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Background  

Tourism is a foundational pillar of many Pacific Island economies, serving as both a major 
employer and a driver of inclusive, sustainable development. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the sector generated over $3 billion in annual visitor receipts (2019), equivalent to roughly 9–10% 
of regional GDP. Following a collapse in 2020–2021, the sector has shown a strong recovery. In 
2023, Pacific Island countries recorded approximately 2.64 million international arrivals, about 
88% of pre-pandemic levels, and key destinations such as Fiji and French Polynesia reached or 
exceeded their pre-pandemic visitor numbers.  

On average 10–12% of total employment across Pacific Island countries is accounted for by 
tourism going up to 35% or more in the most tourism-dependent nations. Cook Islands, Fiji, and 
Vanuatu each see roughly one-third of all formal jobs tied to the travel and tourism sector. In 
Palau, nearly 50% of the workforce is employed in tourism, essentially one in every two jobs. 
Even in smaller markets like Tonga and Samoa, tourism directly supports about 15–18% of total 
employment. In Fiji alone, the industry provides direct employment to over 40,000 people (around 
11% of the national workforce). Beyond its direct economic contribution, tourism acts as a 
powerful enabler of growth in other sectors. It stimulates demand for agriculture, financial services, 
transport, infrastructure, and supply chains, while bridging formal and informal economies. This 
broad employment base makes tourism indispensable for income generation and poverty 
alleviation across the region. 

 

The Pacific’s tourism economy is overwhelmingly SME-driver, with multinational playing a 

marginalized role. Across the region, 95% of tourism businesses are small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs), many of them led by women, which have been instrumental in creating 

opportunities for youth and rural communities. Therefore, the sector plays a critical role in social 
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equality, advancing gender inclusion and youth employment. Women comprise a significant share 

of the tourism workforce and are estimated to generate up to 90% of tourism income in the 

Solomon Islands, particularly in areas such as hospitality, handicrafts, and microenterprise. 

Tourism has thus served as a catalyst for inclusive growth, empowering women economically and 

integrating remote or underserved communities into national development. 

European visitor arrivals to the Pacific have shown a strong rebound following the pandemic-

induced collapse in 2020–2021. In 2019, over 228,000 EU tourists visited Pacific Island Countries 

and Territories, accounting for about 11–12% of all international arrivals. Numbers dropped by 

more than 80% during the pandemic but have since recovered steadily, reaching an estimated 

150,000 in 2022 and over 200,000 in 2023. Key destinations include Fiji, French Polynesia, the 

Cook Islands, and Vanuatu, with France, Germany, and the Netherlands among the leading 

source markets. Although Europeans represent a smaller share of total visitor arrivals compared 

to regional markets including Australia and New Zealand, they typically stay longer and spend 

more, making them a high-value segment for Pacific tourism. Targeted tourism and investment 

promotion could further strengthen EU–Pacific tourism links. 

Yet despite its strong potential, the tourism sector remains highly vulnerable to structural and 
environmental challenges. These include limited investment readiness, evolving policy and 
regulatory frameworks, climate risks and natural disasters, underdeveloped infrastructure and 
connectivity, and limited digital marketing and destination visibility. Tourism in the Pacific carries 
both opportunities and risks for sustainability. When designed and managed responsibly, it can 
drive economic diversification, community empowerment, gender inclusion, social equality, 
environmental conservation, and cultural preservation and valorisation. However, if poorly 
planned or unmanaged, tourism growth can contribute to ecosystem degradation and biodiversity 
loss. 

The EU has actively supported sustainable tourism in the Pacific through both regional policy 

engagement and strategic infrastructure investment. Launched in 2023, the Sustainable Tourism 

Enhancement in the Pacific (STEP) initiative, implemented with the Pacific Tourism Organisation 

(SPTO), is helping countries adopt sustainability standards and integrate resource efficiency into 

tourism policies. At the same time, under its Global Gateway strategy, the EU is financing critical 

infrastructure such as the planned port upgrade on Kiribati’s Kiritimati Island, which will improve 

maritime access for visitors and support inclusive tourism growth. 

This session will explore how Pacific Island countries can strengthen tourism as a resilient, 

inclusive, and sustainable sector. It will examine how to address key barriers such as investment 

readiness, climate vulnerability, infrastructure gaps, and SME financing challenges. The 

discussion will highlight opportunities to mobilize investment, particularly through EU initiatives 

such as Global Gateway, align efforts with the Pacific Sustainable Tourism Policy Framework 

2030. 
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Topics Driving the Panel Conversation 

1. Tourism Recovery and Resilience in the Pacific 

What is the current status of tourism recovery in the Pacific, and how can policymakers, 

private sector actors, and development partners work together to make the sector more 

resilient to future shocks? How can sustainability be integrated into the build-back-better 

agenda? 

 

2. Catalysing Investment in Sustainable Tourism 

How can Pacific Island countries strategically grow their tourism sectors while ensuring 

that development minimises environmental and climate impacts, supports cultural 

preservation, and delivers long-term community benefits? What innovative models, such 

as “green fees/taxes,” eco-tourism, or regenerative tourism (i.e. in Cook Islands and in 

Vanuatu), can generate revenue for conservation and cultural heritage without causing 

negative impacts such as waste generation, excessive energy consumption, or coastal 

erosion?   

 

3. Connectivity, Digital Transformation, and Destination Visibility 

How can digital tools improve the Pacific’s visibility in global tourism markets and connect 

remote operators to international demand? What steps are needed to strengthen online 

booking capacity to enable a more inclusive tourism ecosystem? How can governments 

and partners support tourism SMEs in adapting to new digital realities? 

 

Speakers 

Moderator: Mr Escipion Oliveira Gomez, Director of the Division of the Country Programme, 

ITC 

Panellists: 

• H.E. Tangariki Reete, Minister of Tourism, Commerce, Industry & Cooperatives, Kiribati (tbc) 

• Mr Viliami Takau, Vice-Chair of the Pacific Tourism Organisation (SPTO) and CEO of 

the Ministry of Tourism, Tonga  

• Ms Litia Mario, Executive Officer, Fiji Hotel and Tourism Association  

• Ms Carey Osborne, Cluster General Manager, Hilton Hotels & Resorts 
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Biographies 

Mr Escipion Oliveira Gomez, Director of the Country Programmes, ITC 

Escipión Oliveira-Gómez has 30 years of experience in drafting, managing, supervising, and 

evaluating multi-donor programmes and projects. His work focuses on 

the creation, strengthening and internationalization of MSMEs and 

business support organizations. He previously served as Assistant 

Secretary General for Structural Economic Transformation and Trade of 

the Organisation of African, Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS). He 

was responsible for implementing the OACPS-European Union’s Private 

Sector Development Framework, with a portfolio of over 20 programmes 

with a budget exceeding 600 million euros. 

 

H.E. Tangariki Reete, Minister of Tourism, Commerce, Industry & Cooperatives, Kiribati 
(tbc) 

Mr Viliami Takau, CEO, Ministry of Tourism, Tonga / Vice-Chair, SPTO 

 Mr. Viliami Takau, the Chief Executive Officer of Tonga’s Ministry of Tourism, 
is a seasoned leader with a Master’s in Entrepreneurship and a Bachelor of 
Commerce in Accounting from the University of Otago. He also serves as 
Deputy Chairman of the Pacific Tourism Organisation (SPTO), reflecting his 
regional influence. Since his appointment, Mr. Takau has led key initiatives 
including Tonga’s participation in the 2025 Osaka World Expo and the 
development of the Tourism Roadmap 2025–2030, which emphasizes 
sustainability, climate resilience, and digital innovation. Recognized for his 
collaborative leadership, he has championed partnerships such as the Pacific 

Business Confidence Index Survey and advocated for sustainable tourism policies like phasing 
out single-use plastics. His vision positions tourism as a driver of Tonga’s economic growth, 
resilience, and cultural promotion. 
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Ms Litia Mario, Executive Officer, Fiji Hotel and Tourism Association 

Litia Mario serves as Executive Officer at the Fiji Hotel and Tourism 
Association, where, as part of her role, she oversees the Association’s 
sustainability initiatives. Over the past year, she completed 
the GSTC Professional Certificate in Sustainable Tourism and is 
currently involved in the development of Industry Standards for Fiji. 
These standards will support the Ministry of Tourism and Civil 
Aviation’s upcoming sustainable practices recognition program that is 
being considered as part of the tourism legislative review process. 

 

Ms Carey Osborne, General Manager, Hilton 

Since joining the Hilton family in 2006 as part of the pre-opening 
team at Hilton Fiji, Carey has enjoyed a very successful and award 
winning career with Hilton across the Asia Pacific region spanning 5 
countries, 11 hotels and across 3 different brands. She re-joined the 
team in Fiji in August 2022 from her previous role as General 
Manager at DoubleTree by Hilton Melaka in Malaysia. Some of her 
achievements since relocating back to Fiji include leading the Fiji 

Properties to achieve record breaking GOP’s across and the highest GOP margins for 
the Hilton Australasia Portfolio while growing guest satisfaction as per Medallia, growing 
RGI by 21.5% and achieving the global Great Place To Work for the last 3 consecutive 
years. She successfully led the Hilton Fiji Beach Resort and Spa to be the second-
highest EBITDA contributor in the Hilton Australasia Portfolio. With her team, Carey also 
has a strong focus on community and was the first resorts in Fiji to launch “Soap for 
Hope”, Glass Crushing for bricks and Linens for Life programs – a first for Fiji which 
diverts product from landfill to support and assist in growing revenue streams for less 
fortunate communities. 

 


