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Arlene White wants to make one thing abundantly clear: A new initiative by the Binational tourism Alliance to promote women in tourism isn't about bashing men. 

"This is about finally positioning women front and centre and promoting all the things they've done in this industry," said White, who is executive director of the BTA. 

Thursday night the group hosted its first women in tourism: Leading with Wisdom, Integrity and Tenacity session at Inniskillin Winery, aimed at showing the potential women working in the tourism industry can achieve. 

Held every other month at different tourism venues in Canada and the U.S., White said the sessions are part of the BTA's mandate of advocacy and education, not only about tourism issues in the binational region, but also for those who work in the industry. 

"This is really getting into the meat and potatoes of what the BTA is offering its members and the industry overall," she said. 

The inaugural meeting, she said, which features Inniskillin's public relations manager Debi Pratt as the guest speaker. 

"If you look at Debi in terms of what she's developed in terms of public relations and what's she has done in the community, those are attributes other women can aspire to and develop," White said. 

Pratt began her career in teaching, but signed on with Inniskillin in the early days of the winery, and forged a career in public relations over the years, helping to put Niagara wines on the map. 

With about 95 per cent of the tourism industry considered small or medium-sized businesses as Inniskillin was in those early years, White said many employees don't have the opportunity to take part in the types of career development sessions offered by large corporations. 

By putting together a group of women in tourism to talk about the issues affecting not only their industry, but about climbing the ladder in a business that is often seen as a secondary industry within the economy, White hopes to empower more young girls to consider tourism as a career and more women to reach for the glass ceiling. 

"There are barriers we need to break and the only way we can do that is to look at what we have and how we can elevate it to a new level," said White. 

She said men and women think differently not only about how day-to-day tasks should be performed, but about expectations in their professional lives and where they should be at different stages of their careers. 

Bringing women together in a "safe environment" where they can express concerns about the industry, the expectations they have of themselves and, that others have on them, White said, will not only enrich the women, but also the entire tourism industry. 

"Here's a chance to say, 'What am I doing, and how can I do it better?' in a safe environment," White said. "It's an opportunity to show their opportunities are unlimited." 

Thursday night's meeting will begin with a reception and registration at 5:30 p.m., followed by a brief introduction and announcements by White and Pratt's address at 6:15 p.m. The evening wraps up with a networking session at 7 p.m. 

Tickets cost $20 for BTA members and $25 for non-members and include hors d'oeuvres and a wine tasting by the Good Earth Cooking School, Inniskillin Winery and Jackson-Triggs Estate Winery and an information package about the group. 

To attend, call the BTA office at 905-354-5100 or log on to www.btapartners.com.
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