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With the arrival of the first Chamorro settlers over 
4,000 years ago, Guam began its long history of 
welcoming visitors. Thanks to the early vision of 
early tourism pioneers, Guam’s modern visitor 
industry started in the 1970’s and has since grown 
into the island’s number one industry.

Guam’s first hotel, the Pan American Hotel, was built in the village of Sumay in 
the 1930s.  In 1959, the Cli  Hotel in Agaña Heights was established, providing 
Guam’s first lodging and accommodations for travelers.

Guam’s growth into international tourism began in 1962, when President John 
F. Kennedy rescinded the Navy’s wartime authority to refuse entry to civilian 
visitors for security reasons. In 1967, Pan Am launched the first direct 
round-trip Guam-Tokyo route, ushering in the present-day tourism industry. 
The first international visitors were from Japan and the country remains today 
as the island’s most important source market.

Visitor arrivals and the infrastructure for accommodations began to grow in 
the 1970’s. By 1980, there were 2,345 hotel rooms and 300,763 annual visitor 
arrivals, and by 1990, the number of hotel rooms grew to 4,955 and Guam 
welcomed 780,404 visitors. 

Since 1990, growth has continued to a record 1.3 million arrivals in FY2013 
despite the challenges of a declining economy from Guam’s core feeder of 
Japan and a series of world events and natural disasters ranging from multiple 
super-typhoons to the impact of SARS, 9/11, an 8.1 earthquake, Middle East 
conflicts and a tragic airline crash. 

Guam’s growth in arrivals over the past two decades despite the challenges 
mentioned above came at an unfortunate cost: Guam developed a reputation 
as a nearby bargain destination. The industry had marketed Guam as “close 
and cheap” and as such, the destination gradually became highly 
commoditized and sold via a wholesaler-dominated, bargain basement sales 
approach. 

The selling of Guam as “close and cheap” was an approach that worked well 
at a time when Guam was a fledgling destination pursuing volume over 
quality. It brought visitors, albeit low spending budget travelers, and Guam 
benefited in the short term. However, over time this approach has negatively 
a ected the island’s reputation.

In Guam’s source markets, the destination eventually became known as a 
second-tier, low-quality budget destination. Discount air-hotel packages left 
little profit for service providers, including the agents who packaged and sold 
them. Bulk airline-agent seat blockages coupled with a lack of direct booking 
methods hindered the growth of higher spending, non-agent free 
independent travelers (FIT's). Guam has remained one of the very few 
completely wholesaler-dominated destinations in the world.

More recently, industry leaders have recognized the need to change the image 
of the destination, to promote FIT business, to increase the length of stay and 
to diversify the markets.

Efforts have begun by 
GVB and some progress 
has been made towards 
beginning to improve 
Guam’s image as a 
travel destination, but 
much remains to be 
done.

Where We’ve Been

© 2014 GVB
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