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Colombia is considered to be one of the most dangerous countries in the world. Citizens of many countries are advised by their governments not to travel to Colombia because they could get kidnapped, mugged or even killed. 

On the other hand, when you look at any tourist guide, it always says that Colombia is a wonderful country, a ‘must go’ destination, a forbidden jewel, etc. And almost invariably it mentions that Bogota (the capital) has very good museums.

In the past five years the security situation has improved and the country is now undertaking a very aggressive touristic campaign around the world. Nowadays the number of tourists visiting Colombia has increased considerably and Colombians are slowly getting used to see people from other parts of the world.

However, having no tourist tradition, visitors from other countries still seem to be very exotic for Colombians. The same happens with museums. Their main public is local and in most cases they do not even consider internal tourists as part of their target audiences.

A couple of big national museums have started to make changes in order to help foreigners have a more pleasant visit (i.e. audio guides in different languages). The problem is that those isolated efforts are not part of a national or even local policy. Museums work independently from each other, and have no relation to the new tourist offices. Websites are usually difficult to access (even for Spanish speakers) and there seems to be no plans of promoting museums as a tourist attraction.

So, what can Colombian museums do about it? 
I want to explore the possibilities and opportunities of Colombian museums, from the big national museums, that are somehow visible for the tourist (at least architecturally speaking) to the small ones, which have so much to offer, not only to the local community but to the world. 

What has been done?
· Tourism strategies: As noted above, in recent years the Colombian government has undertaken an aggressive campaign to attract tourist mainly from the USA, Europe and Latin America. However, national campaigns remark and rely on the natural wonders of the country rather than the cultural ones (i.e. “Colombia: Potency by nature”; “Colombia, the only risk is wanting to stay”). A lot of money has been put in to the creation, design and marketing of a country brand (“Colombia is passion”) that has been much criticised because the same could be said of many countries and does not really represent an exclusive Colombian feature or attraction. 
In Bogotá, the latest tourist campaign (“So, what do you know about Bogota?”) tries to point out unknown and appealing facts about the country’s capital. These facts range from religion, medicine, economy, weather and restaurants to shopping, event facilities and culture. However, the facts that are pointed out in the cultural offer have no relationship whatsoever with museums. 

· Tourist Information Centres: In the past three years, there have appear Tourist Information Centres not only in the airport and the city centre but in strategic points on the city (malls, parks, etc...). Although the information about museums in this TIC is very limited (addresses, opening times and type of collection), they are a first step in the process of creating a tourism policy related with museums.

· Free publications (“Ciudad viva”): This is a free publication that is distributed in most museums and city council offices. It is produced by the government of Bogotá and it has a list of all cultural events that will take place over the month. As in the TIC, the information available of every museum and exhibition is very limited and is designed primarily to inform about dates and opening hours. This kind of publication should in time become a space for critic and review of museums and exhibitions, generating interest and expectancy in the potential visitors. 

· “Siga esta es su casa” program: This scheme was created 10 years ago to encourage local citizens to visit museums. The last Sunday of every month the entrance to the museums that participate in the program (almost all the museums in Bogota) is free of charge. The program has been incredibly successful and every month there are long queues outside every museum. Museums in Bogota are relatively cheap (between 1 to 2 Euros) and this program shows that there is an interest in museums and puts over the table the long discussion of the convenience of making museums free of charge.

· Souvenirs: Although museums have struggle in the last 10 years to open shops, and in fact, there is a small shop in most museums in Bogotá, the majority has not developed a proper corporate souvenir offer. However, in the past 2 years small museums have been investing in the design of simple, smart and cheap souvenirs that are attractive to tourists. 

· Programming – Publications: Big museums have established a monthly programming that is distributed freely in other museums and delivered by mail to “friends of the museum”. This has encouraged small museums to do the same and in the past few years the public awareness about the activities offered by museums has significantly increased.

Improvement strategies:
· Orientation: A few years ago it was impossible to find a decent map of Bogotá, let alone a free map for tourists. Nowadays, the government has created Tourist Information Centres that provide tourist (only international ones ¿?) with free maps of the city. However there is no significant information about museums in that map and the graphic solutions for the representation of the city centre (the area with the most museums) is terrible. 

· Signal design unification: In many cities of the world, museums of all kinds have adopted a unified design (size, design, materials, etc.) for their entry signs. That is not the case in Colombia, where museums come in all shapes and sizes and in most of them it is impossible, looking from the outside of the building, to know that they are in fact a museum.

· Reorganization of collections: As in most developing countries, the management of national collections leaves much to be desired. There are pieces spread across different museums that belong in other collections and make no sense in the exhibition that contains them. It is vital that at least national collections are reorganized to enrich and complete the collections they should belong to.

· Museum connections and routes: Almost every museum in Colombia struggles for its survival alone. Only a handful of museums belong to the Ministry of Culture and there is a National Network of Museums which has very limited resources. There are no connexions (conceptual, physical or of any kind) among museums. Having Bogota a city centre filled with museums, it would be very easy to connect the themes of most museums in this area, as they complement each other. These connections would generate specific routes that tourist could follow and get a better understanding of Colombian history, art, etc. 

· Tickets / souvenirs: Museums in Colombia have not realized that entry tickets could be a powerful souvenir and become an element for remembrance and promotion of the museum. 

· Multiple / Tourist passes: As noted above, museum entries in Colombia are extremely cheap. However, the strategy of offering tourists a “museum card” (as in many big cities in the world) goes beyond the saving of a few euros, and becomes a marketing strategy for not so well known museums. Buying a card that allows you to enter a series of museums forces (at least psychologically) the buyer to visit museums that otherwise he would not have visited. These types of cards are a very efficient strategy for small museums to benefit from the fame of big national museums.

· Opening hours and closing days alternation: Almost every museum in Bogota closes on Monday and opens from 10am to 5pm. But what if you are a tourist and come to the city on a Monday? There are no options. Museums should talk among themselves and agree an alternation in the days they close, to offer not only tourist, but visitors in general, a permanent cultural offer. This idea should also consider to extend (on certain days) the opening hours in order to offer the city at least one cultural option every day later than 5pm. 

· Publicity: Publicity of exhibitions and museums in Colombia is almost nonexistent. It is limited to blockbuster exhibitions and reopening of big museums. TV commercials and big ads on the streets have very high costs and most of the media exposure museums achieve is through free press on TV news and in articles in the entertainment section of newspapers. However, these kinds of media (TV news and newspapers) are something that the regular tourist has no interest in. In many cities of the world, museums have realized that tourists are exposed specially to publicity in public transportation, shops, hotels, restaurants and touristic sites. Most museums in Colombia have leaflets and brochures to invite visitors, but these are available only in the museums and not in hotels, shops or restaurants.
Just 8 years ago, Bogotá inaugurated a modern transport system (with fixed stops, stations, and unified vehicles). However, no museum has explored the possibility of advertising either in the buses or in the new bus stops, which have been designed to have generous (and cheap) publicity spaces. 

· Internet: Many museums in Colombia have websites. However most of them are very precarious and have a very poor graphic design and interactive structure. Museums websites should go beyond an electronic leaflet and include interactive features that really encourage potential visitors to go to the real museum. Websites should provide, among other features, virtual visits, custom made visits, virtual collections, games, links, spaces of participation (web 2.0), etc. They must have permanent actualization and provide reliable and up-to-date information about prices, opening hours, schedules, agendas, programs and cultural offer in general. Museums should also explore the possibilities of different types of websites, as blogs, facebook, myspace, youtube, mobile phone networks, etc.

· Tackle sensitive and contemporary issues: Apart from all the strategies noted above, which are somehow obvious, my believe is that museums are instruments of social change. In Colombia, museums are very shy to treat contemporary issues that are, unfortunately, very sensitive. War, guerrillas, paramilitary groups, corruption, etc... are subjects that Colombians have to live with every day, but that are not analyzed, researched or just properly exposed (not even by the media). Museums should become places for the discussion of contemporary problems that affect not only Colombians but the rest of the world population (such as drugs, terrorism, etc...). Unfortunately that is the part of Colombia that most foreigners know about and it is indeed something they want to see and even experience when they are tourists (there is even a new growing phenomena called narcotourism). 
Colombians spend more time wondering about the image of the country in the rest of the world that actually doing something to change it. Museums should be the places to face that reality with sincerity, leaving aside the politically correct positions in which most museums feel comfortable. Museums should be the places where Colombians could think and have a reflexion about the past and present and tourists could understand the whys and hows of a series of phenomena which occur in a very complex part of the world.

Conclusions:
All of the strategies mentioned above (but the last) are very simple to undertake. However, they are part of a joint effort which implies that museums must first come together and be united as a solid and coherent sector in order to become relevant and visible for national tourism authorities (or at least local city ones), ministries and organizations that will create new national tourism programs that consider museums to be an integral part. 

This of course implies planning, an unfamiliar concept for must museums or cultural organizations in Colombia. And planning in its broader sense, not the internal “quality improvement” plans or ISO 9000 type of planning. Museums should start thinking that they should plan the future together, as part of a city (or a country) that has more museums and whose cultural heritage exceeds the richness of its collection (1 + 1 its way more than 2!). We have been hearing for the last 30 or so years that the new Museology considers not the building, the collection and the public but a territory, a heritage and a participative community and I strongly think it is time (at least in Colombia) to actually put those words in to practice. No more thinking about a single wonderful museum but a cultural network. No more thinking about how wonderful a collection is but how it could be a part of something else. No more thinking about the local public but how to attract the world to it.

The last strategy, by nature, is something that could not be part of a national policy as it should not be something imposed from government bodies. Museums should do it because the strongly believe in their social role and are willing to take risks. It is not an easy road, but if museums do not do it, who will?





