
 

March 31, 2011 

President Barack Obama 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue 
Washington, D.C. 20500 
 
Dear Mr. President: 
 
As CEOs of American firms and travel organizations that serve inbound international visitors to the 
United States, we write regarding your recent mission to South America.  We commend your team’s 
progress on trade and economic cooperation, as well as on an open skies agreement with Brazil and we are 
particularly encouraged by your statement that additional progress will continue to be made to help Brazil 
and Chile meet the requirements for the Visa Waiver Program (VWP).  For the U.S. travel and tourism 
industry, visa-free travel between our nation and these two countries is an urgent national economic 
priority. 
 
We know that Brazil and Chile do not qualify for VWP status today and we fully appreciate the strict 
national security rationale for this process.  Yet, both Brazil and Chile are close to meeting the visa refusal 
rate requirement to enter the program, making them prime candidates for formal VWP discussions – just 
as the U.S. has established with more than a dozen countries in the past – in order to ensure progress in 
this area is taking place. That is precisely why we request that as a follow-up to your meetings in Brazil and 
Chile, you direct the development of formal working groups with Brazil and Chile on the VWP. 
 
In 2009, the United States welcomed 15.7 million visitors from the 36 countries that currently qualify for 
visa-free travel – two-thirds of all overseas visitors. While here, they spent nearly $57 billion across 20 
travel-related industries, including lodging, dining and transportation, supporting 492,000 American jobs 
and generating $8.4 billion in government tax revenue. But when you look at our performance compared 
to the global travel market, it is clear that we are failing to meet our potential. 
 
Allowing visa-free travel for Brazil and Chile in the coming years would yield significant economic benefits 
for the United States at a time when the jobless rate remains close to 9 percent and recovery remains in a 
fragile state.  Entrance of Brazil and Chile into the VWP would energize the U.S. economy by allowing the 
U.S. to double visitation from these countries more quickly, thus generating $10.3 billion in export 
revenues and supporting 95,100 American jobs.  Brazil, with a population of nearly 200 million people and 
a gross domestic product exceeding a trillion dollars, represents a particularly ripe market for travel to the 
U.S.  In 2009, Brazilians spent $3.6 billion here, an average of $5,114 per visitor.  While the total number 
of Brazilians traveling to the U.S. has improved in recent years, the U.S. share of total long-haul outbound 
travel from Brazil is 15% below its 2000 share.   
 
In addition to its economic benefits, the VWP serves as an important public diplomacy tool, exposing 
foreign visitors to the attractions and values of America’s heartland.  Study after study has shown that 
foreign nationals who visit the U.S. return home with a far more positive view of our nation and policies.   
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Unfortunately not one country in South America is currently a member of the VWP.  Formalizing a 
discussion with Brazil or Chile about the VWP would be a welcome sign that the U.S. understands the 
value of increased bilateral travel with allies in South America.   
 
Demand to visit the U.S. is clearly present, but visa processing resources are not keeping up with demand, 
which places the U.S. at a competitive disadvantage.  Currently, thousands of Brazilians applying for a U.S. 
visa in Rio de Janeiro or São Paulo must wait approximately three months for a visa interview.  Beyond the 
delay in getting a visa interview, millions of potential visitors in Brazil do not live in a city with a U.S. 
Consulate and therefore must travel hundreds, if not thousands, of miles to apply for a U.S. visa.  The 
cost, planning and effort associated with traveling hundreds of miles to the nearest U.S. Consulate acts as 
an additional deterrent for legitimate travelers seeking to visit the U.S.  Meanwhile, our competitors for 
travel business – all of South America, the European Union, Russia and New Zealand -- provide Brazilian 
and Chilean citizens visa-free privileges for short-term visits.   
 
We were very pleased that you took time during your public remarks in South America to focus on visa 
policies.  While in Chile on March 21, you said that enhanced travel between our two countries “would 
strengthen the ties that already unite us” and that the United States “will keep working with Chile’s 
government to satisfy some of the requirements to enter into the [Visa Waiver] program.” 
 
Likewise, you stated in Brazil on March 19 that “there’s been some work done on extending visas for both 
countries, and although we haven’t gotten all that worked through, we are making progress, and will 
continue to do so.” 
 
On that occasion, you also observed that “the true potential of our partnership will only be realized by 
forging relationships between our people – between business leaders, entrepreneurs, scientists, engineers, 
teachers, students and more than one million citizens who travel to the U.S. and Brazil every year.” 
 
We agree wholeheartedly.  By encouraging greater inbound international travel to the United States – 
especially from friendly nations with pent-up demand like Brazil and Chile – we will support our global 
competitiveness by creating American jobs that cannot be outsourced.  We fully understand the strict 
criteria that govern entry into the VWP.  In this context, we appreciate your endorsement of initiating a 
bilateral discussion with Brazil and Chile and encourage a formal framework that will demonstrate 
measurable progress toward this joint objective.  
 
Thank you again for your initiative in undertaking your South America visit, demonstrating once again 
your commitment to the impact of face-to-face meetings.  We look forward to working closely with you in 
the months ahead on this and other issues. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Our Nation’s Leading Businesses 
 

 

Jim Abrahamson 
President, The Americas 
IHG InterContinental Hotels Group 

Jim Atchison 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
SeaWorld Parks & Entertainment  
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David Audrain 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Messe Frankfurt North America 

Bjorn Bieneck 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
B-FOR International 

Stephen J. Cloobeck 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Diamond Resorts International 

Chris Elwell 
President 
Third Door Media, Inc.  

Gary T. Fitzgerald 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Meister Media Worldwide 

Howard Frank 
Vice Chairman and Chief Operating Officer 
Carnival Corporation & plc  

Hubert Joly  
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Carlson 

Fredrik M. Linder 
President 
New Hope Natural Media 

Stephen P. Joyce 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Choice Hotels 

J.W. Marriott, Jr. 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Marriott International 

Robert F. Mikulas 
President and Chief Executive Officer Controlled 
Marketing Conferences, Inc 

James J. Murren 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
MGM Resorts International 

Christopher Nassetta 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Hilton Worldwide 

Peter W. Nathan 
President 
PWN Exhibicon International, LLC 

Ronald Nelson 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer  
Avis Budget Group 

Joseph V. Popolo, Jr. 
Chief Executive Officer 
Freeman 

Mary Beth Rebedeau 
President 
The Rebedeau Group 

Sharon T. Rowlands 
Chief Executive Officer 
Penton Media, Inc. 

Larry Schur 
President and Chief Operating Officer 
All Baby & Child Corporation 

John Sprouls 
Chief Executive Officer 
Universal Orlando  

Tom Staggs 
Chairman 
Disney Destinations, LLC 

Andrew C. Taylor 
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer 
Enterprise Holdings, Inc.  
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Jonathan Tisch 
Chairman and CEO 
Chairman of the Board of Directors, Loews 
Corporation and Chairman and Chief Executive 
Officer, Loews Hotels  

Frits D. van Paasschen 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worldwide, Inc. 

 
Our Nation’s Premier Associations 
 

 

Roger J. Dow 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
U.S. Travel Association  

Sheila Armstrong 
Co-Founder and Executive Director 
U.S. Cultural & Heritage Tourism Marketing  

Terry Dale 
President 
United States Tour Operators Association 

Christine Duffy 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Cruise Lines International Association 

Frank J. Fahrenkopf, Jr. 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
American Gaming Association 

Joseph Fassler 
Chairman 
National Park Hospitality Association 

Michael D. Gehrisch 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Destination Marketing Association International 

Tony Gonchar 
Chief Executive Officer 
American Society of Travel Agents 

John H. Graham IV, CAE 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
ASAE 

Steven Hacker 
President 
International Association of Exhibitions and Events  

C. Todd Hamilton 
Executive Director 
Receptive Services Association of America 

Andrew A. Ingraham 
President and CEO, National Association of  
Black Hotel Owners Operators & Developers Inc.  

Wayne Ingram 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
National Tourism and Heritage Association 

Jay Karen 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Professional Association of Innkeepers International 

Michael P. Kercheval 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
International Council of Shopping Centers 

Bruce MacMillan 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Meeting Professionals International 

Rosemary McCormick  
President 
Shop America Alliance 

Susan Mosedale, IOM 
Executive Vice President and Interim COO, International 
Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions  
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Howard Nusbaum 
Chief Executive Officer 
American Resort Development Association  

Victor S. Parra 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
United Motorcoach Association 

Greg Principato 
President 
Airports Council International-North America 

Donald G. Schumacher, CSEE 
Executive Director 
National Association of Sports Commissions 

Deborah Sexton 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
PCMA 

Lisa Simon 
President 
National Tour Association 

Dawn Sweeney 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
National Restaurant Association 

John Tanzella 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
IGLTA 

 
Local and State Travel Leaders 

 

 
Barry H. Biggar 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Fairfax County Convention & Visitors Corporation 

 
Steve Bone 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Huntington Beach Marketing and Visitors Bureau 

Cole Carley, CDME 
President and Chief Executive Officer  
Fargo-Moorhead Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Bonnie Carlson 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Destination Bloomington, MN 

Paul Catoe 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Tampa Bay & Company 

Jack M. Cohen 
Executive Director 
Butler County Tourism & Convention Bureau  

Peggy Coleman 
President 
Steuben County Conference & Visitors Bureau 

Larry Cox 
Chief Executive Officer 
Memphis International Airport  

Dorothy Coyle 
Executive Director 
Chicago Office of Tourism and Culture 

J. Keith Crisco 
Secretary of Commerce 
The State of North Carolina 

Joe D'Alessandro  
President and Chief Executive Officer 
San Francisco Travel Association 

Todd Davidson 
Chief Executive Officer 
Travel Oregon  
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Paul Decker 
President 
Valley Forge Convention and Visitors Bureau, Ltd. 

Leon Downey 
Executive Director 
Pigeon Forge Department of Tourism 

Amir Eylon 
State Tourism Director 
Ohio Tourism Division  

Jeff Fegan 
Chief Executive Officer 
DFW International Airport 

Elliott Ferguson 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Destination DC 

Jack P. Ferguson 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Philadelphia Convention & Visitors Bureau 

George Fertitta 
Chief Executive Officer  
NYC & Company 

Kenneth J. Fischang, CHME, CMP 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Sonoma County Tourism Bureau 

Larry Friedman 
Interim Director 
Nevada Commission on Tourism 

Matt Gaffney  
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Capital Region USA 

Maura Allen Gast 
Executive Director 
Irving Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Nicki E. Grossman 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Greater Fort Lauderdale Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Misti Kerns, CMP, CDME 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Santa Monica Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Anne LeClair, CAE,CDME 
President and CEO, San Mateo County/ 
Silicon Valley Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Meryl Levitz 
President and CEO 
Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corp. 

Mark Liberman 
President and CEO, LA INC.  
The Los Angeles Convention and Visitors Bureau 

Ann Marie Maher 
Executive Director, Prince William &  
Manassas Convention and Visitors Bureau 

Bill Malone 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Park City Chamber/Bureau 

Joseph R. McGrath 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
VisitPittsburgh 

Jeff Miller 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Travel Portland 

DT Minich, CDME 
Executive Director 
Visit St Petersburg/Clearwater 

Tim Newman 
Chief Executive Officer 
Charlotte Regional Visitors Authority 
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John W. Moore 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Greater Memphis Chamber 

Tom Norwalk 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Seattle’s Convention and Visitors Bureau 

Greg Ortale 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Greater Houston Convention & Visitors Bureau 

William Pate 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Atlanta Convention & Visitors Bureau 

J. Stephen Perry 
President and Chief Executive Officer New 
Orleans Convention and Visitor Bureau 

Tamara Pigott 
Executive Director 
Lee County Visitor & Convention Bureau 

Rossi Ralenkotter  
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority  

John Reyes 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Monterey County Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Rachel Sacco 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Scottsdale Convention & Visitors Bureau  

Gary Sain 
President and Chief Executive Officer  
Visit Orlando 

Richard W. Scharf 
President and CEO, Visit Denver  
The Denver Convention & Visitors Bureau 

William D. Talbert, III, CDME 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Greater Miami Convention & Visitors Bureau 

Joseph D. Terzi  
President and Chief Executive Officer San Diego 
Convention & Visitors Bureau 
  

Mark W. Thompson 
Director 
Plano Convention and Visitors Bureau  

Mary Kay Vrba 
Executive Director  
Dutchess County Tourism 

Jack W. Wert, FCDME 
Executive Director and CEO, Naples, Marco Island, 
Everglades Convention & Visitors Bureau 

James T. Wood, FCDME 
President and Chief Executive Officer Louisville 
Convention & Visitors Bureau  
  

 

 

CC:    The Honorable Hillary Clinton, Secretary of State 
  The Honorable Janet Napolitano, Secretary of Homeland Security  
             The Honorable Gary Locke, Secretary of Commerce  
             The Honorable Ron Kirk, United States Trade Representative 


