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Before I start my introduction of our Keynote speaker Erika Harms, 
please allow me to extend to all of you a very warm welcome to 
Costa Rica.   
Costa Rica occupies a very large and important place in my heart.  
Through my participation in political life, I’ve been able to walk its 
roads, to visit all the districts and most communities. I‘ve been able 
to appreciate, not only the astonishing beauty of our land but, 
especially, as homes opened to share problems and expectations, 
I encountered the warmth, talent and generosity of our people. 
Inevitably, my commitment to social and economic equality has 
never diminished and although I have retired from political office, 
my desire to give back, to contribute to poverty alleviation remains 
a constant in my life. 
Today, I believe that the social, economic and environmental 
global crisis that we are going through is the product of the 
selfishness that prevails in the present economic model where the 
tutelage of governments is frequently absent. We live in a world 
where even impeccable macroeconomic data sometimes hides, at 
least in our region, the most horrible inequality and exclusion.  
To help mitigate this situation it is urgent to incorporate the 
concept of traveler’s philanthropy into the definition of responsible 
travel. As mentioned in the Travelers’ Philanthropy Handbook, 
Traveler’s philanthropy is really a core component of responsible 
tourism. It facilitates corporate engagement and good citizenship in 
tourism destinations. It supports innovation and creates 
possibilities for social transformation. It enables private action to 
address public needs. It generates social and environmental 
capital for conservation. It provides resources for social 
development and mitigates the impact of state economic policy. It 
is a cost effective means of delivering social and conservation 
services. Traveler’s philanthropy is also unique because long-term 
support is built in.  
Erika Harms is a young Costa Rican woman who is playing a 
critical role internationally in putting real standards and criteria to 
underpin what is meant by responsible travel. I’m sure her talk as 
well as the rest of the conference will enlighten us on the full 
impact responsible travel and travelers’ philanthropy can have 



upon the sustainability of social, environmental and economic 
development of host communities and destinations. 

Erika is daughter and nice of very dear friends of mine, the Salom 
Sisters: Azhyadee, her mother, Dyala and Zuleika, her aunts. I 
knew them well for their exceptional professional work and for their 
generous an intense involvement in political causes that we 
strongly supported: peace, strengthening democracy, conservation 
of nature and equal rights for women. I’m so very grateful to have 
the opportunity to present Erika tonight. I’m also very proud of her 
because she is a woman educated in our country who has reached 
a very important international position embodying the strong 
ethical and professional values that her family represents in Costa 
Rican society. 
 
Erika Harms is the Executive Director of the Global Sustainable 
Tourism Council (GSTC) and Senior Advisor on Tourism at the 
United Nations Foundation. In this role, Ms. Harms manages and 
oversees the implementation of activities under the framework of 
the GSTC, a cutting edge initiative that provides a clear set of 
standards, protocols, processes and measurements for how 
businesses can better the planet and practice sustainable tourism. 
As Advisor on Tourism Ms Harms supports the UN Foundation’s 
tourism and conservation efforts. An experienced executive who 
has a background in business, government, and philanthropy, Ms. 
Harms has focused on creating platforms to bring together the 
private and public sector in support of the United Nations’ 
conservation priorities, and has spearheaded initiatives such as 
the World Heritage Alliance for Sustainable Tourism and the 
Partnership for Global Sustainable Tourism Criteria. Each of these 
initiatives works with travel industry leaders including Fairmont, 
Mandarin Oriental, Grupo Plan, NatureAir, and Sabre/Travelocity. 
She joined the UN Foundation in 2001 , previously serving as the 
Executive Director for the Sustainable Development Program. 
Before joining the UN Foundation, Ms. Harms went to the United 
States as Deputy Chief of Mission and Consul General of the 
Embassy of Costa Rica in Washington, D.C. Prior to her diplomatic 
career, she worked for Monsanto Corporation as marketing 
manager for Central America and the Caribbean. 
From 1989 to 1995, she developed her passion for and knowledge 
of environmental issues while serving as a consultant in 



environmental law and policies for the government of Costa Rica, 
the World Bank, and local and international NGOs. 
Ms. Harms is a member of the WHA (?) Governing Body, the 
Board of the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the Board of 
the International Coral Reef Action Network (ICRAN), the Board for 
UNDP’s Equator Initiative, and the Board of Friends of Osa. She 
has served as a judge for the World Travel and Tourism Council 
(WTTC) Tourism for Tomorrow Awards, the National Geographic 
Geotourism Challenge, the Travel and Leisure Global Vision 
Awards, and Smithsonian Travel. In 2008, Conde Nast Traveler 
recognized Ms. Harms as a “Trail Blazer” in Sustainable Tourism. 
A 1991 graduate of the University of Costa Rica’s Law School, Ms. 
Harms holds a degree of Attorney at Law and Notary Public. In 
1995, she obtained her master’s degree in Business 
Administration and Natural Resource Management from INCAE, 
Central American Institute of Business Administration, in Alajuela, 
Costa Rica.  
Lets receive Erika with our enthusiastic applause  


