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to ratify the second version of the Peace Agreement presented on Nov. 24, 
ending hostilities will play a central role in the agenda of the government 
over the coming months.

For the Colombian population, the peace process brings hope and fear 
in equal portions. Leading media companies such as Caracol have the re-
sponsibility of providing Colombian society with a large amount of balanced, 
unbiased information. Its president, Gonzalo Córdoba Mallarino, is adamant 
that the positive side of Colombia has to be projected inside and outside the 
country. “On the news, you see conflicts in the Middle East, hunger in Af-
rica, division in Europe and polarization in the U.S. In a world where failure 
stories abound, Colombia is a success story,” he asserts. 

Some studies suggest that, without the underlying conflict, Colombia’s 
economy would be between 15% and 20% richer. Indeed, peace is closely 
linked with opportunities, not only economic but also social. It is imperative 
that the country’s leading institutions fully comprehend their ability to help 
overcome over 50 years of internal conflict by instilling values and bringing 
education to remote areas.

The rector at Universidad Santo Tomás, Fray Juan Ubaldo López Sala-
manca, emphasizes how universities can play a role by creating opportuni-
ties for everybody. “When it comes to the peace agreements, society is a 
little divided,” he says. “As a Catholic university, we aim to do three things: 
humanize, evangelize and serve.” Founded in 1580 by the Dominican Order 
(Order of Preachers), Universidad Santo Tomás is the oldest university in 
Colombia and the fifth-oldest on the continent. Most of its students come 
from middle-income families, and 7,000 of its 33,000 students receive 
some kind of financial compensation.

Universidad Santo Tomás was one of the first universities to implement 
correspondence courses in Colombia, and today it has 23 CAUs (remote 
support centers for its long-distance education community) that allow it to 

bring education, and thus future possibilities, to the remotest areas of the 
country. “In order to enable reconciliation, universities need to reach out to 
the rural population and contribute to the healing of the minds and bodies 
of those that have been affected by the conflict,” he states. Facing matters 
head-on, the university has created a chair for peace, a Victimology Institute, 
and almost 20 years ago implemented a Social Communication for Peace 
Department.

Looking ahead, the university will keep developing in all the cities 
where it is present, spreading the values of justice, sustainability, peace and 
interest in the common good. Internationalization is also an essential part of 
its 2016-27 development plan, specifically increasing the mobility of its stu-
dents across the globe, thereby opening their horizons. “On an institutional 
level, I would like to put the university on the map, both nationally and 
internationally. It is a gradual process that started with the exceptional work 
of my predecessors,” says López Salamanca. The Dominican Order was 
founded in 1216 and is celebrating an important 800th anniversary this 
year. “Our order will continue doing important things throughout the world 
and preaching through education,” López Salamanca adds.

Peace is expected to attract a new wave of tourism 
Resolving the peace process will benefit the tourism sector, improving 
Colombia’s international image. As one of the most biodiverse countries in 
the world, with an important cultural heritage, and as the only South Ameri-
can country with coastlines on both the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean 
Sea, Colombia undoubtedly has the potential for becoming a major tourist 
destination. 
    Grupo GHL operates more than 65 hotels in 13 countries, some of them 
under their own GHL brand, and others under brands such as Sheraton, 
Hyatt, Wyndham, Radisson and Sonesta. Previously, international hotel 
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brands were hesitant about coming to Colombia; 
the market was complex, and the country had a 
suboptimal reputation. In this context, GHL was 
the pioneer to bring international franchises to 
Bogotá. “Still today, all our operations in Colombia 
are backed by Colombian investors, just like in 
every other country, such as Ecuador and Peru. In 
the Colombian hotel industry foreign investment 
remains rare, but I’m confident that will change in 
the future,” says Jorge Londoño Riani, president 
of Grupo GHL.
   After Bogotá, Cartagena receives the most tour-
ists to Colombia. It is the fifth-largest city in the 
country and has a diverse cultural offering. Home 

to the most important port in the country and one of the most significant 
in Latin America, Cartagena has a solid and balanced economic structure. 
Cartagena’s mayor, Manuel Vicente Duque Vásquez, says, “Cartagena is 
a magical city, highly appreciated for its beauty and for the warmth of its 
people. We have a strong cultural heritage and world-class cuisine. Overall, 
the city is very safe too—an attribute not all Colombian cities can boast. We 
are working on several projects to double the number of tourists over the 
coming years.” 

The city of Cartagena is currently negotiating with various international 
hotel chains (Sheraton, Four Seasons, Melià and Hyatt among them) to 
increase the number of hotel rooms in Cartagena. The city is also working to 
improve tourism infrastructure. “We have plans for Barú, a beautiful, virgin 
island just 10 minutes from Cartagena with enormous potential,” reveals 
Duque Vásquez. Improved air connections with Europe are also a priority. 
“The U.S. is one of our most important sources of tourism to the city, which 

is why we have direct flights to New York, Miami 
and Atlanta.” However, the 30,000 tourists arriv-
ing from Europe currently need to come through 
Bogotá. “We want to change that by establishing 
direct flights,” he says.

Often dubbed the Oscars for tourism, the 
2016 World Travel Awards declared Cartagena 
the leading destination in Colombia. “I believe that 
those recognitions are the result of many years 
of sound initiatives on our part,” adds Duque 
Vásquez. “All our efforts have the objective of 
attracting more tourists and offering them a great 
experience. This award fills us with pride, and at 
the same time it obliges us to keep working on improving the sector.” Carta-
gena’s tourism sector is certainly poised for further growth. However, Duque 
Vásquez knows that there are obstacles to overcome in the city too. With 
social inequality as the backbone of his mandate, he is concerned about 
fighting poverty and working for those displaced by the war.

Cartagena’s strong construction and logistics sectors complement its 
robust tourism sector. All three areas are expected to be important growth 
drivers in the city. The public and private sectors are cooperating to attract 
and retain investments in the city. As Duque Vásquez says, “peace will bring 
tourists and investors to the country, which in turn will bring jobs and oppor-
tunities. It will be a virtuous circle, but we need to plant the seed first.” He 
points out that “in any case, the peace process has positioned the country 
on the map, and that’s already very positive.” Thanks in no small part to 
Duque Vásquez’s vision, Cartagena is working hard to increase its capacity 
to host tourists, to be more equitable and to capitalize on its nickname, the 
City of Peace.  www.businessoutlook.co.uk
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