IMPACT NORMALIZED RELATIONS WITH CUBA WILL HAVE ON VIRGIN ISLANDS ECONOMY

Anthony Weeks, Managing Director of SEDI Senate Testimony on CUBA

Good afternoon Madam Chair Senator Millin Young, other Senators on the Committee of Economic Development, Planning & Agriculture, invited guests and the viewing and listening public.  My name is Anthony Weeks testifying on behalf SEDI (Strategic Economic Development Initiative), a macro-economic and public policy think tank here in the USVI, for which I am the Managing Director. 

Madam Chair it is very refreshing, and with a great deal of enthusiasm and anticipation of the hearing testimonies today from the various Lawmakers, Policymakers and the Private sector to begin discussions on the impact the restored relations between the United States and Cuba will have on the economy of the U.S. Virgin Islands. 

Senator your robust statement "It is prime time that we move swiftly as Caribbean and Latin America leaders, having the discussions about the positive and negative impact the normalization of Cuba will have on our economies, particularly in the area of tourism. The Caribbean Hotel and Tourism Association (CHTA) in a report dated June 18, 2015, stated that the biggest and most disruptive pebble to be dropped into the Caribbean pool in fifty years will arrive with the opening of travel to Cuba for United States citizens," is very timely!  Madam Chair this statement is very profound.  Let me tell why I say I say this Senators. 

Every leader should care about a trans-formative global economy!  Every leader should care about digitization and disruptive innovation.  Innovation in technology is disrupting every sector of the global economy.  And technology is encroaching in every facet of the physical world, and all of its physical attributes.  And if a society fails to stay ahead of the curve, disruptive technology will leave them behind.  We will see a transformation of the tourism industry by disruptive technology and innovation in social technology, and how the consumer/traveler will leverage their purchasing power on how and with whom they do business, which is happening right now online (Online Travel Sites Consolidations Expedia/Orbitz, Priceline/Booking.com, Social Travel Sites TripAdvisors, Airbnb) .  

Senators the opening up of CUBA can and will be very IMPACTFUL!  CUBA impact on the USVI and the region can be translated into an opportunity, only if we are proactive and strategic in taking the necessary steps and planning, to execute with a sense of urgency and with due diligence, and a state of readiness.  On the contrary, the option of doing nothing or doing very little on a cosmetic or surface level will be problematic for the USVI, because we are all competing for the same consumer dollars.

Madam Chair I have been in broadcasting for 12 years, and have been addressing and covering CUBA every year since the inception of my broadcast program without failure. This of course is prior to CUBA now being such fashionable and popular topic today.  I vividly recall people in the community, who were public officials, and in a position of authority describe my past disposition and timing of the subject matter as being irrelevant, and was not applicable to the USVI, or it will NEVER HAPPEN! But now I am sure would now say in hindsight consequently the discussion was definitely ahead of its time, and a forerunner on the issue of CUBA and its potential impact socially, geo-politically and economically for over a decade.  

So much so Senators SEDI's weekly radio and live streaming show on Monday's the Economic Roundtable & The Marketplace had a special guest most recently Dr. David Lewis from Manchester Trade, LTD., who is well invested in Cuba since his first trips in 1988. And I would like to share a little background on our guest and what he had to say:

"USVI needs to get on the ball and get into Cuba ASAP as you are also part of USA and can ride that wave with USG and business! We’re part of US Chamber of Commerce Cuba Working Group and US Government – Business Task Force on Cuba"

Dr. David Lewis, Vice President of Manchester Trade, Ltd, out of Washington, DC. Manchester Trade has over a decade of involvement in business facilitation in Cuba for corporate and government client. Dr. Lewis has been a frequent traveler to Cuba and has worked in/on Cuba since 1988.  Dr. David Lewis, Vice President, is an international trade and investment expert with over 20 years professional experience advising and working with governments, businesses, and international organizations in the Caribbean and Latin America.

According to Dr. Lewis indeed there will be demand-supply pressures on tourism, manufacturing, services, telecoms, logistics, etc from Cuba felt throughout the region, some more than others!  "We’ve been invested well in Cuba since my first trips in 1988 and in recent years we’ve been taking business missions from USA and PR.  Next one is Oct 1-8 for PR Manufacturers Association.  We’re also engaged with business clients from DR, Jamaica, Panama and Colombia too!  

Same time last year such travel was ILLEGAL for all US citizens except Cuban-Americans!!!!

Two million tourists visit Cuba during first half of 2015

Inter News Service - August 30, 2015

About two million tourists visited Cuba during the first half of the year, according to website Cuba debate.  At the end of last month, arrivals from international visitors recorded a 17% increase over January-July 2014. In other words, in the past seven months, 318,423 people more traveled to Cuba than in the same period last year.  Interestingly, most of these months are considered as off season. However, May, June and July account for much of the uptick, with an average increase rate of 22.6%.

Among international visitors, Canada, Germany, Britain, France, Italy and Mexico continue to lead the way, along with Venezuela, Argentina and Spain. Visitors from Japan, Turkey and the Philippines are among the fastest growing.

According to the National Bureau of Statistics & Information (ONEI by its Spanish acronym) almost 2.2 million people visited Cuba during the first half of 2015.

Of these, 26,830 were rated as “excursionists,” who ONEI defines as all visitors traveling to a country outside their country residence for less than 24 hours period, not including overnight stays and whose visit’s main purpose is not to exercise an activity remunerated in the visited country. These include cruise passengers and crews. Within this category, 8,411 were cruise passengers.

USVI Play Book/Game Plan will require a VERY STRONG Collaborative effort, and input between the Public and Private Sector community.  Leveraging our status as a US territory, to create and adopt laws, policies and applying regulations that are unique to the USVI. Leverage strategic business partnership, industrial and investment opportunities. Leverage Market Branding and Incentives opportunities.  Foster the required investment to develop a new education strategies/reprogramming, and a retooling effort in workforce development for our labor force.  Investing and shoring up our infrastructure, with a major long term play on technology, as the future growth and expansion of our local economy, to be a part of a more trans-formative global economy.  If we adequately embraced technology and the technology sector, it will provide exponential and scalable economic growth and prosperity for the USVI.  And if we don't, what we witnessed and are experiencing right now in the closure of HOVENSA, the economic fallout to the St. Croix community, and the overall USVI economy, CUBA will have same potential impact as the perfect storm to the USVI tourism product and industry!  Innovative Technology will be paramount and our secret weapon!
That being said and for the record, for the past 2 years SEDI has developed, and are in the process of introducing and rolling out its 3-5 year proposed major economic development plan initiative called StartUp VI, JumpStart Tourism (Crowd Sourcing Travel, Workation Incentive Program, St. Croix H.E.R Airport as a FifthFreedom Hub connecting the Caribben, CrowdJET PAC and KeyVac/KeyHos as a new type of lodging and Silicon Island Exchange, which has been submitted to the 31st Legislature via Senator Sammuel Sanes office for consideration for the full legislative body.  In the best interest time I have provide copies of the SEDI Economic Development JumpStartUp Tourism Initiative as exhibit document, and I am prepared to answer any questions to that end.

In closing let me say this, CUBA is going to require a tremendous capital investment at a minimum and in excess of $4 billion to build up its infrastructure and stimulate its economy, which will literally suck the air out of the room as it relates major investment dollars available to the Caribbean for development.  CUBA literally sits 90 miles off of the US mainland South Eastern City Miami, Florida, which will offer close proximity and ease of access once relationship between the US are Normalize.  Similar to what we see right now between Miami shores and quick trip over to the Bahamas.  According to the experts the CUBA factor is a 3-5 year window of opportunity to get it right.  Thank You.

