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Good morning SHTA members and guests; may I welcome you warmly to this Annual General Meeting of our Association – an Association that represents the full spectrum of tourism businesses in Seychelles.

I would like to expand briefly on this if I may.

SHTA represents everyone working within the tourism sector regardless of the size and nature of the business. We stand shoulder to shoulder with property owners (large and small), the DMCs, our friends in yachts and livaboards, and our hotel suppliers. We work alongside the skilled people mixing cocktails, the busy house-keeping staff, those at reception who meet and – in recent times – greet new arrivals with an unexpected environmental levy bill as well as a cocktail. And, in smaller establishments, we recognise and support the managers who at times of high pressure, have to roll up their sleeves and help out in kitchens and rooms, alongside their busy staff.

SHTA has always believed that as our nation's key industry we are stronger together. The last four years have proven this beyond any shadow of a doubt. Two years ago at the last AGM the issue of COVID 19 dominated my speech and the contributions of others. The pandemic had impacted on our revenues, wiped out profits  and resources, and seen our debts rescheduled, in many cases hanging over our heads like the sword of Damocles. SHTA worked hard to protect our fragile sector; from providing financial and protocol advice, to training staff on often hastily implemented protocols which we were obliged to work with. We stepped up, whilst at the same time we cut our membership fees in our efforts to constantly be part of the pandemic solution rather than adding to the financial problems caused by Covid.

And then, almost as suddenly as it crashed into and dominated our lives, Covid 19 quietly left the stage, to be replaced by fresh fears and worries – the price of energy, the war in Ukraine and the escalating inflation rates in many countries and the subsequent rise in the cost of living. In the immediate aftermath of the pandemic we did well (recovered strongly). Business returned after the brave decision to reopen for tourists, a decision supported by the SHTA – in fact we designed and ran a national information campaign to promote this move and to educate citizens regarding the benefits of returning tourists at a time when many opposed this – fearing that visitors would import new and even more deadly strains of the virus.

The government was quick to note this return of better fortune, however there was a disinclination to interpret these strong numbers as what they in fact turned out to be – a false dawn which was not to be sustained. We see this now, with business for August 2023 8% down on August 2022. This is just one statistic of many which, collectively, indicate that our industry – having in the most part withstood and survived a global pandemic – is now more fragile than ever. Many of our present wounds have, sadly, been self-inflicted.

Why do I say this? Quite simply because as a destination Seychelles is falling behind the competition on a number of levels. This year the government has introduced a 2% turnover tax on larger properties and an environmental levy of varying amounts (despite the fact that all visitors interact with the environment in pretty much the same way, leading to the sad conclusion that one characteristic of this new levy is that it is a progressive indicative wealth tax). Together these twin initiatives – implemented with breath-taking incompetence (along with the Travizory fee) – have increased the cost of visiting Seychelles for all tourists. And this has happened at a time when other destinations who were slower than us in reopening after the pandemic are now not only catching us up but over-taking us. Destinations that are cheaper. Destinations which have greater conformity of high service standards. Destinations which can be reached by taking one airplane rather than two or three. Destinations where governments have supported their tourism industry, strengthening its efficiency and capability, and where imposing new taxes at a time of cautious recovery has not happened.

Let us be clear about one thing – SHTA can and will support both the tourism sector and the government of the day. Our preference is to do so without prejudice or favour, and to offer constructive criticism to policy makers which is given in the best interests of the nation, not the SHTA. It would be very easy for us to keep quiet when we observe policies being shaped by bureaucrats who have no knowledge or experience of our industry but who – dangerously - believe that they do. We could have opted for the quiet life, and I am certain that – had we elected to do so we would not have experienced the most senior leaders in our country attempting to cancel SHTA as an irrelevant body.

But how can a professional association with a Board and membership of vast experience turn a blind eye when the government embarks on policies which can effectively sabotage our industry?

We cannot. We have to respond with positive criticism and fight for the interests of our members. This position – our position – has led today to the regrettable situation where the SHTA is (considering) taking the government to court over the manner in which the environmental levy has been implemented – with properties seeing their staff acting as unpaid tax collectors and general apologists.

We have no idea where this action will take us but I'm sure that the outcome and consequences will be evident in the Chair's report at the next AGM.

Of course, there is a danger that the disagreements between the Association, our members and the government will overshadow the many important and positive achievements of the last two years. For example, SHTA's training programmes – always offered on all three principal islands and designed to respond to members' needs and priorities.  Our environmental protection work. Our involvement as a key player in a multitude of culinary events and competitions. Our educational work – you will recall that it was SHTA which established and resourced tourism clubs in our schools. And then there is the day-to-day support which our able Secretariat – Sheila Sicobo – provides to members. This can range from assisting with recovering debts to advice on statutory protocols such as those imposed by Public Health during the pandemic. If we don't have the answer to a problem we invariably know someone who does, whether that be a member of our Board or an outside agent.

At this point I would like to commend my colleagues on the Board for their conscientious support of SHTA and its members. I have indeed been fortunate to chair a Board with such immense experience and breadth of understanding. Their collective experience of contributing to the development of tourism in Seychelles stands literally at hundreds of years. I am sure that the quality and effectiveness of the SHTA Board will continue seamlessly following this morning's election.

Ladies and gentlemen. I am sure that the government will hear of my comments and will not be best pleased. They may well attempt to further discredit the SHTA and its integrity. This is their right of course, just as it is our right to point out two things:

The first is that we represent our members and the wider trade. This is our reason for existing. SHTA is a collective with not just extensive experience but also integrity and patriotism. We wish to see our nation progress and our sector develop responsive strategies to overseas competition whilst being supported by an informed government.

The second is that despite our differences SHTA stands ready to work with the government – particularly Finance and Tourism – in order to assist them. I believe that had SHTA been involved from the very beginning of the environmental levy implementation we could have helped the government avoid a number of embarrassing faux pas (remember the North Island guests destined to pay the lowest rate of levy?)

Similarly we wish to understand the government's priorities and strategic thinking. By working together we can achieve real progress. We need unity and not division, and SHTA is fully prepared to engage in dialogue in the interests of every single Seychellois and resident.

I sincerely hope – and I am sure that all sensible people will agree with me – that what we need is dialogue and not playground bullying.

I would like to close by thanking our members for their ongoing support, which provides the means for the SHTA to implement its policies and achieve its objectives. Your voices, expressed individually, join together within the Association to become a powerful choir.

Thank you for your kind attention. I wish you a pleasant rest of the meeting and may I be the first to wish you all a happy Christmas and wonderful new year, because - when all is said and done - nothing beats a bit of proactivity at the end of a speech, I hope you agree.

Good morning.

