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FIRST MINISTER CALLS ON TOP PERFORMERS IN THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS TO ENTER 

TOURISM AWARDS 
Tourism operators from across the Highlands and Islands are being invited to take part in the region’s most exciting and prestigious hospitality and tourism industry awards. 
And the organisers of the Highlands and Islands Tourism Awards (HITA) are delighted to announce that the Rt Hon Alex Salmond, MSP and First Minister of Scotland will be attending this year’s gala dinner and award ceremony on 21st November in Inverness.  The occasion is the hospitality and tourism industry’s event of the year at which the region’s top performers will be recognised in front of over 350 representatives gathering to celebrate all that is best in tourism in the Highlands and Islands.

The First Minister said: "The Highlands and Islands are steeped in our cultural and historical heritage and boast some of Scotland's most beautiful and wild scenery.  It is no wonder that tourism accounts for 13 per cent of all employment in the area. Tourism is a significant contributor to the Government's overarching aim to increase sustainable economic growth and with preparations for the Year of Homecoming 2009 already underway, we have even more opportunity to realise this goal. 

"These awards recognise the wealth of experience, the commitment and excellence of tourism operators in the Highlands and Islands. I look forward to attending the awards ceremony later this year and would encourage everyone who works tirelessly to extend such a warm welcome and high standard of service to Scotland's visitors to apply." 

There are 11 awards up for grabs this year.  Deadline for entries is Friday, 29th August and all applications should be entered online at www.highland-tourism-awards.co.uk, making this year’s system easier and more environmentally friendly.  Businesses, initiatives, projects and individuals can enter as many categories as are appropriate to their achievements.  

Categories include Tourism People Development for businesses which have achieved success by developing staff skills; Marketing Initiative for businesses and partnerships which can clearly demonstrate a successful and creative marketing initiative that has successfully brought additional visitors and income to the Highlands and Islands; Community Tourism for initiatives and projects where community groups and businesses have worked together to improve the way their destination caters for visitors; and Young Ambassador of the Year for young people under 25 years who have shown the passion, ambition and dedication required in the hospitality and tourism industry.  
Past winners of awards say they have all benefited from their success citing exposure and publicity as a catalyst to increased business, recognition of hard work and high standards, increased brand image and respect from 
peers.  

The shortlist will be announced in September and final award winners will be announced at a glittering awards ceremony and dinner at the Drumossie Hotel in Inverness on Friday, 21st November. 
Award categories this year are Best Visitor Experience, Community Tourism, Customer Care, Dining Out Experience, Innovation, The Green Award, Marketing Initiative, New Tourism Business, Tourism People Development, Highland Young Ambassador of the Year and Highland Ambassador of the Year.

Sponsors for 2008 are: Title Sponsor: Royal Bank of Scotland; Media Sponsor: Scottish Provincial Press; Scottish Natural Heritage, Bord na Gaidhlig, VisitScotland, VisitBritain, Historic Scotland, The UK Atomic Energy Authority, British Waterways, Macleod and MacCallum, The Highland Council, CalMac Ferries Ltd and theKeithconsultancy offering PR support.  
For further information on the awards and sponsors, or to enter the awards go to www.highland-tourism-awards.co.uk, call 01224 646488 or email tickets@highland-tourism-awards.co.uk.
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· Further media information from Caroline Keith at theKeithconsultancy on 01463 811000 or caroline@thekeithconsultancy.co.uk

