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It’s National Travel and Tourism Week. Let’s use the occasion to think about how the travel industry can jumpstart the American economy. It’s a vital part of our economic health, and we need to urge our elected officials to make travel easier – easier for Americans traveling around their own country, and easier for international visitors coming to the U.S. 

Travel and tourism is one of America’s largest industries, employing more workers than both the insurance and auto industries. In 2010, it generated $1.8 trillion in economic output, and it delivered $118 billion in tax revenues. In fact, without travel and tourism’s contribution to the tax base, each household would be taxed an additional $1,000 per year. 

Simply put: travel matters. It matters with job creation, productivity and regional economic expansion. Travel matters to our national economy, and it matters right here in NAME OF CITY. 

Consider the impact that thousands of leisure and business travelers create on our city’s hoteliers, restaurateurs, retailers, museums and countless other businesses. INSERT LOCAL IMPACT STATEMENT. 

With such economic importance, travel should be easy and accessible. But as anyone who has recently flown knows, air travel headaches and hassles are getting worse. Airport security is slow and invasive; flights are often delayed or canceled. And the challenges involved in getting a tourist visa are deterring millions of international visitors from coming to the U.S.  

Here are three ways to fix current problems and get one of our strongest economic industries back on track:

Trusted Traveler Program

When it comes to airport security, the stakes are high and all travelers need to be kept safe. But security and efficiency do not need to be incompatible.

Current airport security policy takes an inefficient one-size-fits-all approach, and it’s discouraging many Americans from flying. 

The U.S. Travel Association proposes a solution: implement a Trusted Traveler program. This would allow any American to become verified as a “trusted traveler” by volunteering background information and meeting criteria that is similar to what is required for airport personnel to gain access to sensitive areas of an airport. With Trusted Traveler status, a passenger would then be allowed to utilize a separate, more efficient screening lane and would undergo less physical screening before boarding an airplane. 

According to U.S. Travel, fewer security hassles would encourage the average traveler to take two to three more trips per year, contributing nearly $85 billion to the economy and creating 880,000 jobs. 

Create a Smarter Visa System

Between 2000 and 2010, the world travel market grew by 60 million travelers. But in 2010, the U.S. welcomed only a fraction more than it did a decade earlier – just 1 percent. The problem?  Before visiting the U.S., many international travelers from non Visa Waiver Program countries, such as those from high-spending markets like Brazil, China and India, must first pay a non-refundable $140 for a visa application, often wait weeks for a mandatory in-person interview at a U.S. consulate and frequently travel great distances just to reach the interview location. And this cumbersome and costly process does not guarantee approval for a visa to visit us.

Overseas visitors pump money into our economy – $4,000 per visitor on average. But with the uncertainty, expense and delay surrounding our visa process, many decide simply to go elsewhere – and they take their checkbooks with them. 

It’s time to make our visa process more efficient, less uncertain and more respectful of travelers who want to visit the U.S. 

Cut Down on Airport Delays

Americans are fed-up with flight delays and cancellations, and this frustration translates into less travel. But there is good news: the House and Senate recently passed the FAA reauthorization bill with bipartisan support – legislation that will modernize the air traffic control system to reduce delays and cut down on airport congestion.

A modernized air traffic control system will ensure more flights are on time and that travel is more enjoyable. And, according to the U.S. Travel Association, fewer delays could boost travel spending by $17 billion and support 155,000 U.S. jobs. 

Let’s use National Travel and Tourism Week as an occasion to urge our local leaders and elected officials to make travel easier, more efficient and more fun. And, in the meantime, pack a suitcase and take a trip. Think of it as your personal contribution to the economic recovery. 
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