over to you, Madam Chair.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Thank you so much.


What I think we should do now is questions that you all may have for the rest of our guests.


Let me open the floor to questions for David, Justin, and Bridger.  Questions or comments?


MR. RALENKOTTER:  I have one, David, for you.  I had a meeting Tuesday with Consumer Electrics and they'll be meeting in Las Vegas January 7 through 11, and they were still having some issues with the visas for some of their delegates from China.  Should I have them contact you directly about it?


MR. DONOHUE:  That would be great.  Yes.  Let me just say, again, I'm curious to hear what the problems are.  We have had, as you know, particularly with China in the sciences and technology, long waits. We do have a new time frame now -- process goes for scientific -- unless there's something that comes up as derogatory.  In most cases, I think it's been very successful.  We understand from our folks in Shanghai and Beijing that the -- curious to see what the problems are, but I'd be glad to hear about them.  This is January 7 to 11?


MR. RALENKOTTER:  Eleventh.  Right.


MR. DONOHUE:  Okay.


MR. RALENKOTTER:  Thank you.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Other questions?  Adam?


MR. SACKS:  The move from informed to enforced compliance.  Is there a target date for that?


MR. MATTHES:  We are expecting, as the carriers reach a point where they're all able to have the interactive ESTA capability through APIS, together with the increase in the compliance rates that we're seeing, the automation of the I-94W.  I indicated the pilot for that is roughly November/December.  I'm expecting favorable results on that. 


I would be targeting the transition the beginning of early next year, but I won't emphasize that it is going to be measure, a reasonable approach, and we're going to work together with the carriers to ensure that the messaging to the carriers in how we make the transition is understood, and that how we actually work with the VWP travelers who continue to arrive here in the States without an ESTA approval.  This is not going to be a universal closing of the doors to those VWP travelers that don't have an approved ESTA, and I want to make sure that that's very clear.


MR. SACKS:  Okay.


MR. MATTHES:  That's not what this transition is all about.


MR. SACKS:  Right.  So it might just mean more process for them upon arrival?


MR. MATTHES:  That's a very, very reasonable expectation.


MR. SACKS:  Okay.


MR. MATTHES:  The potential for secondary inspections is quite expected, particularly for those who have arrived since the requirement was in place January 12th, were notified upon their arrival very diplomatically that they did require an ESTA, have subsequently arrived again and still have not obtained that approval, we would most certainly be looking at ensuring that their compliant with the program requirements.


MR. SACKS:  Okay.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  I was surprised to see the EU's response to the Travel Promotion Act and the fact that there might be a $10 fee, which surprised us a bit because we've been paying those fees in many other countries for a long time.  Was there an overreaction to ESTA?  How have other countries -- I mean, one of the implications has been, or at least the considerations, was is this just a new visa on the $10?  I wondered if just the process of having to enter their data, etc., had a similar kind of initial discomfort.


MR. MATTHES:  It's an interesting dynamic, working with the European Union, because of course ESTA was one of the cornerstones of the 9/11 Act that enabled the expansion of the visa waiver program.  Of course, the new entrants in the program, countries that have been added to it since last November, their citizens and nationals are more than pleased to go through the ESTA application process in order to travel to the United States under the visa waiver program.  But of course, there are citizens and nationals of 27 other visa waiver program countries that, prior to the ESTA requirement, did not have to go down that road.


The European Union has made it clear along the way that they will be examining the ESTA application process.  And their consideration that it is tantamount to a visa, we, of course, have worked very carefully with them in terms of messaging and outreach to the extent that they understand that there are very distinct differences between the ESTA application process and, of course, the visa application process.


As I mentioned earlier, an ESTA is an online application.  It's the same information that they're completing with the I-94W.  The visa application process, of course, also entails an interview with a consular officer.  The fee for a visa is a little bit higher, especially right now where ESTA is free, than, of course, a $10 fee associated with the Travel Promotion Act and any fees that the Department implements together with that for the administration and continued operation and funding of the ESTA program.


Going back to the initial impression that we're receiving from the European Union, the impression that we've been gathering from them is, of course, there are 35 current members of the visa waiver program and a large percentage of those travelers under the visa waiver program are coming from Europe.  The perception, at least as has been related to me, is that they perceive it as an unfair concentration of fee collection from the European Union for a program to support tourism and travel.


So I certainly can appreciate their perspectives on what this fee means to travel to them, and I certainly can appreciate their considerations of how ESTA would compare to the visa application process. But before you today, I assure you that we continue to remind them, and will continue to remind them, that ESTA, the application process, even with what will amount to be a fairly minimal fee, is in no way, shape or form a comparison or equal to a visa.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  Other questions or comments?  


(No response)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  I couldn't help but think to myself that, since the U.S. hasn't had its fair share of a growing global travel market, that the idea of a promotion whose objective might be that we gain share, could be objected to by those who might in fact not enjoy the travel that we're expecting to generate by our promotion.


MR. MATTHES:  That crossed my mind, too.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  It does.  It couldn't help but cross my mind.


MR. PERRY:  Marilyn, I have one question.  What do you see in the future from visa waiver related to our Latin and South American neighbors?


MR. MATTHES:  That's a very good question.  We've gone down the road of the visa waiver program expansion, as I'm sure many of you are familiar with, with the Visa Road Map.  Of course, there are a number of countries in that road map that weren't able to meet the visa application refusal rate requirements that would have enabled them to be admitted to the program, while the Department maintained that waiver authority -- to waive the 3 percent visa application denial rate, excuse me.


So of course, DHS's, the Secretary's, authority to waive that requirement expired this past July 1st, and at such time we had not implemented a biometric exit program.  That being said, there are countries that will fall under the 3 percent visa application denial rate that are still available for consideration and admission into the visa waiver program.


But even if we were able to work towards regaining that low visa application denial rate, there are still going to be countries that will need to meet the higher end of that, which is, of course, 10 percent, or was 10 percent prior to the ending of the waiver authority.


So there are opportunities to be gained, but there are still requirements that the other countries are going to need to meet, and that also includes signing the visa waiver program Memorandum of Understanding, and their commitments towards information sharing, which also fall under the Homeland Security Presidential Directive 6, a sharing of terrorist-related information, as well as preventing and combating serious crime information sharing.  So there are a lot of requirements that the countries that aspire to participate in the visa waiver program will need to meet.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  I think, Bridger, why don't we -- we should be adjourning.  Why don't we have an extra five minutes, and if anyone has any specific questions on H1N1 in terms of -- Jose, I don't know how the airports are dealing with this.  I think we've heard a plea for making sure that we have a consistent, at least, understanding and awareness and plans.


MR. ABREU:  Madam Chair, this is pretty much consistent with Bridger's point.  I mean, communicating, educating.  Like preparing for a hurricane, it's all about working together.  Instead of NOAA, it would be the CDC, I guess.


(Laughter)


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  One of the things that comes up--and this may be too much health-related for your process for the macro view--in several settings for us is when and how things like Tamiflu should be used.  If we're not testing to see if it's H1N1 and people are staying home, and if Tamiflu is not effective if it isn't taken early, how do certain affected groups -- how do we differentiate flus from H1N1 and an appropriate response?


MR. McGAW:  Well, so far -- I'll try to get the science right for you.  What we're saying, your first comment, if you're sick and you have antivirals, you should take the antivirals.  We've been recommending that since the spring.


CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  So just if you have flu, or --


MR. McGAW:  The antivirals have been effective.  If you go to flu.gov and you look under antiviral, there's a section for this.  They can give you specific time frames.  The science has been -- there is specific guidance on the application of Tamiflu and -- I don't remember.  There's one other one.  But the reality of testing for H1N1 versus the seasonal flu, the reality is, the symptoms are presenting themselves, they're specific symptoms. 


The doctors are going to make sure that they're prescribing the same sort of activities, health actions that we're saying you should take.  The reality of whether it's H1N1 or seasonal flu is not as important as getting the sick workers home, getting yourself -- either your shots, but basically segment yourself, quarantining your home, and making sure that if your kids are home, they're staying home, and that businesses are monitoring their absenteeism rates so that if they need to take wider measures, they're talking to their local health officials so that if it's going to impact a significant operation like an airport or major infrastructure, that people are aware.


But I think that focusing or over-focusing on the timing of different -- you want to be mindful of this, but we're recommending, get your shots, your seasonal flu shot, get your H1N1 shot if you're within the targeted group once they're made available.  There's a lot of information about how you do that, where you do that.  Then continue -- the existing antivirals still have application, so you should still be using them appropriately.  But I don't -- all this information hasn't -- what's interesting here is, it hasn't really changed much since the spring.  We're just monitoring the severity levels, I understand, to see if there's a change in the disease and therefore -- but currently we haven't seen that, so there's no change in the guidance related to antivirals.


CLOSING REMARKS/ADJOURNMENT

CHAIRMAN CARLSON NELSON:  I want to once again thank you.  Thank you.  We've enjoyed a lot of progress since we first began, a couple of years ago, these meetings and our concern about our ability to welcome visitors.  Continuing to do that is becoming more and more seamless.  I think the technology is certainly advancing our ability to make it seamless and less interruptive for our travelers.  We appreciate the amount of planning.  I think the country, in this case, has been way ahead.


We were worried in the spring whether we were creating too much anxiety, but I think there's a sense of confidence that there's preparedness.  For most of us who have done crisis planning with SARS and with, now, H1N1, that just the process of pulling people together, focusing on how to deal with the crisis has applications beyond the specific disease that we're dealing with at the time.  So, it helps us with incident planning as well.


Thank you so much, Adam, for this study.  I think any kind of data, hard data that we can utilize makes a much more powerful statement and helps all of you on the public side to support our efforts if we can arm you with good data.  So, thank you.  We'll all be utilizing those studies.  Thank you for your participation, and this final session of this panel is now adjourned.  Thank you.


(Whereupon, at 3:38 p.m. the meeting was adjourned.)
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