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Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy - Tour Operat or Sector 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The current boom in consumer awareness with regard to environmental and social issues has 
greatly impacted communities and industries throughout the world. This growing trend has also 
impacted the travel and tourism industry.  Now, more than ever, travel companies and 
organizations are seeking ways to give back to the communities and environments they visit. 
Travelers’ philanthropy is not a new concept, but as awareness and access to sustainable 
tourism increases, environmentally and socially conscious travelers are now more likely to visit 
destinations that are working to serve the greater good.  
 
Tourists are now demanding opportunities to contribute to the alleviation of some of the 
inequities in the modern world. Together, with pioneering companies and organizations, 
travelers are leveraging the travel industry as a significant force for social good. The travel 
industry is now recognized as a means to advance social justice, economic development, 
biodiversity, environmental protection, cultural preservation, volunteerism and philanthropy. 
Although only a fraction of travel companies are currently engaging in any form of travelers’ 
philanthropy, this movement has the potential to improve millions of lives worldwide.  At its 
core, it’s about enriching the lives of others, caring for the environment, and forming mutually 
beneficial relationships between locals, businesses and travelers.  
 
For socially conscious travelers, participating in travel philanthropy has never been easier. 
Travelers today can donate their time while vacationing, for example, in as little as a few hours 
to a week as opposed to the long term commitments of the past.  While a deeper relationship 
may require an extended trip, a meaningful experience can happen in a brief period of time.  
 
Not only do travelers want to gain an insight into local cultures and environments during their 
trip, they also want the additional satisfaction of giving back to the destinations they visit.  A 
recent study sponsored by MSNBC and Condé Nast Traveler found that eighty percent of 1600 
respondents are very or somewhat interested in giving back to local communities when 
traveling. The study also indicated that sixty-two percent of respondents expressed an interest 
in volunteer vacations.  When asked what type(s) of volunteer work was most appealing leading 
choices included: teaching English or other academic subjects (66 percent), working with 
children (62 percent), and doing scientific or environmental work (60 percent).  Those that 
considered themselves experienced voluntourists, on the other hand, had primarily participated 
in construction projects (54 percent); more than all other options combinedi. 
 

 
 Photo Courtesy of G.A.P. Adventures and Planeterra 

 
Travel philanthropy is represented in almost every sector of the travel and tourism industry. 
Many altruistic initiatives that exist today were created by small and medium sized tour 
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operators and lodges as well as non-governmental organizations (NGO). Companies and 
organizations are motivated to give back for varying reasons, from pure altruism to practical 
business considerations. Innovators in the industry see their efforts as an extension of civic 
values, while others seek to build loyalty among customers and employees. However, the 
underlying objective is to protect local environments and cultures, while at the same time 
providing invaluable opportunities to connect people from across the globe. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
As more tour operators seek to serve the increasing demand for philanthropic travel, new 
challenges face the industry.  It has become increasingly difficult for some operators to provide 
high-quality, purposeful vacation experiences while ensuring these trips are not intrusive, 
exploitive or disruptive to the destinations they serve.  
 
To address this growing concern, Sustainable Travel International (STI) created Best Practices 
in Travel Philanthropy – Tour Operator Sector. This manual provides an effective and reliable 
means to identify operational best practices in travel philanthropy by profiling different models 
for social entrepreneurship within the travel and tourism industry.  
 
Best practices represent a process, technique or innovative use of resources—such as 
technology, equipment, personnel, data, and relationship building—that has produced 
outstanding results and measurable improvement in the operation or performance of a 
business.   
 
The Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy – Tour Operator Sector manual serves as a means 
for demonstrated success by measurably improving outcomes in one or more of the following 
three areas of business performanceii: 
 

• Operational Factors 

• Financial Objectives 

• Marketing Goals 
 

In addition to business performance outcomes, the best practices outlined in the case studies 
provide the methodology to assist an organization with three important criteria:  
 

• Enhance and maximize social benefits for local communities. 

• Minimize negative environmental and social impacts. 

• Increase profitability. 
 
The Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy – Tour Operator Sector manual features a 
comprehensive set of comparable case studies, and provides information and guidance to 
businesses that want to support altruistic initiatives.  The case studies highlighted in the manual 
include programs that promote a wide range of altruistic initiatives that serve five key purposes: 
 

• Promote cultural respect, collaboration and cooperation in addressing the needs of 
communities involved in tourism initiatives. 

• Inspire individuals, philanthropists and business leaders by highlighting success stories 
encompassing the entire realm of giving back initiatives. 

• Increase awareness, volunteerism, involvement and donations to environmental and 
social efforts. 

• Minimize dependency of social entrepreneurs, social and ecological initiatives and 
grassroots efforts on external sources of funding and management. 
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• Encourage continued involvement from social entrepreneurs currently engaged in travel 
philanthropy efforts. 
 

The spirit behind travelers’ philanthropy, and sustainable tourism as a whole, is to ensure the 
wellbeing of local communities and to positively impact the destinations they visit as a whole. 
Therefore, this manual highlights the improved relationships between host, guests and tour 
operators as a necessary step for achieving sustainability. 
 
For this reason, ongoing emphasis must be placed on collaboration and respect of the mutually 
beneficial relationships necessary to establish tourism as an integral part of local communities 
and destinations in a way that enhances and supports the local resident’s quality of life, without 
diminishing the quality of the traveler’s experience. 
 
Content Acquisition and Validation  
 
Sustainable Travel International (STI) represents an objective third party and is committed to an 
unbiased observance and transparency in the process of creating this manual.  To identify 
industry leaders in each segment, STI examined the practices of more than forty travel and 
tourism related companies that incorporated giving back initiatives in their efforts to address 
current cultural and environmental issues.  
 
A best practices inquiry letter and questionnaire was submitted to the subject matter expert 
representing each business. In addition, half of these companies participated in an open-ended 
interview to gain additional insight and awareness of their specific initiatives in regard to 
philanthropic travel.  Both survey instruments, the interview and the questionnaire, were 
developed based on preliminary literature review and ongoing dialogue with industry experts.  
 
The research team at STI obtained and validated all content included in the manual.  
Respondents were asked to review each applicable best practice document, verify the 
information contained therein and provide constructive feedback. There was no attempt to 
include an onsite verification of current activities or practices.  However, these practices were 
often verified through other measures.  
 
STI’s Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy initiative represents preliminary research of best 
practices and principles relative to philanthropic travel standards. STI plans to continue to 
expand research efforts as funding permits.  
 

This Tour Operator Sector manual will be improved and updated on a regular basis, 
incorporating input from industry members, associated interest groups, and experts.  Planned 
improvements currently include expanding the methodologies and industry sectors profiled, as 
well as publishing region-specific editions in various languages.  
 
In an effort to continually enhance this manual, STI would like to extend an open invitation for 
public comment and suggestions.  Please email constructive feedback to 
info@sustainabletravel.com.  
   

mailto:info@sustainabletravel.com
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Millions of travelers rely on tour operators to coordinate complex travel logistics and provide 
quality experiences.  The choice of guides, attractions, accommodation, food services, 
transportation, and attitudes toward sustainable tourism directly and indirectly impact the 
destination visited and leave a lasting impression on the traveler.  Tour operators that are 
committed to community development, cultural-heritage preservation and environmental 
conservation can help to maintain the quality of the experiences they provide in the destinations 
they serve. 
 
Because today’s travelers are more aware of environmental and social issues, and are willing 
to help address them, the tour operator sector must strengthen their foothold in this market to 
respond to the increasing demand. Tour operators that are implementing giving back programs 
and other responsible travel practices are positioning themselves as industry leaders.  By 
proactively supporting travel philanthropy initiatives and educating their clients about local 
environmental and social issues, these companies are positively impacting destination and their 
host communities, while improving the quality of their services.  Many have found that 
philanthropic initiatives cannot be implemented uniformly into a travel business. There is no 
generic set of initiatives, and must be designed specifically to suit the dynamics of cultural, 
social, political, time sensitivity, location and community interest in order to be successful and to 
evoke ongoing interest of conscious travelers.  
 
Fortunately, there are many ways tour operators can implement giving back programs.  
Donating a percentage of revenue, soliciting charitable contributions from their clients, and 
providing opportunities for their clients to volunteer are some of the most common ways tour 
operators are engaging in travelers’ philanthropy.  Others are establishing non-profit 
organizations and foundations as a philanthropic extension of their companies, which helps 
them to achieve greater efficiencies. Developing partnerships with local non-governmental 
organizations is another method for improving efficiencies, as these organizations have a better 
understanding of local needs and are often in a better position to address them.  
Management and staff buy-in, and client education and awareness are vital to the success of 
any philanthropic initiative.  Tour operators that actively promote their altruistic initiatives and 
create multiple ways for travelers to give back tend to be the most successful.  The success of 
philanthropic initiatives also requires close collaboration between hoteliers, local communities 
and other businesses. Involving all of these stakeholders in developing and supporting projects 
and programs that facilitate cultural heritage preservation and environmental conservation 
helps mitigate the negative impacts of tourism and affect lasting change.   
 
The companies featured in this edition of the Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy – Tour 
Operator Sector manual view client education and local collaboration as integral to the ongoing 
success of their philanthropic initiatives. Their experiences and insights are highlighted in this 
manual. At this time, we at STI would like to acknowledge and extend our deepest gratitude to 
the following companies for their contribution to this project: 
 

• Asia Transpacific Journeys 

• Fundación Yanapuma 

• G.A.P Adventures 

• Global Vision International 

• Journeys Within 

• Micato Safaris 

• Myths and Mountains 

• Panoramic Journeys 

• Ríos Tropicales 

• Wilderness Travel 

 
The information provided by these tour operators has been reviewed and evaluated by an 
impartial research team. Representatives from each of these companies completed written 
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questionnaires, and telephone interviews were conducted as needed to provide further 
clarification and additional insight.   
 
This manual presents STI’s initial research.  It is important to note that independent 
verification of the statements and claims in this manual have not been undertaken.  
Information regarding return on investment may also be incomplete. Additional input from 
these operators and industry experts is anticipated and will be made available in a future 
releases.   
 
Nine major travel philanthropy initiatives emerged from the research, each falling into one of 
two general categories. The first category highlights short-term giving back projects that 
require modest capital investment.  The second category addresses long-term initiatives that 
involve additional resources and may require structural changes. While the areas are 
summarized below, individual case studies provide further details, insights and links to 
additional resources.   
 
Best Practices at a Glance 

 
Short-Term Initiatives  

 
1. Donation Inclusion in Trip Expenses  - A simple way for tour operators and tourists 

to give back is by donating a certain percentage or amount of client trip expenses to 
worthy causes.  

 
2. Short-term Volunteer Vacations  - Three of the responding tour operators offer 

short-term volunteer experiences that give their guests the opportunity to see the 
highlights of the destinations they visit, while helping to improve local infrastructure 
and living conditions or support environmental conservation projects like construction 
or reforestation efforts.   

 
3. Liaising, Coordinating and General Management Tour operators acting as 

liaisons, introducing travelers to local communities, which exposes guests to the 
issues, and ultimately allows guests to decide for themselves how to support the 
community. The tour operator then coordinates the donation of goods or financial 
support and ensures that donations are distributed accordingly.     

 
4. Purchase of Equipment or Resources  - Two of the responding operators involve 

local leaders in determining community needs. The tour operator then purchases 
necessary items and takes responsibility for any maintenance or additional resources 
that may be required. 
 

5. Idea Exchange  - One tour operator includes knowledge experts on tours to facilitate 
an exchange. These individuals foster an open dialogue between themselves and 
local specialists. This technique supports capacity development and the transfer of 
specialized knowledge to local communities. 

 
6. Supporting Charities and Foundations  - Several tour operators support existing 

charities and foundations through funding, memberships or corporate partnerships.  
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Long-Term Initiatives  
 
7. Non-profit Organization or Fund  - The majority of respondents have established 

their own non-profit organization or fund to enhance their commitment to travel 
philanthropy. These non-profit organizations take on and support diverse projects, 
including health care, education, community development, local employment, training, 
preservation of cultural heritage, environmental and wildlife conservation, and 
reforestation. 

 
8. Long-term Volunteer Vacations -  Two of the respondents offer long-term volunteer 

experiences requiring a commitment of two months to a year in duration. Travelers 
participate in community work projects, wildlife and ecosystem conservation projects 
and educational initiatives.    
 

9. Support Local Initiatives  - Four of the respondents establish partnerships with 
existing local organizations to support education and training, healthcare initiatives 
and community development.  

 
Further Considerations  
 

• Quality Information  - The information presented here is based on feedback that 
does not provide for comparisons based on measured quantitative results, but rather 
on qualitative findings.  The practices presented in this manual do not include 
information regarding return on investment or other critical metrics that allow thorough 
comparison of travel philanthropy methodologies. A method of independent, objective 
assessment was unavailable to the researchers.  Therefore, it remains difficult to 
measure the effectiveness of varying programs and to distinguish promotional 
language from substantive benefits that can be derived from implementing giving 
back programs.  

 
• Technical Information  – Implementing some of the suggested best practices 

outlined in this document requires complex technical and operational information for 
implementation. Accessing technical and operational information is difficult due to the 
fact that some of these best practices represent provide a distinct competitive 
advantage.  While technical information is not disclosed in depth, some of the case 
studies outlined in this manual include high-level procedures to help ensure 
successful implementation. 
 

• Additional Considerations  - In sharing best practices among the tourism and travel 
industry, it is important to acknowledge the need for confidentiality, while also 
determining a better way to facilitate the sharing of useful information.  In other 
words, how do we evaluate the effectiveness of the various giving back 
methodologies and facilitate their wide-scale adoption when key information is 
restricted or classified? 
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INDUSTRY OVERVIEW  
 
Tour operators have significantly contributed to the evolution and continued growth of the 
tourism and travel industry.  Within the entire U.S. travel and tourism industry alone, the 
packaged tours industry constitutes the second largest revenue-producing sector, bringing in 
about half the revenues of air carriers alone. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, tour 
operators brought in an estimated $2.8 billion in revenue in 2001, down slightly from more 
than $3 billion in 2000.iii  
 
Since tours typically combine multiple vacation elements such as tour guides, sights and 
attractions, accommodations, food services, and transportation, tour operator’s attitudes and 
approach toward environmental, socio-cultural and economic issues greatly impacts the 
places they visit.  By implementing philanthropic initiatives directly through their on-the-
ground operations, and informing their clients about local issues, they are in the best position 
to attract support and realize the advantages of using travelers’ philanthropy to affect positive 
change.  Fortunately, an increasing number of tour operators are taking a proactive approach 
toward sustainable development, leveraging their business assets and contributing 
invaluable resources such as time, talent, and patronage to improve environmental and 
social conditions in the destinations they serve.   
 
The companies featured in this Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy – Tour Operator Sector 
manual have successfully adopted a number of philanthropic initiatives in their operations, 
from organizing annual employee give back events and matching client donations dollar for 
dollar to funding initiatives through their net revenues to building donations into their pricing 
structure.  In return, they are realizing a variety of benefits, including enhanced market 
appeal and increased competitive advantage, as well as improved employee and client 
loyalty.  
 
Destinations also benefit since philanthropic initiatives contribute to the preservation of 
cultural heritage, safeguard communities and improve relations with local businesses and 
community leaders. 
The growing popularity of travel philanthropy can be attributed, in part, to tour operators. 
Whether seeking to increase market share, or simply desiring to do the right thing, tour 
operators play an active and important role in travel philanthropy.  The case studies featured 
in this manual highlight the best practices of 10 of these companies: 
 

• Asia Transpacific Journeys: Established in 1987, Asia Transpacific Journeys offers 
engaging custom journeys and group trips to twenty destinations, ranging from 
Australia to Vietnam. In 1998, the company founded Asia Transpacific Foundation to 
give back to the people and places of Asia and deepen the company’s connection 
with the continent.   
 

• Fundación Yanapuma: The only cooperatively run non-governmental organization 
considered for best practices, Fundación Yanapuma formed in 2006, offers 
volunteers the opportunity to contribute to the development of seven communities in 
Ecuador through long-term volunteer opportunities, shorter term group projects and 
cultural exchange programs.  

 
• G.A.P Adventures: Founder in 1990, G.A.P Adventures is considered to be a 

pioneer in the travelers’ philanthropy movement. Since its establishment, the 
company has helped to increase the popularity of voluntourism. In 2003, the company 
founded Planeterra, a non-profit established to give back to the people and places the 
company serves.  
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• Global Vision International: Founded in 1998 as one of the first volunteer travel 

organizations, Global Vision International promotes sustainable development in thirty 
countries worldwide through volunteer programs. Every year, the organization sends 
more than 2,000 volunteers to aid-reliant projects that range from one week to an 
entire year in length. In 2005, the company created the Global Vision International 
Charitable Trust to manage, fund, and maintain projects with partner organizations.     

 
• Journeys Within: Founded in 2005, Journeys Within is a boutique tour operator 

focusing on Southeast Asia. In 2006, Journeys Within established its own non-profit 
organization, Journeys Within Our Community, to support and manage a variety of 
philanthropic projects promoting improved living conditions for residents of Cambodia 
and Vietnam.   

 
• Micato Safari: Established in 1966, Micato Safaris has been voted the "World's Best 

Tour Operator & Safari Outfitter" by Travel+Leisure for five consecutive years. In 
1986, Micato Safaris started its own non-profit organization, AmericaShare, to give 
back to the people of Africa and make an appreciable difference in their lives. The 
organization primarily supports orphans of the AIDS epidemic throughout East Africa. 

 
• Myths and Mountains: For more than 20 years, Myths and Mountains has provided 

cultural and year-round adventure travel journeys throughout destinations in Asia, the 
Pacific Rim and South America. Conceived in 1984, Myths and Mountains is well 
known for its social responsibility efforts, providing tools and resources to help local 
communities prosper by building a sustainableeconomic base.  

 
• Panoramic Journeys: Panoramic Journeys has been operating since 2003 in 

Mongolia - one of the world’s most traditional and culturally intact destinations. In 
order to preserve the unspoiled character of Mongolia, Panoramic Journeys, 
developed established the Sustainable Projects Fund to support sustainable, ethical, 
environmental and social programs.  

 
• Ríos Tropicales: Established in 1985, Ríos Tropicales offers adventure trips on 

pristine rivers in Costa Rica. Because of growing concern over proposed hydroelectric 
projects on the Pacuare and Reventazón Rivers, the company founded its own non-
profit, Fundación Ríos Tropicales in 1994.  The foundation works to preserve, protect 
and restore the watersheds of Costa Rica and contributes to the wellbeing of local 
communities.      

 
• Wilderness Travel: Founded in 1978, Wilderness Travel offers itineraries to 

destinations on all seven continents. The company is committed to ecologically 
responsible, low-impact tourism and to supporting a variety of conservation and 
cultural groups and efforts. 

 
Brief Overview of Travel Philanthropy Efforts 

 
Some of the most effective travel philanthropy initiatives outlined by the respondents from the 
tour operator sector include: 
 

• Donation included in Trip Expenses: Micato Safaris, Panoramic Journeys, Wilderness 
Travel 
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• Charitable Giving and Foundation: Global Vision International, Journeys Within, 
Myths and Mountains 

• Microcredit Program: Journeys Within 

• Voluntourism Opportunities: G.A.P Adventures, Global Vision International, 
Fundación Yanapuma, Panoramic Journeys 

• Land Purchase for Conservation Purposes: Ríos Tropicales  

• Training Local Community Members in Tourism and Travel: Journeys Within  

• Provision of Clean Water: Asia Transpacific Journeys, Journeys Within 

• Financial Support for Orphanage: Micato Safaris  

• Language School Sponsorship: Journeys Within  

• Adult Education Programs: Asia Transpacific Journeys 

• Goods-in-Kind project: Micato Safaris 

• One-off Purchase of Equipment or Resources: Panoramic Journeys 

• Dialogue Linking Professionals from Diverse Cultures: Panoramic Journeys 

• Community-based Tourism Initiatives: All Tour Operators 
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BEST PRACTICE CASE STUDIES  
 
Asia Transpacific Journeys – Case Study 
 
Established in 1987, Asia Transpacific Journeys (ATJ) has set the standard for extraordinary 
travel in Asia and the Pacific. The company offers distinctive small group trips that combine 
world-famous highlights with hidden jewels in destinations such as Bhutan, Borneo, China, 
Japan, Micronesia other destinations in Asia and Australia. 
 
Asia Transpacific Journeys has a deep connection with the people of Asia and understands 
that travel is an invaluable tool for education and conservation, and that it is fundamental in 
building mutual respect. The establishment of the non-profit Asia Transpacific Foundation in 
1997 reflects the company’s long-standing commitment to the people and destinations 
throughout Asia, a region visited by millions of travelers.  
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives 
 
Since its establishment, the Asia Transpacific Foundation has provided direct financial 
support to grassroots educational and health projects that benefit orphaned and 
disadvantaged youth in Asia. The Foundation also supports victims of natural disasters, 
including aid to the 2004 tsunami survivors and relief to Myanmar after the 2008 cyclone.  
 
For several years, the Asia Transpacific Foundation has run the highly successful Clean 
Water Initiative in Thailand and Myanmar. By utilizing local leadership and resources, the 
Initiative has installed clay water filters in local households, schools, orphanages, 
monasteries and refugee camps.  The Clean Water Initiative has saved lives and helped 
prevent diseases associated with contaminated water, inadequate sanitation and improper 
hygiene.  
 

 
                      Photo Courtesy of Asia Transpacific Journeys 

Asia Transpacific Foundation Clean Water Initiative  
 
The first clay water filter production facility was established in the outskirts of Yangon, the 
capital of Myanmar. This production facility employs twenty-five people and produces up to 
one hundred clay water filters per day. Besides the facilities in Thailand and Myanmar, the 
company plans to spread the benefits of this new, but simple renewable technology 
throughout India, Indonesia and beyond. 
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Asia Transpacific Journey’s commitment to responsible travel is not limited to its own non-
profit organization. By establishing partnerships with notable institutions, organizations and 
local hosts, Asia Transpacific Journeys actively contributes to the conservation of local 
community pride, cultural heritage, natural habitats and wildlife.  
 
For years, Asia Transpacific Journeys has partnered with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) to 
illustrate to travelers the incredible abundance of the natural world. In addition, the company 
also offers trips that are co-sponsored with the World Wildlife Fund Travel Program. By 
traveling with this notable organization to destinations such as Bhutan, Borneo, and 
Micronesia, travelers support important conservation efforts around the globe. 
 
Steps in Implementation 
 
The implementation process in the production of the clay water filters consists of several 
steps: 
 

• Field directors in Myanmar support local people in building production facilities for 
clay-pot firing on a mass scale. 

• Special kilns are built, as well as custom-made presses used for compressing the 
clay into the dome shape. 

• Locals are specially trained in the production of simple clay filters, which provide 
clean water. 

• Sustainable, biodegradable and inexpensive local clay, hay and rice husks are used 
to produce the eco-friendly, biodegradable filters. 

• Pots are then painted with colloidal silver, an anti-bacterial agent. 
• Finished pots are distributed throughout the countryside, where contaminated, muddy 

ponds are often the only water source. 
• In order to reduce possible contamination, an informational class on proper use and 

maintenance of the filter must be completed before individuals or groups are provided 
a filter.  

• Operation and management of the facilities is permanently turned over to the local 
community, providing sustainable employment for the area. 

 
Resources Required 
 
The Asia Transpacific Foundation is funded with money donated by travelers of Asia 
Transpacific Journeys and by staff members who volunteer on their behalf. Through financial 
support provided by ATJ, volunteer labor, and the generous service donations of 
professionals such as designers and printers, the Asia Transpacific Foundation manages 
community projects with virtually no significant overhead. Low overhead ensures that nearly 
one hundred percent of donations go directly to both vocational and academic skill building 
for children of Asia. 
 
The cost of a simple village-based factory to produce the clay water filters is US$10,000.  For 
US$200, ten clay water filters can be produced. With proper maintenance, a family could 
theoretically use a filter for decades. However, education and the proper training are critical 
because the life span of these filters dramatically decreases without the necessary training 
and guidance for use.   
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Success Factor and Benefits  
 
In 2007, the Foundation managed to provide clean water filters to approximately 20,000 
people. Most of the filters are placed at schools, orphanages, monasteries and other public 
facilities. The reduction in water-borne disease has been phenomenal. 
 
Other accomplishments of the Clean Water Program include the following: 
 

• Water-borne disease is drastically reduced, especially among children. 
• The filters represent a simple, inexpensive, sustainable technology and health rates 

have risen significantly. 
• Due to the success and increase in health rates, UNICEF initiated a nationwide 

educational campaign to stress the use of these filters. 
• After the 2004 tsunami, filters were shipped immediately to affected areas of 

Thailand, where infrastructure had failed and clean water was unavailable. The 
outbreak of illness caused by water-borne bacteria decreased dramatically. 

• The Clean Water Program presents a rare opportunity to assist the people of 
Myanmar, a nation that typically refuses outside support for charitable giving. 

 
In addition to immediate health benefits, employment opportunities have also been created. 
Upon completion of the facility, field directors dispense operations to locals. The result 
includes roughly twenty-five full-time permanent jobs per production facility. 
 

 
                Photo Courtesy of Asia Transpacific Journeys 

Asia Transpacific Foundation Clean Water Initiative  
 
Challenges 
 
Because Myanmar does not allow NGOs and charity organizations to operate within their 
borders, the opportunity to provide aid as a foreign organization in Myanmar is rare. Asia 
Transpacific Foundation has successfully navigated difficult political barriers in Myanmar in a 
way that maximizes sustainable giving potential. The Mynanmar government has not only 
approved the presence of Asia Transpacific Journeys, but granted two of their American field 
coordinators long-standing visas.  Projects are locally run and indigenous materials are used 
to construct filters, reducing the need for foreign aid and delivering more sustainable 
solutions. 
 
When the initiative first began, the filters were not being properly used and were 
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undervalued. To remedy this, the Foundation developed a program requiring participation in 
an educational class that instructs locals on the proper usage of the filter and need for clean 
water. Completion and certification in the course is the only means to obtain a water filter. 
 
Reference - Asia Transpacific Journeys 
Jane Kleiniv, Publications Manager
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Fundación Yanapuma – Case Study 
 
Fundación Yanapuma was established in 2006 as a cooperatively run non-government 
organization (NGO). The mission of the foundation is to help indigenous populations oversee 
their development in a way that allows them to protect their environment and cultural 
heritage, and to manage and maintain control of their resources in the future. Fundación 
Yanapuma main objectives are to facilitate sustainable practices in poor urban and rural 
communities throughout Ecuador, and to encourage intercultural exchange that fosters 
mutual benefit and learning in a globalizing world. The foundation believes it is important to 
support sustainable practices on multiple levels in order to present viable and holistic 
options. 
 
Since its establishment, Fundación Yanapuma has developed various methods to help 
communities learn to help themselves. They offer expertise, technical support, and share 
social connections--both national and international--in the process of defining a sustainable 
path for their future. This path traverses many realms: social, cultural, environmental, 
educational, and agricultural. Fundación Yanapuma cooperates with other foundations in 
order to offer a coordinated and inclusive response to the needs of any particular community.  
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives 
 
When Dr. Andy Kirby and associates initially established Fundación Yanapuma, they realized 
there was much that could be done to protect the environment while promoting social and 
economic sustainability. Fundación Yanapuma was established to safeguard the invaluable 
resources of Ecuador, to help protect the cultural and biological diversity put at risk by a 
globalizing economy. 
 
Many indigenous communities are forced into an unfamiliar form of development—going 
from traditional subsistence lifestyles to participating in a modern, global economy-- without 
the proper tools, knowledge, background, education, connections, or understanding of the 
most effective means to manage this transition. Globalization forces local communities to 
inevitably take part in economic activities that they are often culturally unprepared to 
manage. Indigenous communities often struggle to maintain their traditional values and 
relationship to the environment, influenced by the competing interests of loggers, colonists, 
petrol and mining companies who place different values on culture and environment.  
Ecuador’s city-based education system imposes a foreign set of values on local 
communities. Elders in various indigenous groups have complained that young community 
members are strangers to their environment and culture. Modern education often devalues 
traditional customs, language, and knowledge, and promotes a modern economic and 
reductionist worldview that is more suited to life outside their culture.  
 
Other significant problems that Fundación Yanapuma is fighting to rectify includev: 
 

• A lack of quality education for indigenous children. 
• Depreciation of indigenous cultures in the face of uncontrolled economic 

development. 
• Problems of waste management and lack of recycling options. 
• Destruction of the environment for quick economic gain. 
• Exhaustion of water supplies through deforestation and destructive agricultural 

practices. 
• Poor diet due to increasing reliance on often unhealthy, imported foods and poverty. 
• Health problems due to environmental pollution and poor hygiene practices. 
• Breakdown of family ties and traditions due to forced migration to find work outside of 
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the community. 
  
Fundación Yanapuma offers volunteers the opportunity to contribute to the development of 
poor urban and rural communities in Ecuador. 
 
In order to carry out its mission, Fundación Yanapuma offers two principal forms of 
volunteering experiences and one form of cultural exchange visit:  
 

• Long-term volunteering with a minimum commitment of two months. Volunteers have 
the opportunity to work on projects focusing on teaching English in local communities 
and helping in community development. 
 

• Short-term group projects with a commitment of one to three weeks. Volunteer groups 
have the opportunity to work on projects with a very specific aim. This might include a 
reforestation project in a particular community, or joining an existing community work 
or construction project.  
 

• Cultural exchange visits—still under development-- provide the opportunity for 
volunteers to live and interact with a community for at least one week, experiencing 
and participating in their daily life, while receiving guidance to explore local attractions 
and learn about culture, history, beliefs and relationship to the environment.  

 
In addition, the foundation offers internships and supervised study and research, as well as 
volunteering options in the capital city of Quito. 
 
Fundación Yanapuma offers volunteers the opportunity to experience the diverse 
environments and unique cultures that make-up the small country of Ecuador. The agency 
works with communities in the Amazon rainforest, sierra, coastal regions and the capital city 
Quito. The foundation strives to understand each community’s unique needs and 
development concerns, and serve them accordingly. Some communities receive long-term 
volunteers or cultural exchange visitors, while others join a larger regional development 
effort, coordinating with one or more communities in a particular area.  
 
Goals and Objectives 
 
For each project, Fundación Yanapuma bases its work on the following considerations:  
 

• Can cultures that once lived subsistence lifestyles that were harmonious with their 
environment adapt successfully to modern development while continuing to live in a 
sustainable way?  

• Can cultures enjoy the advantages and conveniences of modern life that they are 
entitled?  

 
Many indigenous communities are aware of what is at stake and are actively seeking ways to 
move forward.  Fundación Yanapuma offers these communities the tools and the knowledge 
they need to live dignified and sustainable lives, preserving their culture and their 
environment for future generations.  
 
Fundación Yanapuma focuses on integration when working with communities, partnering 
with other organizations and NGOs to deliver necessary services and programs for making a 
community socially, environmentally, and economically sustainable.  
 
The vision of Fundación Yanapuma is for each community to have culturally and 
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environmentally appropriate services, including clean water and sanitation, sustainable 
agricultural, a proper educational system, sound environmental management, and a keen 
sense of culture and history. The foundation also helps communities develop profitable 
economic activities, such as craft production, sustainable cultivation of natural products, or 
community-based tourism as forms of extra income.    
 
The cultural exchange program offered by Fundación Yanapuma is a step to create a fully 
functional and independent community-run tourism program.  
 
Steps in Implementation 
 
Fundación Yanapuma plays a supporting role in grassroots local tourism projects. Local 
community members are key figures and leaders in developing long-lasting sustainable 
tourism. 
 
Fundación Yanapuma operates on five guiding principles that help drive initiative 
implementation as followsvi: 
 

• The foundation operates cooperatively and democratically striving to set the example 
for effective interaction for the communities and groups they serve. 

• Plans to work with communities in an integrated fashion, avoiding piece meal 
solutions, and promoting a comprehensive development plan to improve their 
communities’ quality of life.  

• Seeks partnerships with associated foundations and organizations and coordinates 
activity on multiple levels of project development.  

• Works to build the foundation a solid, self-sufficient economic base by creating 
projects and volunteer activities.  

• Maintains transparency in all its financial operations and keeps channels of 
communication open between donors and the communities, and within their own 
projects.   

 
Since 2007, the foundation has taken on two full time employees: an agronomist working on 
sustainable agriculture in a local Ecuadorian community and a community social worker who 
is strengthening organizational capacity and developing leadership and participatory skills 
among adults and youth.   
 
Resources Required 
Very few financial and human resources were required to implement a philanthropic travel 
program. There is management within the general structure of Fundación Yanapuma, but the 
foundation relies on student interns to administer work. Operating costs including 
administration and promotions are offset in part by commission that Fundación Yanapuma 
receives for each visitor to the community. 
 
An important resource for Fundación Yanapuma is the manpower required to educate local 
communities about the needs and preferences of tourists. The foundation works with interns 
and volunteers to provide training, primarily in the areas of accounting practices, legalization 
of tourism projects and tourism management, so that communities have a comprehensive 
and applicable knowledge of the industry.   
 
Fundación Yanapuma developed a resourceful pricing structure to enhance program 
success. The Cultural Exchange Program is structured with an increasing return on 
investment for the community. Of the US$140 paid by each visitor per week, Fundación 
Yanapuma distributes US$90 to the community and provides a commission of US$50 for the 
foundation itself. This payment to the community is incrementally increased as collective 
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knowledge of the tourism industry develops. In time, the final commission paid to Fundación 
Yanapuma will be US$26 per client per week. 
 
Access to markets is the key to success. Projects succeed if they are able to attract 
volunteer visitors who are willing to give back.  The essential resource is access to wide-
spread publicity and effective marketing strategies to promote company projects and expand 
the responsible tourism market. 
 
Replicability 
 
The programs that are offered by Fundación Yanapuma are easily replicated, and can be 
applied anywhere in the world. As long as an organization is focused on all factors 
contributing to community development and can address them with projects that are 
comprehensive in scope, similar programs can be implemented. Focusing on only one 
aspect of a community’s needs often creates shortsighted projects that are of limited value, 
and will not effectively solve community issues.  
 
Fundación Yanapuma believes that very few projects can truly be called community in scope 
because it is difficult to encompass the entire population. There are typically some individuals 
and families that are accepting of tourism and inevitably others who are indifferent or oppose 
tourism altogether. Fundación Yanapuma recognizes that the success of tourism is ultimately 
dictated by attitudes and actions of community members, and their philosophy ensures that a 
portion of their profits is earmarked for local initiatives and community development. The 
organization emphasizes working with individuals and families through local involvement and 
inclusive membership, thus ensuring that the community benefits through tourism within the 
framework of local statutes.  
 
Challenges  
 
One of the principal challenges in initiating a community project is to provide the local 
communities with sufficient training so that they are better prepared to host tourist activities. 
Often there is resistance within communities with only a relatively small percentage of 
members interested in working with tourists. Fundación Yanapuma is learning how to 
address these challenges, which can be very sensitive topics in local communities. 
 
Another challenge is to effectively manage third parties that wish to use the foundation for 
their own benefit.  Cultural differences may also challenge the foundation’s effectiveness. It 
can be difficult to make progress with some local communities, because they are often 
entrenched at the local level with little understanding that alliances are necessary to 
achieving a universal goal that will benefit the community as a whole.  
 
Lessons Learned 
 
Many travelers are looking for volunteer vacations that include giving back to local 
communities. It is important to provide these communities with the proper training in order to 
prepare them for tourism activities.  Volunteers should also be adequately prepared for their 
respective work and objectives in these communities.  
 
The success of Fundación Yanapuma is based on feedback and the generosity and 
participation guests and volunteers. The Cultural Exchange program uses a sliding scale 
pricing structure so that visitors make contributions based on the host community’s level of 
service and professional standards. This is the most effective means for the community to 
gauge the success of their efforts.  
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Effective communication between all parties is critical.  It is important to implement debriefing 
sessions with the volunteers and visitors, clarifying program strengths and indicating possible 
areas of improvement. This information is then shared with the communities for future 
changes and opportunity to improve service.  
 



 

© 2008 Sustainable Travel International 

23 

G.A.P Adventures – Case Study 
 
The Canadian travel company G.A.P Adventures, created in 1990, has become a world 
leader in the adventure travel industry. G.A.P Adventures offers authentic, award-winning 
adventure trips focusing on culture, nature and active travel on all seven continents. Each 
year, more than 70,000 travelers participate in trips that focus on adventure, responsibility 
and sustainability.  
 
The company’s vision encompasses traveling at a grassroots level and offering unique, 
adventurous travel experiences, while respecting and helping destinations and their people. 
While the company’s sustainable tourism policies are constantly evolving, its commitment to 
socially conscious, grassroots style travel has never changed. G.A.P Adventures works with 
local communities to develop sustainable tourism opportunities that help local economies 
while minimizing negative environmental and cultural impacts. 
 
In 2003, Bruce Poon Tip, the founder and Chief Executive Officer of G.A.P Adventures, 
recognized that the company’s success was largely due to its focus on responsible travel and 
created the non-profit, Planeterra in an effort to increase the company’s philanthropic 
initiatives.  
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives 
 
For G.A.P Adventures, a company well known and respected for its travel philanthropy, 
giving back to destinations and operating in a sustainable manner includes the following 
initiatives: 
 
Planeterra, G.A.P Adventures Foundation -  The Company’s own non-profit organization 
focuses on giving back to the people and places the company visits on tours. Planeterra 
supports local community projects, non-profit organizations and international charities that 
focus on areas of health, education, community development, environmental conservation 
and employment skills training. By identifying projects and organizations that specialize in 
different areas, donors are provided a choice of worthwhile projects to support. Currently, 
Planeterra has more than twenty projects around the world including initiatives in South 
Africa, Peru, Belize, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Cuba, Bolivia and Ecuador. 

 
• Developed as a means to aid the organization in giving back to host communities, the 

Dollar-A-Day Program  provides travelers with the opportunity to donate US$1 per 
day for the duration of their tour. G.A.P Adventures matches all dollar-for-dollar 
donations and pays all administration costs so that one hundred percent of donations 
are doubled and used to support Planeterra projects worldwide. 
 

• Volunteer Tours - In 2008, G.A.P Adventures offered fifteen volunteer tours in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. These tours are designed to give travelers the opportunity to 
see the highlights of the country while helping to improve the basic living conditions of 
local people and contribute to a sustainable environment. There are five categories of 
volunteer trips offered by G.A.P Adventures: Education, Health, Social Work, 
Conservation and Sustainability. 
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Goals and Objectives 
 
The goal of Planeterra is to give back to the people and places where G.A.P Adventures 
operates, creating a new industry standard and establishing themselves as the leader in 
charitable giving and corporate social responsibility.  Beneficiaries include local communities, 
local non-profit organizations and international charities that operate in the countries the 
company visits.  By identifying projects and organizations that specialize in different efforts to 
give back, clients have a variety of worthwhile projects to support.  
 
Steps in Implementation 
 
G.A.P Adventures’ first step was to incorporate and register Planeterra as a non-profit 
organization. Planeterra began by supporting communities with whom G.A.P Adventures 
already had long standing relationships, including small non-profit organizations and 
international charities located in Latin America.  As the operations of G.A.P Adventures grew, 
Planeterra then included projects in Africa, Asia and the Polar regions.  
 
Donations are distributed on an annual basis in the form of cash, clothing, school and 
healthcare supplies, as well as tools and equipment based on the needs of each specific 
project.  Donations also include direct financial assistance to employment training programs 
and technical support. While traveling with G.A.P. Adventures, clients may have an 
opportunity to visit one of the community projects supported by Planeterra. These visits can 
range from a few hours to a full day based on the traveler’s interest in the project and the 
time available on the tour.  

 
To facilitate the giving process, Planeterra implemented a donation and payment system on 
its website. Travelers can easily scroll through the list of projects supported by the 
organization and make their selection based on their specific interest. In addition, Planeterra 
encourages new ideas for fundraising events since these represent a large source of 
financial support.   
 
Resources Required 
 
G.A.P Adventures philanthropy initiatives included creating a Sustainable Tourism 
Department of two full time staff who manage all aspects of the company’s social and 
environmental initiatives. The department coordinates training sessions highlighting the 
importance of operating responsibly attended by all staff, including tour leaders. All 
departments are integrated with the Sustainable Tourism initiatives. The marketing 
department works to develop strategies to promote the initiatives of G.A.P. Adventures, the 
Sales department informs clients of current projects and Planet Positive initiatives, the 
accounting department manages financial matters, and the Information Technology 
Department provides ongoing support and maintenance of the Planeterra website.   
 
Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation 
 
The company’s goals of giving back to the communities it visits are achieved through annual 
donations and increased participation of the company’s volunteer tours. Each year G.A.P 
Adventures increases the additional funding to support new projects worldwide.   
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Replicability 
 
G.A.P Adventures recognizes that other companies can readily adopt its travel philanthropy 
initiatives, namely by committing to an investment in time, staff, and operating capital. The 
company stresses that it is important to have a solid infrastructure, including monitoring and 
reporting procedures to ensure that funds and materials are used for the purpose for which 
they were intended. Working with dedicated ground operators, tour leaders and regular visits 
by local office staff help ensure that these projects are effective.   
 
Success Factors and Benefits 
 
Benefits to communities and projects supported through Planeterra vary and examples 
include: 
 

• Offering 200 vision-restoring cataract surgeries and screenings to residents of Tibet 
with over $15,000 in fundraising support. 

 

 
Photo Courtesy of G.A.P. Adventures 

Vision-restoring Surgeries in Tibet 
 

• Providing a safe and nurturing environment for street children to learn and grow in 
Peru. Over the past three years fundraising efforts have been allocated to build a 
permanent home for children who live in extreme poverty in Cuzco, Peru with a 
completion date scheduled for late 2009. 

• Since 2005, G.A.P Adventures has been working with the women in Peru to develop 
a weaving project.   

• Granting first time loans and employment skills training to more than sixty women to 
start their own businesses in Honduras. Each donation of just $50 made through 
Planeterra is enough to provide one woman with a first time loan.  By empowering 
women with the skills and capital to start their own businesses, they have the ability 
to provide for their families and break the cycle of poverty. 

• Funding of research on the effects of climate change on polar bears in the Arctic. 
• With funds raised on G.A.P. Adventures Cultural Kenya tour, two 2,500 liter water 

tanks have been installed to provide access to water for local villages and families 
throughout the region.   

• With a donation of $3,000, the organization was able to stock nine health care clinics 
in Bolivia with five years of medical supplies. 
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Photo Courtesy of G.A.P. Adventures  

Bolivia Health Project 

 
Travelers can feel good knowing that the company strives to operate responsibly at all levels 
of its operations.  Travelers also benefit by experiencing true cultural immersion on the 
company’s regular tours and in particular on volunteer tours. G.A.P Adventures has benefited 
from worldwide recognition of its commitment to responsible tourism, both from industry and 
among travelers.  
 
Challenges 
 
Challenges have included raising sufficient funds to support the company’s growing number 
of projects supported through Planeterra. Implementing the Dollar-A-Day program has also 
been financially challenging, matching each donation dollar-for-dollar, coordinating 
fundraising events and developing volunteer tours. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
Initially, the goal of G.A.P Adventures was to support funding projects through Planeterra in 
each country that it operates.  At that time the company only operated in Latin America; now 
that they operate worldwide G.A.P. Adventures has found that it is better to support a smaller 
number of quality projects in each region than spread itself too thin by offering only minimal 
support to a large number of projects. 
 
Representative - G.A.P Adventures  
Danielle Weissvii 
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Global Vision International – Case Study 
 
Launched in 1998, Global Vision International is one of the most well respected and 
prominent international volunteering organizations in the United States and worldwide. 
Through volunteer opportunities and direct funding, the organization provides support and 
services to more than 150 project partners in over thirty countries, ranging from international 
charities and non-profit organizations to government agencies.  
 
The mission of Global Vision International is to offer qualifying projects the necessary 
financial and volunteer assistance required to achieve their goals in conservation and 
community development. The project's research rights and successes remain with their 
founding organizations. 
 
Every year, Global Vision International sends more than 2,000 volunteers to aid-reliant 
projects worldwide. The organization provides opportunities for volunteers to fill a critical void 
in the fields of environmental research, conservation, education and community 
development.  Volunteers from around the world come from a variety of different 
backgrounds. They have the opportunity to make a difference through their participation 
while gaining responsible travel experience, exceptional training and career development 
opportunities. 
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives  
 
Richard Walton and his partner established Global Vision International after they participated 
in a volunteer trip. Their trip was focused on the participants rather than on the project, which 
is a common and problematic theme in many volunteer programs.  Instead, Walton’s vision 
focused on local grassroots projects using volunteers. He believes that the volunteer’s role is 
not necessarily built around the physical work they perform or the financial contribution they 
make, but on the education and the experience they receive themselves. A fundamental 
component of Global Vision International’s mission is to establish a network of local 
"ambassadors”, who personally experience their own country and culture so that they may 
fully understand and address the specific problems, needs and wants in their country and 
communities.  
 
Offering volunteers an educational and rewarding experience while supporting small projects 
with few financial and human resources, is the main priority of Global Vision International. 
Currently, the organization offers six options for volunteers who want to enrich their life with 
new skills and give back to the communities they visit. 
 

• International Expeditions -  Global Vision International offers an award winning 
range of international expeditions that include in-depth training programs, 
conservation projects and adventure and exploration in seven countries worldwide. 
Volunteers have the opportunity to join a team of likeminded individuals for a 
timeframe of five to twenty weeks depending on the location. 
 

• Volunteer Projects - Volunteers have the opportunity to join a Global Vision 
International project and aid organizations that have been selected for their 
commitment to social and conservation needs. Volunteers can commit to service for 
one week up to one year, working on projects in thirty countries, addressing issues 
like climate change, conservation, educational opportunities, construction projects, 
marine conservation, wildlife research, community volunteering, and teaching 
English.  
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• English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) -  Global Vision International has developed 
a TEFL program to provide volunteers with opportunities to teach English in Mexico, 
Ecuador, Costa Rica, Thailand or Kenya.  

 
• International Courses - For people who want to gain new skills, Global Vision 

International runs a variety of training courses around the globe, including field guide 
courses in Africa, survival courses in the United States, and Spanish language 
courses throughout Central and South America. 
 

• Educational Travel -  Global Vision International has established an international 
network of over 150 staff and representatives in more than 30 countries that benefit 
students who want to focus on community projects. By living and working in the 
communities where they are studying, they help support the education and financial 
needs of local communities, while furthering their own academic and career goals.   
 

• Volunteer Vacations -  Global Vision International has developed short-term 
volunteer vacations with the volunteer in mind. Global Vision International’s volunteer 
vacations provide a great opportunity for individuals and groups who may not have 
much time to commit but want to experience a country while doing something 
worthwhile. Over the course of a week or more, volunteers can participate in wildlife 
projects, teaching programs and construction projects in over thirty countries 
worldwide. 

 
Steps in Implementation  
 
The mission statement of Global Vision International provides a clear overview of how the 
organization implements travel philanthropy, and is composed of three main objectives: 
 

• Partnerships -  Long-term partnerships with local associates are the main priority of 
Global Vision International. The organization works closely with all local partners to 
ensure the development of a program that will match their individual needs.  

 

 
Photo Courtesy of GVI 

 
• Education - Global Vision International is committed to local support and education, 

community programs and to recruiting local resources through host country 
sponsorships funded by the organization itself. Global education in conservation and 
community development issues is critical and primarily achieved by the use of field 
representatives or ambassadors, including former Global Vision International 
volunteers and expedition members. Programs are designed to train people from all 
over the world to take part in global education and conservation programs that allow 
participants to make a difference and become educated ambassadors for critical 
issues facing conservation and community development. 
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Photo Courtesy of GVI 

 
• Economic Support -  To date, Global Vision International has supplied over $4 

million US Dollars to its partners around the world. Global Vision International 
matches all the important elements of sustainable development for its partners either 
through direct financial contributions or via technical support of program 
development.  

 
Global Vision International works in conjunction with local organizations in the 
implementation process. Once the company initiates a project, other potential projects that 
may need support often surface. Every month, the organization receives at least fifty 
inquiries from projects that require a volunteer commitment. Global Vision International 
reviews these projects to determine their specific needs and priorities for possible support by 
the organization.   
 
A significant amount of time is required to develop project structures based on community 
needs and desires. Because Global Vision International works closely with local partners, 
projects are unique in scope and vary in format, cost and volunteer time, and commitment.  
 
It is Global Vision International’s task to link volunteers with projects and to help these 
become sustainable and self-sufficient in the long term. An important mission for Global 
Vision International is to support existing projects and focus primarily on giving back to the 
communities they serve. 
 
Resources Required           
 
One of Global Vision International’s most important accomplishments was employing and 
fully training more than 150 full time staff members to work in the field and to help ensure the 
success of the agency’s many projects. Team members visit the expedition site and long-
term projects twice a year to verify that they are fully operational and in compliance with 
health and safety standards. This can cost approximately US$2000 per trip, but this 
accountability is a necessary factor in the project’s success.  Staff members and team 
leaders also see to it that volunteers are successful in their contribution and overall 
satisfaction.  
 
Appropriate training is an important part of overall volunteer satisfaction. Prior to successful 
participation, volunteers must be equipped with the right skills and knowledge necessary to 
complete the project. The characteristics of the project dictate the number of staff and the 
amount of training required, although a two-week training period is normally needed for 
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projects that run five weeks or more. 
 
Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation  
 
The mission statement of Global Vision International is to collaborate with local project 
partners and organizations around the world to further their commitment to social and 
conservation needs. Global Vision International trains hundreds of local people on a daily 
basis, and runs a national scholarship program for high achievers. As part of the scholarship, 
local community members are trained to effectively manage ongoing maintenance once the 
project is successfully completed. To date, the organization has established important 
partnerships with notable organizations such as the Jane Goodall Institute, the Diane Fossey 
Gorilla Fund, South African National Parks and other distinguished organizations and 
institutions worldwide.   
 
Replicability  
 
Time is essential in establishing successful philanthropic travel ventures.  Projects have a 
much higher chance of success if an organization invests adequate time and funding in the 
placing of skilled local citizens as the voice of the community.  
 
The boom in volunteer tourism has created additional projects in countries around the world, 
but often these projects often do not receive the necessary time and upfront investment. 
Often, not enough time is set aside to learn the basic needs of local communities. 
Establishing a truly sustainable project requires years of open dialogue and collaboration 
with community leaders and project partners to fully appreciate the value of the work and 
volunteer commitment. It is crucial to invest the time in gaining the trust and loyalty of local 
partners.  
 
It is also critical to have skilled full time staff who can commit for the year and who can help 
facilitate a rewarding and insightful experience for the volunteers. A mutually agreed upon 
long- term strategy is necessary to help ensure that the local community understands the 
importance and significance of the project and can effectively manage ongoing maintenance 
once the project is successfully completed.    
 
Challenges  
 
Demand continues to increase for short-term volunteer programs. These programs, however, 
do not always create the most effective use of time and resources.  To address this issue, 
Global Vision International will launch ten new short-term projects that are short-term 
focused on fostering much-needed volunteer awareness. They do not necessarily involve 
hands-on experience, but they do provide insight and awareness of the current needs of the 
community. Their role is to spread awareness and to educate others about the environmental 
and social needs in travel destinations worldwide. This approach often stimulates increased 
participation, as well as long-term support of volunteer projects around the globe. 
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Journeys Within – Case Study 
 
In 2004, Andrea and Brandon Ross established Journeys Within, a boutique tour company 
focused on unique tours and personal service in Southeast Asia. The company’s mission is 
to provide travelers with a comfortable, safe and memorable experience, while connecting 
them to the people, culture and daily life in Cambodia, Thailand, Laos, Myanmar and 
Vietnam. 
 
After establishing and growing their business, the company expanded their operations to 
include host accommodations.  The company also created a non-profit organization, 
Journeys Within Our Community, to create and support projects to reduce poverty levels and 
increase educational and economic opportunities throughout Southeast Asia.  
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives 
 
Upon arriving in Cambodia, it was apparent to the organization that the Cambodian people 
were still struggling with the country’s recent violent history and genocide. Cambodians did 
not have access to clean water, causing numerous social and public health issues. Journeys 
Within identified an imminent need and saw the opportunity to make a positive impact and 
established the Clean Water Project, using a community involvement model. 
 
With the goal of eliminating contaminants, Journeys Within organized and funded local 
construction to install water wells for villagers. The new wells provided a clean source of 
drinking water, and water for cooking, cleaning, bathing and irrigating local produce. The 
Clean Water Project has improved the living conditions of poor and rural villagers by 
replacing existing contaminated water sources with hand pump water wells. In addition, the 
project offers a clean water source to more rural villages that need support but cannot afford 
to establish their own system.  
 
Journeys Within solicited feedback from guests on how they might be able to make a 
difference in the lives of the Cambodian people. The company also received inquiries from 
Cambodian travelers who heard about the company and the opportunity to give back to the 
community. The Journeys Within Our Community foundation was established to meet the 
growing demand for charitable giving opportunities. 
 
This organization operates as a public charity in Southeast Asia, working to promote 
economic and educational opportunities and improve health conditions. Currently, the 
organization runs five renowned travel philanthropy initiatives in addition to the Clean Water 
Project. 
 

• Dollars For Scholars Scholarship Fund  - To address high dropout rates among 
Cambodian students, Journeys Within Our Community developed a scholarship 
program that links donors with local university students.  The fund offers motivated 
and gifted students the chance to receive four-year university degrees in 
Management, Accounting, English, Literature, and Hospitality and Tourism.  In 
exchange, scholarship students give five to ten hours of their time per week to help 
Journeys Within Our Community with the community project of their choice. The 
student interns collect the loans, oversee the donations and teach at the language 
school.  

 
• Microfinance Program  – Cambodia ranks second to last worldwide for availability of 

and access to business loans. Often, the only option available to Cambodians is to 
borrow money at such high interest rates that it becomes too cost-prohibitive to start a 
business with all profits effectively going to repay the loan. Realizing that this was a 
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contributing factor in perpetuating the cycle of poverty, Journeys Within Our 
Community established and operates a micro-credit system, providing small loans-- 
sometimes as little as US$100—that are given to local entrepreneurs in need.   

 
• Language School Sponsorship  – The most well established program of Journeys 

Within Our Community is the Language School Sponsorship. The mission of the 
language schools is to give student who wants to study a foreign language or 
vocational skill the opportunity to do so. This program encompasses the sponsorship 
of two Language Schools in Siem Reap, which provide a variety of classes such as 
English, Japanese, computer skills, traditional Khmer dance and photography. All 
classes are free of charge to students.  

 
• Education Through Computers Program  – Part of the language school curriculum, 

the Education Through Computers Program provides students the opportunity to 
participate in a free computer-training course.  With the help of donors, Journeys 
Within Our Community has installed twenty second-hand computers, electricity, along 
with desks, chairs, and reference materials at the language school. The computers 
are equipped with educational software, which provides the ability to acquire basic 
computer skills. The next phase will include Internet access for students.  

 
• Thanh Xuan Peace Village  – Journeys Within Our Community is an active supporter 

of the Thanh Xuan Peace Village in Hanoi, Vietnam.  The organization provides 
shelter, food, education, and supervision for several hundreds of children who are 
victims of dioxin, a chemical weapon used during the American-Vietnam War. In the 
early 1990’s, a German non-profit organization established the Village, which is 
partially funded by the Vietnamese government but remains heavily dependent on 
private donations. The main purpose of the Village is to give affected children the 
opportunity to lead normal lives.  
 

The projects developed and supported by Journeys Within Our Community are provided by 
fundraising and donations from participants of Journeys Within. One hundred percent of 
guest donations are invested in projects. 
 
Resources Required  
 
Journeys Within Our Community is a grassroots initiative that started locally through the 
efforts of the Journeys Within organization. Journeys Within Our Community started with a 
limited budget of approximately US$20,000 with the goal to help local communities 
immediately address their most pressing needs. 
 
The growth and success of the charity is due largely to participation and generosity of guests 
of Journeys Within. The company fostered client awareness of the community and schools 
where projects were in progress, but the real initiative generally came from travelers who 
actively pursued opportunities to participate and donate to philanthropic projects of Journeys 
Within Our Community. 
 
The company prides itself on its primary source of charitable giving: its core of volunteers 
who play a vital role in supporting the cause. Without volunteers, the organization would 
likely be unable to sustain or maintain it’s current programs.   
 
Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation  
 
The decision to engage in travel philanthropy has helped Journeys Within and Journeys 
Within Our Community to achieve stated goals and objectives. As a result, the company has 
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increased the number of participants and has improved market share in the increasing 
number of travelers that want to contribute to a better world.  
 
The partnership and collaboration between the tour operator business and the socially 
responsible non-profit has substantially benefited both businesses, with such benefits likely 
to increase as more travelers visit Cambodia and see the non-profit’s travel philanthropy 
initiatives actively addressing local needs. 
  
Replicability  
 
Journeys Within philanthropic efforts can be replicated almost anywhere in the world.  In 
order to initiate humanitarian efforts, companies simply need to identify relevant community 
necessities and work closely with local associates to implement strategies for improvement.  
While funding is critical to create awareness about local needs, these efforts to educate 
about the positive impacts of travel on a host community almost automatically draw in-kind 
and financial support. 
      
Challenges  
 
Setting up philanthropy initiatives requires a substantial time commitment, adequate funding 
and ample resources including volunteers and local community partners. A well-managed 
project, free of corruption and a system in place to accurately record and measure success, 
requires significant time and effort. Maintaining a hands-on approach with a clear 
understanding of the scope and objectives is always a challenge when it comes to support of 
projects.    
 
Lessons Learned  
 
Journeys Within would not consider approaching the development of travel philanthropy 
initiatives in any other way. Journeys Within initiated projects on a small scale and addressed 
one project at a time, allowing natural and incremental growth to occur. This approach 
continues to benefit the company and their clients, the local communities they serve and the 
industry as a whole. 
 
Representative - Journeys Within  
Andrea Rossviii, Director or Tours and Marketing 
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Micato Safaris – Case Study  
 
Micato Safaris was established in 1966 by Felix Pinto, whose family settled in Kenya at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Since its establishment, this family-owned company has 
become a world-class player in the tourism and travel industry. As a result of its dedication to 
excellence in all of its endeavors, Micato Safaris has been named "the world’s best tour 
operator and safari outfitter" by the magazine Travel+Leisure for the past five years. 
 
Micato Safaris is a boutique company specializing exclusively in its homeland of Africa. The 
company’s mission is to offer the most meaningful, luxurious and personalized safaris 
available in Africa. For more than four decades, Micato Safaris has offered safari adventures 
from South Africa to Botswana and from the exotic shores of Zanzibar to the game parks of 
Kenya. Micato Safaris caters to and appeals to high-end clientele, specializing in luxury 
travel with focus on sustainable practices and opportunities to give back. 
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives  
 
For Micato Safaris—a pioneer in the travel philanthropy movement—giving back began as a 
personal project. Altruistic efforts quickly grew into a large and rewarding responsibility, as 
the company felt it had the power and the resources to help people in their homeland.  
 
As a result of these initial giving back efforts, Micato Safaris established its own non-profit 
organization, AmericaShare in 1986. The non-profit arm of Micato Safaris was created to 
make a genuine difference in the lives of people in need. Children, orphanages and 
education have become the highest priorities of AmericaShare. The organization firmly 
believes that children are the cornerstone of humanity and is dedicated to providing 
continuing care and ongoing support. The organization’s main focus is to help orphaned and 
vulnerable children affected by the AIDS epidemic. In the past two decades, AmericaShare 
has become better and smarter in terms of helping people in a more effective and efficient 
manner.   
 
A renowned travel philanthropy initiative developed by AmericaShare is the School 
Sponsorship Programme. The organization is involved in several projects that support 
children in Kenya, one of which includes the sponsorship of children’s education. Micato 
Safaris and AmericaShare believe that the best way to help orphaned and vulnerable 
children is by providing them with a solid education.  
 
The School Sponsorship Programme takes children out of orphanages and places them in 
reputable boarding schools near the Kenyan capital of Nairobi.  AmericaShare offers these 
children the opportunity to complete their high school education and equip them with the life 
skills necessary to live a healthy and productive life in the midst of the devastating AIDS 
epidemic. The children are sponsored by the staff, the clients and the industry friends of 
Micato Safaris. Each sponsor makes a four-year commitment to a child and their donation 
covers school fees, uniforms, and room and board.  
 
Other children in need of a home immediately fill the places of children leaving the 
orphanage for school. With no place for these students to go during school holidays, 
AmericaShare committed to build the Harambee House to provide them with a stable home 
during this time. The house is a safe haven that nurtures these students, allowing them to 
lead a normal life of study, play, rest, nourishing meals and friendship and camaraderie, 
before returning to their classes at boarding school. 
 
As a means to contribute items in short supply to the orphanages, Micato Safaris established 
the “Goods-in-Kind” project. Through this project Micato Safaris invites guests to contribute 
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items such as clothing, shoes, toys, medicine and baby and school supplies. Before traveling 
to Africa, guests are provided with a specially labeled AmericaShare bag in which they can 
pack their contributions. AmericaShare dispatches the donated items to the areas where they 
are most needed. The children are overjoyed to receive warm clothing, a new pair of shoes, 
a book to read, or any other items guests are willing and able to donate.   
 
Through its "Lend a Helping Hand on Safari" program, Micato Safaris also enthusiastically 
encourages its guests to visit a project site. The guests can spend a few hours or day helping 
AmericaShare with Harambee House or visit a local orphanage to spend time with the 
children. For example, on safaris in Kenya guests are invited to spend an extra day to visit 
one of the AmericaShare projects in the slums of Nairobi. This experience makes people 
more aware of challenges and they are almost always inspired to help after meeting 
orphaned children. In fact, it’s not uncommon for a traveler to make an on-the-spot decision 
to sponsor a child’s education.  
 
The only way to break the cycle of poverty in slums is through education, which is more often 
than not an unrealistic dream for an orphan.  However, thanks to the generosity of travelers 
with Micato Safaris, hundreds of children are off the streets and provided good boarding 
schools and a warm and safe home available during the holidays. While safaris may be the 
focal point of operations for Micato Safaris, helping Africa’s children is its passion.  
AmericaShare has so far touched more than a thousand young lives with hope, joy and 
educational opportunities.  
 
Steps in Implementation 
 
Micato Safaris started its travel philanthropy initiative by working with local people and 
communities and listening to their ideas and needs. Micato Safaris stresses the importance 
of working with people who have a keen familiarity with the area in which travel philanthropy 
projects are initiated, as well as an interest in the project’s success. The company specifically 
worked with existing community and faith-based organizations because local people often 
sought help from these organizations. Such organizations were a significant resource when 
Micato Safaris developed its travel philanthropy initiatives, since they had provided prior 
support and could link AmericaShare with eligible, in-need children. 
 
Collaboration with other companies and organizations has also been crucial for extending the 
AmericaShare’s program scope. Partnerships with an array of organizations including the 
Catholic Church, Archbishop, Kenya’s Ministry of Health, Kenya multinationals based in 
Nairobi, other NGOs, the Rotary Club, local Kenyan businesses, and the Global Business 
Coalition on HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, have all been key in the program’s 
success.  
 
An effective program takes a tremendous amount of time and commitment in order to 
develop an initiative that is appropriately managed and maintained, and continues to be 
successful. To date, Micato Safaris has invested over ten years worth of time and effort to 
achieve a self-sustaining program. 
 
Resources Required 
 
When additional human resources are required, AmericaShare ensures that the candidates 
have a background and experience with non-profit organizations. AmericaShare has seven 
people working for the organization in Nairobi with additional Micato Safaris staff members 
that work on a voluntary basis while in Nairobi. Volunteers are critical due to their 
involvement with the organization and their role in minimizing expenses and need for 
additional paid resources.  
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When Micato Safaris established AmericaShare, the company used their capital to pay staff 
members working to help establish the non-profit, as well as administrative resources 
needed to hire local people abroad. Administrative costs for AmericaShare operations are 
paid for by Micato Safaris. This includes employee salaries and office space required to 
manage operations. Since the administrative and operating costs for AmericaShare are 
wholly funded by Micato Safaris, all donations go directly to the projects supported by 
AmericaShare.  
 
In addition to administrative costs paid for by Micato Safaris, AmericaShare receives a 
percentage of trip expenses made by travelers with Micato Safaris. This percentage varies 
depending on the size of the group, but it is substantial enough to support the project and 
ongoing management.  
 
Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation  
 
While other travel companies may offer similar services and holidays, AmericaShare and its 
dedication to philanthropic efforts is the reason many guests choose Micato Safaris over 
other operators. The feedback received from travelers who go on safaris indicates that their 
visit to one of the AmericaShare projects is often the highlight of their trip. The company’s 
affluent clientele are willing and able to donate, which helps sustain projects, while often 
gaining repeat business and company referrals.  
 
Replicability 
 
Micato Safaris was a pioneer in the travel philanthropy movement, at a time when few 
companies in the tourism industry were providing giving back opportunities. The rise in the 
number of companies and organizations involved in travel philanthropy indicates that 
altruistic initiatives are replicable and worthy of investment.  
 
Prior to initiating travel philanthropy efforts, it is important to evaluate and learn from other 
companies and organizations that have implemented similar programs and services. To 
prevent duplication of effort, it is important to work closely with community- and faith-based 
organizations and to establish collaborative and consensual partnerships. 
 
The fact that Micato Safaris has been operating in Kenya for over forty years has helped the 
company gain the trust of many organizations and partners at the local, national and 
international level. These connections enabled Micato Safaris and AmericaShare to leverage 
partnerships that have helped maximize the benefits of its programs.   
 
Success Factors and Benefits 
 
Social responsibility has become the focus of the company’s daily operations and it is clear 
that such an approach is beneficial to both the company and the communities that they visit. 
By establishing AmericaShare, Micato Safaris has provided an opportunity to build vital 
community structures.  
 
The significant benefits provided by AmericaShare include the following: 
 

• Providing employment opportunities for local residents, stimulating economic growth. 
• Meeting basic needs—including food and shelter—so that people have the 

opportunity to work and become self-sufficient.    
• Educational opportunities that enable children to attend school with the possibility of 

receiving a university education. Since the inception of the School Sponsorship 
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Programme, more than one hundred students have graduated from high school and 
two hundred children are currently enrolled in school.  In addition, many graduates 
are now attending university and vocational schools, while others have found 
employment. Through education, the cycle of poverty for these children has 
effectively been broken.   

 
The programs initiated by AmericaShare have positively impacted thousands of people—
including orphans—by providing access to food, water, education and health care, which has 
empowered many individuals to support themselves and their families. For guests who visit it 
is an unforgettable experience and they take pride in the knowledge that they can make a 
significant difference. 
 
Challenges 
 
Micato Safaris has had challenges identifying people who are truly in need of services form 
those who are inclined to exploit project resources.  Partnering with established companies, 
organizations and people with good reputations, and that already have programs in the area 
is one of the best ways to deal with factors like exploitation and betrayal. 
 
Representative - Micato Safaris:  
Lorna Macleodix 
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Myths and Mountains – Case Study  
 
Rural Education and Development or READ Global was founded by Dr. Antonia Neubauer as 
the non-profit arm of Myths and Mountains, Inc., a cultural travel company established in 
1988.  Since it’s inception in 1991, READ Global has created library community centers in 
forty rural communities throughout Nepal and India. These library community centers combine 
educational ventures with the necessary tools and resources to help communities build an 
economic base to sustain it’s members, and providing conditions necessary for general properity. 
 
More recently the organization expanded operations to India and is currently seeking 
possible growth opportunities in Vietnam, Cambodia, Bhutan, Nicaragua and Ecuador. The 
READ Global mission is to empower rural communities using a replicable model for 
sustainable educational, economic and community development that pairs non-profit libraries 
with for-profit business ventures. 
 

 
Photo Courtesy of Myths and Mountains 

 
The model used by READ Global is made up of of three main featuresx:  
 

• Educational Development  - Enhancement of education through construction of self-
sustaining rural library community centers. 

• Economic Development  - Economic benefits through sustained projects that support 
libraries and provide needed infrastructure and jobs. 

• Community Development  - Improvement of community structure through enhanced 
communication channels, delivery of needed services and increased opportunities for 
local citizens. 

 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives  
 
When Myths and Mountains incorporated in 1988, most travel related companies and 
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organizations focused on applicable tourism for a destination as opposed to the specific 
needs of a destination or community.  Myths and Mountains wanted to position themselves to 
give something back to the community and initially took on several projects, including the 
provision of teachers and doctors in areas of the Amazon. Though altruistic in nature, these 
endeavors ultimately failed to address the root cause of social issues.   
 
It would be later, on a trip to Nepal, that Dr. Neubauer would see first-hand the needs of a 
community when she questioned a Nepali guide about issues impacting the area.  The guide 
stated that there was a particular need for educational books and resources and a lack of 
community sites that offered these and other services.  Inspired by the possibility of 
developing a community library, Dr. Neubauer launched READ Global.  
 
READ Global works with rural communities in Nepal to establish libraries that incorporate a 
sustainable long-term strategy. The organization provides the initial financial support and 
helps establish a sustainable income-generating project of the community’s choie, and may 
include such services as ambulatory needs, medical clinics, a local mill, hotel, and rental 
stores.   
 
These revenue-generating projects form the primary source of financial support for each 
READ Global library. READ Global assists with construction of the business and provides 
some funding to ensure a successful start and long-term prosperity.  Like the library, the 
business belongs to the community and as such, must be profitable.  On average, each 
business employs five individuals from the local community. Both the library and the 
sustainability project are used as developmental catalysts for other needs-based initiatives in 
the community.  
 
The libraries contain Nepali language books and periodicals, educational resources for 
children, health and education books for women, computers and additional learning 
resources. These community centers have become the heart of local and regional activities 
including health clinics, cultural celebrations and meetings, but also serving as "Zones of 
Peace" in the midst of political turmoil.  
 
In addition, the libraries established by READ Global form important links with other 
government and non-government agencies that also provide services for the community 
such as healthcare and medical screenings, agricultural aid and ties to organizations that 
provide micro-credit assistance to local women. The community centers revitalize local 
communities and provide residents the opportunity to utilize the resources that the project 
has to offer, rather than having to travel to larger cities for basic services like education or 
medical care.  
 
Steps in Implementation 
 
Before READ Global established its first library, the organization researched the limitations of 
governmental aid to determine why it often falls short of objectives and tends to create 
additional need and dependence on foreign aid relief. The knowledge gained from this effort 
helped READ Global determine the best way to foster community independence, 
competence and local empowerment. The organization seeks input from community 
members and provides villagers with the resources they need to sustain and grow local 
projects while operating in a politically and culturally sensitive manner. 
 
READ Global initiatives are characterized by the following featuresxi: 

 
Project Ownership  
• In order to have a library established in their community, residents must first 
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demonstrate their dedication to the project and enlist the READ Global team 
themselves, rather than relying on the organization to initiate the project and convince 
the community of the need.  In effect, READ Global promotes their organization 
nationwide, and communities interested in building a library are encouraged to 
approach READ Global to request assistance.  

• Communities are then required to submit a proposal to the organization that meets 
established guidelines and criteria. The proposal must contain a statement of need, 
proposed budget and timeline, a Library Management Committee structure and a 
viable means to sustain and maintain the library. If a proposal fails to meet these 
requirements and does not have full backing of local members, the project is 
considered inappropriate for implementation due to lack of collaborative support and 
community sponsorship. 

• Communities are required to contribute the land needed for development of the 
library as well as fifteen to twenty percent of the construction costs. Through local 
financial contributions, community members are stakeholders in the project and will 
work harder to ensure its success. 

• To further encourage local ownership—which helps ensure long-term success and 
ongoing sustainability—the names of community members are recognized and 
featured in the libraries,  
 

Project Accountability  
• Communities are required to organize a local Library Management Committee. The 

citizen’s group, which must be representative of the area’s gender and ethnic 
composition, oversees local project execution and ongoing operations. 

• Communities are obliged to submit routine reports to the head office of READ Global 
in the Nepalese capital of Kathmandu. Reports detail library membership, book 
circulation, finances, activities, general updates and any concerns. These reports 
help measure the success of the library and highlight problem areas that may require 
further action or consideration.  

 
Project Sustainability  
• Communities must designate a sustainable project that will create enough funds to 

support the library on an ongoing basis. Many of these projects are generating 
enough funding to support the library and contribute to other identified needs.  READ 
Global recognizes and rewards these individual and community achievements, and 
channels these additional funds into community social development such as 
scholarships for children, loan opportunities for women and bridge projects to 
increase access to schools. The community not only observes the success of the 
project, but determines the use of earned resources. Stories of individual 
perseverance and initiative are repeated in communities across Nepal in partnership 
with READ Global, and through this opportunity residents gain the ability to take 
advantage of opportunities not previously available to them.  

 
READ Global operates at the most micro and macro levels, which ultimately helps the 
community achieve sustainable, long-term goals. This model serves to align and ally with 
local leadership to guarantee projects are adequately maintained, protected and fueled for 
expansion of possible services. Without community involvement READ Global projects could 
never be self-sustaining.  
 
With funds generated in the United States and abroad, READ Global has partnered with forty 
communities in Nepal to develop self-sustaining library community centers offering a variety 
of services to over half a million children and adults. By partnering with individual rural 
communities and using an innovative micro-funding approach, READ Global is giving Nepali 
people control over their destiny and the tools needed to help restore peace and stability in 
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the region. 
 
To promote a reading culture and build relationships between the villagers and the library, 
READ Global organizes educational programs both at the national and local level. 
Communities are encouraged to organize events that make learning fun and easy, such as 
poetry contests and art and singing competitions, with READ Global providing prizes to area 
winners. 
 
READ Global is an inclusive organization that continuously leverages its knowledge and 
funds to optimize partnerships with agencies already working in Nepal—such as UNESCO 
and JAICA—to help build libraries and provide technical support. They also work with PATA 
and OKN on multi-stakeholder partnership models.  
 
The Nepal Library Foundation, a Canadian charity organization, has partnered with READ 
Global to contribute funds and support libraries throughout Nepal. The Town Development 
Fund has also sponsored three new libraries.  
 
Resources Required 
 
Since its foundation, READ Global has not invested excessive amounts money or time in 
unnecessary feasibility studies, heavy infrastructure or unrealistic project timelines in the 
context of local work ethic and support.  However, an initial investment of approximately 
$50,000 US Dollars is required to build a library with the local community providing fifteen to 
twenty percent of the investment plus the land required for construction. Though not always 
the case, communities sometimes invest added funding to provide local people additional 
employment opportunities.   
 
For every guest who travels with Myths and Mountains, both in the U.S. and Nepal, the 
company donates US$50 Dollars to READ Global. Clients also support the organization by 
traveling to a host of international destinations in Asia, Southeast Asia, South America and 
Antarctica.   
 
Neubauer and team members of READ Global also lead an annual donor trip to Nepal and 
India to foster increased awareness and understanding of the READ Global concept by 
visiting library community centers. Travelers have the opportunity to connect to the culture of 
the country and meet and visit with local community members.  
 
READ Global remains dependent upon investments, government funding, individual gifts and 
foundation grants in its continuing efforts to introduce new library projects and programs. 
More recently, the organization received a generous donation of four million US Dollars from 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. These funds have been used to support projects in 
Nepal and also support plans to expand operations into four developing countries over the 
next three years.   
 
Challenges 
 
Some challenges of READ Global include community education and literacy. Nepal ranks as 
one of the world’s poorest countries, with literacy rates of approximately fifty percent. Dr. 
Neubauer believes that lack of education forms the the basis of poverty and political 
instability. The country’s level of economic, social, and educational empowerment remain far 
too low to effectively address community needs and reduce poverty in the long-term.  
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Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation 
 
READ Global has become the leader in promoting a "book culture" in Nepal by helping 
communities build upon their local assets. The organization administers the Nepalese 
National Reading Day and the National Writing Contest. READ Global established the Nepal 
Library Association, now a member of the International Federation of Library Associations. 
 
According to Dr. Neubauer, the key to implementing a travel philanthropy program is to focus 
on sustainability, a lasting lifespan, and ongoing management and support by local people 
not affiliated with READ Global. Furthermore, the concept of a philanthropic program should 
come from the local people instead of multinational companies and organizations that tend to 
implement goodwill projects in destinations without a clear understanding of local needs and 
desires.   
 
Replicability 
 
Travel philanthropy initiatives similar to READ Global can be implemented in many countries 
worldwide. It is important to understand the entire process, including initiating, collaborating 
and working with a local community in a manner that gives them the tools to manage projects 
on their own. Furthermore, projects should be realistic in scope, which means that 
companies and organizations must ensure that a project is truly sustainable and supported 
by locals once control and management is entirely turned over to the community.     
 
Success Factors and Benefits 
 
The most notable benefit of READ Global’s initiatives is the ability to help neutralize the 
educational disparity between urban populations and villages in order to ensure that rural 
communities remain a viable place to live. Other benefits include better educational 
opportunities for children, improvements in health, increase in income, decrease in infant 
mortality rates, and a decline in the occurrence of domestic violence. 
 
Myths and Mountains clients experience a sense of pride and goodwill knowing that a share 
of their trip expense is invested in sustainable projects that contribute to revolutionary 
development and increase prosperity for residents of Nepal. 
 
Lessons Learned  
 
In order to create sustainability, it is fundamentally important to focus on people first rather 
than solely on conservationism. When people have limited access or no viable source of 
income, education or medical care, the environment and natural resources are of little 
concern. Change in behavior toward the environment takes time to develop and take root, as 
well as resources, education and adequate planning By addressing local issues and meeting 
community needs, economic and environmental sustainability evolve. 
 
Representative - Myths and Mountains  
Dr. Antonia Neubauerxii, President 
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Panoramic Journeys – Case Study  
 
Since 2002, Panoramic Journeys has operated tours in Mongolia, one of the least visited 
countries in the world. The company offers travelers the opportunity to immerse themselves 
in the warm hospitality, vast landscapes and the rich cultural and natural heritages of this 
country. Travelers with Panoramic Journeys are not considered to be tourists, but privileged 
guests of Mongolian citizens. 
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives 
 
Panoramic Journeys operates in a delicate travel climate. Tourism is relatively new to 
Mongolia, requiring the need for cultural awareness and sensitivity to cultural and ecological 
realities and vulnerabilities.  It is important for Panoramic Journeys to maintain an 
appropriate balance between host and guest, with minimally invasive practices, and by 
recognizing the needs of the community and the traveler.   
 
Panoramic Journeys recognizes that there are many areas where they can provide 
assistance.  It is their goal to support local people and help them realize their earning 
potential. Encouragement is an important aspect in the work that Panoramic Journeys does 
in Mongolia. 
 
The company offers skills training and acts as an advisory support council to those in need. 
They are committed to strengthening awareness of issues in Mongolia, resisting common 
tendencies to focus on negative stories. Positive investments of time and money in the 
Mongolian countryside helps diminish rural-urban migration patterns and gives people in 
rural areas a needed source of income and reason to reside there. 
 

 
Photo Courtesy of Panoramic Journeys  

Bayan Olgii School Project  

  
Key words the company uses in operations are "balance" and "education". The 
encouragement and interest of Panoramic Journeys in local initiatives allows the Mongolian 
people to continue constructive work, while the company’s presence brings financial support 
to rural areas of Mongolia, contributing to a slowdown in rural-urban migration.  
 
While Panoramic Journeys has supported several projects in the past, the company is now 
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working actively to build a fund for ongoing support for sustainable, ethical, environmental 
and social projects.  The Sustainable Projects Fund is connected to several local projects, 
including a tree-planting project in Southern Mongolia, a kindergarten project in Western 
Mongolia, establishing a vegetable garden in Central Mongolia, and a quilting center in the 
capital Ulaanbaatar. In addition to these projects, Panoramic Journeys sponsors the Camel 
Festival in the Mongolian Gobi desert. 
 

  
Photos Courtesy of Panoramic Journeys     Tree Planting in Mongolia  

  
Steps in Implementation  
 
Panoramic Journeys offers several types of support. They sponsor existing projects that 
spearheaded by local people.  This includes ongoing sponsorship of the Gobi Oasis project 
and a tree-planting project with unpredictable government funding.  With the support they 
received from Panoramic Journeys, the projects are now self-sufficient.  
 
Panoramic Journeys also supports one-off purchases of equipment and resources for 
projects, such as the purchase of a water filtration pump to allow families in camp access to 
fresh local water, and the construction of a community greenhouse for local produce. 
Panoramic Journeys consults the community to identify imminent needs.  After funding a 
project, the company focuses attention on follow through to ensure successful completion of 
the project.  
 
An additional resource for the people in Mongolia is the exchange of ideas and specialty 
skills. The company recently sent two midwives to Mongolia to provide educational 
workshops. The midwives will visit twelve communities and create a dialogue with local 
midwives. They bring specialist knowledge which provides further training and new skills to 
the local midwives. 
 
Panoramic Journeys also offers hands-on volunteer opportunities. The company is open to 
arranging opportunities for guests to volunteer for projects. The company has organized 
opportunities for its clients to visit orphanages, craft projects and participate in a tree planting 
project in the Gobi desert.  
 
Panoramic Journeys provides economic support, commissioning a percentage of trip sales to 
projects that support women with no means of income and commits to spending a specific 
amount on these groups on an annual basis.  Clients of Panoramic Journeys receive a gift 
made by the women involved in the project. In addition, quilts made by the women are 
available for purchase and many clients agree to buy these products to support the cause. 
 
In order to ensure effective use of time and resources, the company collaborates and 
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consults with several people and organizations, including GreenTraveller’s Richard 
Hammond, who advises the company on how to best continue their philanthropic efforts.  
 

 
Photo Courtesy of Panoramic Journeys 

 
Resources Required  
 
The funding for Panoramic Journeys giving back projects varies dramatically, but a certain 
amount is obtained through a percentage of the cost clients pay for their trip.  
 
The company also produces annual calendars to fundraise for the Sustainable Projects 
Fund, which has proved to be an effective strategy in garnering monetary support. In 
addition, Panoramic Journeys hosts fundraising events that support giving back initiatives. 
These events have been a reliable source of funding through donations. Guests of 
Panoramic Journeys often become invested in certain projects and choose to stay involved 
by making financial contributions and taking initiative to promote awareness.  The most 
important resources include donations of time and skills offered by volunteers, as well as 
local participation from communities that are served.    
 
Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation  
 
Panoramic Journeys measures success in terms of project involvement and continued 
growth, and the invaluable support and generosity of clients that give back in order to make a 
difference in the lives of others.   
 
Through the company’s follow-up, travelers see the results of their support for a project. This 
is obtained by providing feedback, photos and success stories that reinforce the need and 
speak to the success of the project. Panoramic Journeys believes that this personal 
approach helps ensure future involvement and is often more telling then a simple graphic or 
statistic.  The company feels they have a direct obligation to the people who donated time, 
resources and funding to support the company’s projects. 
 
Challenges  
 
A challenge and pitfall for many organizations working in developing countries is the 
expectation that rural communities will be immediately open to foreign aid and giving back 
initiatives. Different social and cultural systems result in diverging ideas of travel philanthropy 
and projects. Furthermore, it takes time reach a consensus in regard to work methods, 
resources, gaining local opinion and trust, as well understanding the most effective ways and 
means to give back to these communities. 
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It is also important to fully understand local traditions and customs that may hinder 
acceptance.  For instance, although this may be unique to Mongolia, they do not traditionally 
plan for the future or speak of things that may be considered unpleasant. Cultural differences 
can be stark and difficult to navigate so it is beneficial to understand not only the issues, but 
also the obstacles that must be overcome.  It makes sense as well to avoid possible 
duplication of efforts with local authorities.  A priority—and the best means to achieve 
success—is full collaboration with the community, with respect for the local citizens, NGO’s 
and entrepreneurs.    
 

 
Photo Courtesy of Panoramic Journeys 

 
Panoramic Journeys supports communities, and other communities often become envious of 
the attention and the support, which can become problematic for the people who received 
donations or services.  It is difficult to find a balance between what will be allocated to a 
community and promising something before knowing what people want and need.  
Furthermore, repeated visits to the same local families can cause envy among the 
community. To ease this tension, Panoramic Journeys develops itineraries that vary from trip 
to trip, and works to ensure that an element of surprise and discovery is built-in to each of its 
offered trips. Therefore, tours will involve as many local families as possible.  
 
Lessons Learned 
 
Giving back programs require listening to local individuals and their needs. Each project 
should be initiated, designed, developed and maintained by locals as opposed to visitors who 
more than likely do not fully understand the needs or cultural differences.  
 
Panoramic Journeys has an "umbrella program" that annually reviews current projects and 
decides which projects require additional or ongoing support and which projects may be 
turned over to local authorities or the community for any further maintenance. Panoramic 
Journeys seeks a balance between different projects and the regions in Mongolia that need 
support and determines the best way to advance their cause. 
 
Representative - Panoramic Journeys  
Karina Moretonxiii  
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Ríos Tropicales – Case Study  
 
In 1985, Rafael Gallo and Fernando Esquivel founded Ríos Tropicales, a premiere 
whitewater rafting and sea kayaking outfitting company. The founders’ vision of conservation 
and love of sport and adventure has helped to grow it into one of the top businesses in Costa 
Rica and become a leader in setting tourism quality standards in Costa Rica and Latin 
America. In November 2007, National Geographic Adventure Magazine rated Ríos 
Tropicales as the number one Adventure Outfitter in Costa Rica and fourth rated Rafting 
Outfitter in the world. 
 
From its modest beginnings of operating from Mr. Esquivel’s mother’s home with two rafts, a 
handful of paddles, lifejackets, and helmets, Rios Tropicales has become an internationally 
recognized company. They are now a multi-sport eco-adventure company with operations on 
both the Pacific and Atlantic sides of Costa Rica, and the central and northern mountainous 
regions. In the late 1980’s, the paddlers of Ríos Tropicales, led by Rafael Gallo, pioneered 
explorations and first descents on numerous rivers in Costa Rica. The company currently 
employs more than 150 people to maintain its operations, with a staff that is made up of over 
ninety-five percent local Costa Ricans, and a small percentage that comes from the 
Americas, New Zealand, and Europe. 
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives: 
 
Ríos Tropicales defines philanthropy as a focus on human welfare and advancement, but 
also includes environmental-focused welfare efforts. Complementary goals include 
watershed and river protection, and rainforest conservation. They work to achieve these 
goals while working to empower and engage local community members, including the native 
Cabecar Indians, to play leading roles in their own economic, educational, health and well 
being. 
 
As Ríos Tropicales has expanded its eco-adventure tours, the company has incorporated its 
sustainable business practices and environmental protection programs into every aspect of 
its operations. Ríos Tropicales believes that consistent practices are more important than 
waiting to amass a large investment for an extensive project. The company sees the 
opportunity to be a role model for its clients, but also for the communities they operate in, 
with exemplary efforts in promoting local involvement in reforestation and land protection 
projects.   
 
Ríos Tropicales believes that no matter how small one’s efforts might seem, making a 
difference counts at the individual and personal level. Ríos Tropicales has participated in the 
construction of two health care clinics in remote, rural areas that serve over four hundred and 
two hundred residents, respectively.   
 
From 1994 through 1996, the company participated in the construction of a health clinic in 
the small town of Santa Marta, in the central mountainous region of Costa Rica. Ríos 
Tropicales contributed financially to ensure the success of the clinic, both with their own 
funds, and with guest contributions. The center provides much-needed healthcare closer to 
their community than previously available. This improved access to preventative care has 
helped reduce the number of complications associated with delayed care in rural areas. Ríos 
Tropicales also helped to build a second medical center in the small and remote area of San 
Isidro de Dota that serves approximately two hundred residents.  
 
In its third decade of operations, Ríos Tropicales is focused on further integrating its 
sustainable business practices and environmental protection programs within its operational 
territories. These practices and programs include the following. 
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• Land protection and reforestation projects.  
• Green construction projects.  
• Environmental education programs in elementary schools.  
• Support of local communities, including the indigenous Cabecar Indians, through 

employment opportunities, development assistance, sustainable agriculture, and 
markets for local products. 

 
In 1994, Ríos Tropicales established Fundación Ríos Tropicales, a non-profit environmental 
organization that assists the company in the preservation, protection and restoration of the 
rivers, streams and watersheds of Costa Rica. The organization works to create local 
environmental awareness of river issues, support environmental activities and projects that 
promote sustainable development and environmental education, and fund more thorough 
studies of its aquatic systems. Fundación Ríos Tropicales functions independently, but the 
issues it focuses on are of interest to the majority of the customers of Ríos Tropicales, river 
runners, and environmentally concerned individuals.  
 

 
Photos Courtesy of Ríos Tropicales 
 
Though Fundación Ríos Tropicales has been in operation for a short time, it has already 
established an aggressive awareness campaign. As part of this national campaign, the 
organization spearheaded an environmental education program in elementary schools in the 
Atlantic region of Turrialba and Siquirres. The objectives are to educate children about the 
rivers of their community, and how they are impacted by human behavior. The organization 
hopes to motivate the students to take action in keeping the rivers clean and free-flowing as 
they mature, and to practice sustainable farming and developmental methods through 
efficient use of the valuable natural resources of their surroundings. 
  
By teaching children to care for their natural resources, Ríos Tropicales is equipping a 
generation of future leaders with knowledge and tools for sustainable business practices that 
incorporate environmental management. These local children are learning how to care for 
and manage their natural resources for measurable sustainability. Educating youth is an 
important long-term strategy that can increasingly influence Costa Rican government 
policies, especially once these children acknowledge the needs and push for positive change 
in their communities over the course of their education and career.  
 
The River Education Program of Fundación Ríos Tropicales involves direct participation and 
hands-on learning activities. With the assistance of volunteers and members of the local 
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environmental group, ECO-Jovenes, the organization bypasses classroom lectures in favor 
of hands-on participation including physical activities, field trips, art projects and investigative 
outings that cover issues in water quality monitoring, river ecology, watershed management, 
river pollution/contamination and solutions, land use practices and hydroelectric projects. 
 
At the end of each three-week course, the organization presents each child with a certificate 
of recognition and a seedling donated by Escuela Agricola de la Region Tropical Humeda 
(E.A.R.T.H.). Following the ceremony, the seedlings are planted around the community as an 
effort to reforest the Reventazón River watershed. 
 
The purchase of land for protection and reforestation purposes is another significant altruistic 
initiative of Ríos Tropicales. Over the years, the company has expanded its land protection 
and reforestation efforts. The bulk of these land protection efforts are through land purchase; 
they currently focused in the biologically rich Pacuare river basin region, located on the 
Caribbean slope of Costa Rica. The river flows through four distinct rain forest zones, which 
vary considerably in their tree species composition, their stand structure and their ecological 
functions.  
 
In addition to the eco-system diversity of the Pacuare river region, the river includes more 
than three National Parks, several Indigenous Reserves, and is a part of the Mesoamerican 
Conservation Corridor. Disruption of any part of this interrelated ecosystem will have a 
negative material impact on the huge population of diverse wildlife, local indigenous Indian 
and native communities, and the regenerative health of the rainforest. Ríos Tropicales has 
teamed with Fondo Nacional de Financiamiento Forestal (FONFIFA) and other non-profit 
organizations to reforest areas within the reserve in order to produce more oxygen to offset 
pollution that leads to global warming. 
 
Goals and Objectives 
 
Ríos Tropicales started its travel philanthropy initiatives to protect the ecosystems in which 
the company operates. By purchasing land, working on reforestation and through education, 
Ríos Tropicales wants to preserve nature for future generations to explore and enjoy. A 
pristine and healthy ecosystem is a significant reason for guests to come and visit a 
destination. Therefore, keeping these environments in their natural states is critical for Ríos 
Tropicales’s operations, since they rely heavily on a healthy landscape. 
 
A significant goal and objective of Ríos Tropicales in deciding to implement its travel 
philanthropy initiatives was to include local communities in the projects. Establishing a 
collaborative process between the company and the local community has always been a 
priority for Ríos Tropicales, and they believe that the inclusion of local people is pivotal to a 
project’s success.  
 
Steps in Implementation 
 
In 1989, Ríos Tropicales was able to purchase a 35-hectare area along the banks of the 
Pacuare River in the area close to El Tigre, a small subsistence farming community. The 
land was purchased from a local subsistence farmer, Anibal Obando, whose large family had 
converted much of the land for agricultural use, cutting down significant tracts of rainforest in 
the process. Ríos Tropicales then hired the same Obando family to reforest most of what 
they had cut down in the area.  This kind of effort is in alignment with the company’s mission 
to collaborate and partner with the local community and educate them about the importance 
of environmental protection and reforestation.  
 
In that first year alone, Ríos Tropicales planted over five hundred trees as part of the 
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reforestation program. The company used all local species of seeds that had been previously 
collected on the same land by the Obando family. In 1991, Ríos was able to reinvest its 
earnings and purchase more primary forest for conservation purposes, raising the total from 
thirty-five hectares to one hundred and fifty hectares. Ríos Tropicales now owns eight 
hundred hectares of pristine forestland in total, and the company’s reforestation efforts have 
only grown since that first purchase.  
 
Prior to Ríos Tropicales purchase of the original thirty-five hectares from the Obando family, 
unregulated poaching in the area and deforestation had taken a major toll on the 
environment. At a crossroad, the company decided that the best course of action was to 
embrace the local community residents and provide them with educational opportunities 
rather than to take possible legal action against them. Ríos Tropicales was able to enlist 
indigenous Cabecar Indians to help partner with the company to put a stop to poaching and 
illegal fishing in the area. The company began educating the public on the dangers and 
repercussions of this illegal behavior and the long-term negative effects of their actions. Ríos 
Tropicales enlisted their help to protect the land by taking a proactive role in confronting 
poachers, advising them that what they were doing was both harmful and illegal. The efforts 
of the Cabecar Indians was monumental in saving numerous species from extinction in the 
area, and allowed for the return of other species that had disappeared. 
 
Resources Required 
 
Travel philanthropy initiatives implemented by Ríos Tropicales are financed through the 
company’s earnings, partnerships with organizations, donations from tourists and friends of 
the company. Land purchases have been financed with the company’s profits. Out of the 
eight hundred hectares, an annual income of around US$25,000 is generated through 
carbon credits, which allows three full-time employees to care for the reserves. Trees are 
donated by E.A.R.T.H. and volunteers consist of company guides and staff members. 
 
The River Education Program requires significant numbers of volunteers and education 
materials for the success of the program. To date, Fundación Ríos Tropicales has completed 
three courses with third, fourth and fifth graders. Currently, the organization is seeking 
additional volunteers with experience in environmental education to assist in teaching the 
program to the entire school. The organization is using a variety of materials donated from 
environmental education organizations in the United States including Global River 
Environmental Education Network (GREEN), Project WET, and Save Our Streams of the 
Isaak Walton League.  
 
Replicability 
 
Other companies and organizations can duplicate and implement Ríos Tropicales travel 
philanthropy. For instance, companies could easily replicate a similar environmental 
education program that Ríos Tropicales implemented in elementary schools. This type of 
altruistic giving provides an easy and simple means to give back to local communities and is 
relatively straightforward in its approach. 
 
Success Factors and Benefits  
 
Ríos Tropicales has a developed a framework for what they have accomplished and how 
they have successfully managed their projects. The goals of Ríos Tropicales have been met 
and exceeded expectation with respect to their environmental initiatives of reforestation, 
sustainable farming practices, and community participation,  
 
The results of the reforestation project started by Ríos Tropicales have been excellent, with 
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the initial acres all successfully replanted and new areas now under reforestation. Ríos 
Tropicales is now incorporating sustainable farming techniques on acreage where land was 
neither deforested for primary or secondary growth, but was being used for crop production. 
This fully utilizes the pastures and provides additional work in the area. They are managing 
these areas with regard to highest environmental protection standards concurrent with local 
sustainable development goals. The company continues to plant trees in pastures and crop 
fields for shade and water protection. These efforts are recognized and supported by the 
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), which aims to plant a billion trees worldwide 
in 2008.  
 
The ongoing reforestation efforts of Ríos Tropicales have been a great source of pride for 
locals in the area, and they realize the benefits of their dedicated work in the area. They have 
taken a proactive role in educating members of their community about the importance of 
protecting and maintaining the natural resources of the area, so that future generations may 
enjoy them as well. Ríos Tropicales and the locals pledged to plant five thousand trees as a 
part of the aforementioned United Nations initiative, and are pleased to note that they will far 
exceed that number.  
 
Since its establishment, Ríos Tropicales has hired several of the local Indians to work as 
hiking and naturalist guides. These individuals have been invaluable in educating other 
locals, as well as the company’s guests, on the needs and issues affecting the area. Two of 
these original guides first led hikes into their homeland wilderness areas for the company’s 
guests and later became river guides. They now successfully operate their own campground 
on the banks of the Pacuare River downstream from the property of Ríos Tropicales and 
reap the financial benefits as independent business owners. Their customers include many 
other outfitter companies in addition to the clients of Rios Tropicales.  
 
In the early nineties, there were several important species of wildlife that were noticeably 
absent due to illegal hunting and fishing practices. Due in large part to the company’s 
environmental programs and its ability to collaborate with the local community, Ríos 
Tropicales has seen the return of several indigenous species, such as howler monkeys, 
white-faced monkeys, ocelots, and many other cat species. Rarely seen at all in Central 
America, the endangered jaguar has once again made its presence known in the Pacuare 
Basin. Additionally, there is no longer evidence of poaching in the area, a feat proudly 
accomplished with the assistance of area community members. 
 
Other success factors that apparent and easily measured include the following: 
 

• The Pacuare River was effectively saved from hydroelectric dam construction. 
• Thousands of hectares of rainforest are protected in a private reserve and being 

reforested, with the direct environmental and human welfare benefits of improved air 
quality, land preservation and protection against erosion as well as jobs for local 
community members. 

• Eco-tourism’s use of native management teams, staff, and community involvement 
has proven successful and is achieving the intended results. 

• It has become commonplace for tourists to seek out eco-tourism travel opportunities 
over traditional travel vacations, recognizing the need to help preserve and protect 
peoples, places and things, and the ability to actually make a difference on these 
vacations.  

• The total number of jobs Ríos Tropicales has created since the year 1985 and the 
educational impact the company has fostered among staff and their communities is 
significant. Currently, Ríos Tropicales employs upwards of 150 staff annually and 95 
percent of them are local residents of Costa Rica. When Ríos Tropicales started, one 
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hundred percent of guide staff came from the city, now there is a significant shift with 
75 percent of staff from rural areas. The unanticipated and incredibly welcome effect 
of training rural Costa Ricans as guide staff is that they return home and have an 
impact in their community as they promote and get involved in conservation-related 
activities.  In addition, they learn new skills that benefit them and their community, 
including learning to speak English, computer training and modern sustainable 
business practices.  

 
Success factors that are less easily measured but that also relevant include a growing pride 
and ownership in local environmental protection efforts and local policing efforts against 
poaching, and increased opportunities in environmental research, eco-tourism careers, 
rainforest eco-system management and sustainable business development practices. 
 
In December 1994, Conde Nast recognized Ríos Tropicales and its non-profit organization 
for their successful efforts to protect the diverse eco-system of the pristine Pacuare River by 
opposing damming of the river, and protection of Costa Rican wild lands through land 
purchase and reforestation projects in collaboration with local communities. This 
acknowledgement reinforces the fact that Ríos Tropicales altruistic efforts truly are 
invaluable. 
 
Challenges 
 
There were many challenges that Rios Tropicales had to overcome during the 
implementation of their travel philanthropy initiatives.  Initially, the company alienated local 
community members who were harming their lands through deforestation and poaching.  
However, by working with the locals and educating them about the inherent value of their 
natural environment, Ríos Tropicales managed to create a system of social control, where 
the natural environment was regarded in a more sustainable way. Gained consensus and 
collaboration with the community has helped Rios Tropicales overcome many obstacles.  
Their persistence and dedication to doing the right thing, along with their refusal to give up 
are key components to their eventual success.  
 
The commitment to involve locals from the very beginning, despite educational barriers, was 
significant.  In effect, the company’s willingness to publicly engage for related causes 
enabled them to create Fundación Ríos Tropicales and ultimately partner with national and 
international organizations in their efforts. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 
The most significant recommendation that Ríos Tropicales can give to other companies and 
organizations is to involve local people and local non-profit organizations in the 
implementation process of travel philanthropy initiatives. Keeping in mind that the approach 
to implement altruistic initiatives should come from both the company and local community, 
not solely from the company itself, is very important to overall success.  In addition, it is 
important to educate, encourage and allow the local community to be owners of the process 
and not solely participants in the effort.  
 
While government organizations and non-profit organizations are certainly central to helping 
Costa Rica protect its natural resources, forming partnerships with local and indigenous 
communities in order to truly support and self-monitor wildlife and forest protection is Ríos 
Tropicales’ biggest achievement. These efforts include educating people who had been 
poaching and deforesting the land. Without such grassroots ownership and involvement, 
many valuable and well-meaning efforts at peaceful environmental protection ultimately fail.  
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As part of the company’s philosophy, Ríos Tropicales was entirely involved in every aspect of 
its environmental programs. It was not a separate, secondary activity with a solo champion. If 
it were, Ríos Tropicales would not be as successful as it is today.  The eco-tourism and 
sustainable business practices of Ríos Tropicales will carry-on, through many more company 
operations and ventures.  
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Wilderness Travel – Case Study  
 
Founded in 1978, Wilderness Travel has become a leader in the adventure travel industry 
with more than one hundred trips to Asia, the Pacific, Antarctica, Africa, Europe, the 
Galápagos and North and South America.  Wilderness Travel customizes every trip from 
wildlife safaris to active cruises, hikes, treks, photography workshops, cultural voyages and 
snorkeling to sea kayaking adventures worldwide. In addition to these trips, Wilderness 
Travel offers a collection of first-time explorations, remote treks and cultural journeys that 
reflect the travel passions and dreams of veteran trip leaders. Wilderness Travel also 
organizes annual special events ranging from total solar eclipse programs with esteemed 
astronomers to symposium-and-travel programs offering expertise in archaeology and 
natural history, as well as theme journeys and cultural explorations on small ships.  
 
Wilderness Travel firmly believes that responsible tourism is an extraordinary tool to connect 
people across borders and cultures. Some of Wilderness Travel’s deep-seated commitments 
include ecological responsibility, promoting low-impact tourism, respecting local culture, and 
supporting conservation efforts. 
 
Background Information on Travel Philanthropy Initi atives 
 
One of Wilderness Travel’s most significant initiatives is supporting renowned non-profit 
organizations and foundations through grant funding obtained from client trip expenses.  The 
company does not allocate a specific percentage of trip expenses for grants, but identifies 
which organizations and foundations need assistance, and then determines what amount of 
financial support is appropriate. For instance, travelers who visit the Galapagos Islands are 
encouraged to support local conservation efforts for an additional fee of $50 US Dollars. In 
exchange, participant travelers receive membership in the Galapagos Conservancy with 
donations allotted to conservation projects under the auspices of the Charles Darwin 
Research Station and the International Galapagos Tour Operators Association. The 
company also recommends that clients support other organizations, with information 
provided about the agencies, their charitable efforts and how they can make donations upon 
returning home.  
 
Another way that Wilderness Travel participates in travel philanthropy is by directly 
supporting—in the form of donations—to both non-governmental organizations based in the 
United States and small-scale local initiatives worldwide. Wilderness Travel seeks out and 
supports a variety of projects the countries it visits, including initiatives like building a 
playground for local children in highland Ecuador, purchasing computers and educational 
resources for schools in the Urubamba Valley of Peru, funding roofing of a local school in 
Tanzania, contributing to local medical costs and supplies, supporting the Copan Survival 
Fund efforts to purchase portions of ancestral land in the Ecuadorian Amazon and supporting 
the African Blackwood Conservation Project in Tanzania.  With its commitment to 
ecologically responsible, low-impact tourism, Wilderness Travel actively supports additional 
conservation and cultural groups including the American Himalayan Foundation, Jane 
Goodall Institute, World Monuments Fund, Galapagos Conservancy, Wildlife Conservation 
Society, and Common Hope. 
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Goals and Objectives 
 
The travel philanthropy programs of Wilderness Travel illustrate the company’s dedication as 
a responsible provider of international travel.  Prior to trip departure, the company provides 
travelers with informative details about their destination including a clear picture and 
understanding of the natural environment, local culture, customs and traditions. Wilderness 
Travel also hires local tour guides who articulate traditional customs, and works to ensure 
that visitors also act responsibly and respect local philosophies.  Additionally, the company 
directly funds organizations such as schools and orphanages and clients are encouraged to 
support and visit these projects during their travels.  
 

  
 Photo Courtesy of Wilderness Travel 

School Teachers in Tanzania 
 
Steps in Implementation  
 
Wilderness Travel has established several partnerships with well-known local agencies in 
order to institute philanthropic programs. The company partners with other tourism providers 
to help meet local needs, such as supporting primary schools in Tanzania and Peru and a 
children’s shelter in Ecuador. In addition, the organization works with larger organizations 
including the American Himalayan Foundation, which offers dental services and a community 
clinic in Namche Bazaar. Travelers who trek in the Everest region can visit the clinic during 
their trip and see firsthand how locals benefit from services. By creating a broad network of 
alliances that are already working to serve communities in the regions they visit, Wilderness 
Travel can successfully give back while meeting their philanthropic goals. This decreases the 
steps involved in implementation while still achieving the objectives of the organization. 
 
Resources Required  
 
Despite required steps for implementation, the organization must still allocate significant time 
and resources in order to determine cause-worthy organizations. Resources are required to  
effectively communicate with these agencies, and to determine the level of support needed,  
and in the management of grants and funding.  
 
It is also important when implementing small-scale projects to have informed people residing 
in the area that can help identify the local needs, and determine which projects require 
further assistnce. These team members also help clarify how tourism can be an effective 
source of support for the projects.  
 
In order to make sure that grants are properly invested in sustainable projects and are used 
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as intended, Wilderness Travel thoroughly analyzes the background and performance of 
organizations and foundations to which grants are allocated. If money is funded to a 
foundation based in the United States, Wilderness Travel can readily obtain information on 
the Internet about the amount invested in projects and how much is used for administrative 
costs by the organization or foundation. In other countries, Wilderness Travel has staff 
members or field partners who visit the foundation to get a clear picture of the projects 
supported, the parties that are involved in the process and to further ensure that funding is 
used accordingly.   
 

 
 Photo Courtesy of Wilderness Travel 

Namche Dental Clinic  
 
Indicators for Monitoring and Evaluation 
 
Supporting responsible travel has helped Wilderness Travel achieve stated goals and 
objectives. In most cases, Wilderness Travel supports infrastructure projects that directly 
benefit local communities, such as constructing a playground or building a school for 
impoverished children.    
 
By supporting such projects, Wilderness Travel is able to sustain their commitment to giving 
back and to distinguish itself as a company that acts responsibly. While it may be difficult to 
measure client satisfaction with regard to giving back initiatives, the conscious and socially 
responsible traveler is usually interested and becomes invested in the initiatives undertaken 
by Wilderness Travel.  
 
Replicability 
 
The travel philanthropy initiatives of Wilderness Travel are replicable and fairly 
straightforward to implement. The most important aspect is to work with partners in local 
communities to identify needs and local initiatives so that money can be used in an efficient 
way. This helps ensure that funds are invested in beneficial, relevant, and sustainable 
projects.  Because Wilderness Travel partners with other agencies and charitable 
organizations, their philanthropic initiatives are easily duplicated and do not necessarily 
require a significant upfront investment or large donation in order to make a difference. 
 
Challenges 
 
Finding small-scale local organizations, foundations and worthy projects in a wide-range of 
countries and creating an efficient method to monitor effectiveness can be challenging. 
Wilderness Travel is continuously seeking to assist local initiatives, but finding the right 
project with the necessary partners, support and sustainability is the most difficult part of the 
process.  
 
As a means to confront this challenge, Wilderness Travel makes use of personal contacts 



 

© 2008 Sustainable Travel International 

57 

and team members around the world. The company obtains recommendations from local 
ground operators, trip leaders and other sources working in the field to identify local projects, 
capitalizing on their familiarity with destination dynamics. They can then recommend local 
organizations, foundations and projects that may align with Wilderness Travel and its giving 
back strategy and are able to monitor the initiatives once they are implemented.  
 
Lessons Learned 
 
In spite of the challenges, implementing a travel philanthropy program is definitely worth the 
effort.  The time commitment, investment, resources and any difficulties along the way are all 
valuable learning experiences that only serve to enhance and improve the successful 
outcome of future projects.  
 
Although Wilderness Travel works effectively with several large American non-profit 
organizations, the company has learned that small-scale local initiatives have the ability to 
make a difference and can often be easier to implement since they are often initiated by local 
people as opposed to larger entities with the best intentions, but often lacking awareness of 
the primary needs and issues of the community. 
 
Representative - Wilderness Travel  
Ray Rodneyxiv 
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CONCLUSION 

The Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy – Tour Operator Sector manual is intended to 
serve as an instrumental guide in helping travel companies create and implement 
philanthropic initiatives that advance tourism as a means for supporting global sustainable 
tourism development.   
 
Travel philanthropy, while not currently widespread, is a growing movement in the travel and 
tourism industry.  With an increase in awareness and access to sustainable tourism, more 
environmentally and socially conscious travelers wish to donate their time and economic 
patronage to positively impact the destinations they visit. Travelers’ philanthropy initiatives 
are designed to facilitate this connection, making it easier for travelers and travel companies 
to enrich the lives of others, care for the environment, and ensure the well-being of local 
communities.  
 
The Best Practices in Travel Philanthropy – Tour Operator Sector manual emphasizes 
improved relationships between host, guests and tour operators as a means for achieving 
long term sustainability of local destinations. The best practices outlined in the case studies 
are disseminated to help tour operators enhance and maximize social benefits for local 
communities, minimize negative environmental and social impacts, and increase their 
profitability.  
 
This manual is also designed to help tour operators more easily adopt philanthropic initiatives 
by providing information and guidance on how to realize the related benefits and measurably 
improve business performance outcomes including operational, financial and marketing 
objectives.   
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© 2008 Sustainable Travel International 

60 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES  
 
Asia Transpacific Journeys 
-http://www.asiatranspacific.com/ 
-http://www.asiatranspacific.com/ATJ/about/foundation.aspx 
 
Center on Ecotourism and Sustainable Development 
-www.ecotourismcesd.org 
-www.travelersphilanthropy.org 
 
Fundación Yanapuma  
-http://www.yanapuma.org 
 
G.A.P Adventures 
-http://www.gapadventures.com/ 
-http://www.gapadventures.com/sustainable_tourism/sustainable_tourism 
-http://www.planeterra.org/ 
-http://www.planeterra.org/help.php 
 
Generosity in Action 
-http://www.generosityinaction.org/ 
 
GlobalGiving 
-http://www.globalgiving.com/  
 
Global Vision International   
-http://www.gviusa.com/ 
 
Journeys Within   
-http://www.journeys-within.com/ 
-http://www.journeyswithinourcommunity.org/ 
 
Micato Safaris 
-http://www.micato.com/  
-http://www.micato.com/2008brochurepdfs/Helping_Hand.pdf 
 
Myths and Mountains 
-http://www.mythsandmountains.com/  
-http://www.readglobal.org/ 
-http://www.readglobal.org/READCasePiece.pdf 
 
Panoramic Journeys  
-http://www.panoramicjourneys.com/ 
-http://www.panoramicjourneys.com/responsibletravel.php 
 
READ Global 
-http://www.readglobal.org/ 
-http://www.readglobal.org/READCasePiece.pdf 
 
Ríos Tropicales 
-http://www.riostropicales.com/ 
-http://centralamerica.com/cr/raft/riofund.htm 
 
Sustainable Travel International 
-http://www.travelersgivingback.org 
 
Wilderness Travel 
-http://www.wildernesstravel.com/ 
-http://www.wildernesstravel.com/about/difference.html 

http://www.asiatranspacific.com/
http://www.asiatranspacific.com/ATJ/about/foundation.aspx
http://www.ecotourismcesd.org/webarticles/anmviewer.asp?a=2&z=1
http://www.travelersphilanthropy.org/
http://www.yanapuma.org/
http://www.gapadventures.com/
http://www.gapadventures.com/sustainable_tourism/sustainable_tourism
http://www.planeterra.org/
http://www.planeterra.org/help.php
http://www.generosityinaction.org/
http://www.gviusa.com/
http://www.journeys-within.com/
http://www.journeyswithinourcommunity.org/
http://www.micato.com/
http://www.micato.com/2008brochurepdfs/Helping_Hand.pdf
http://www.mythsandmountains.com/
http://www.readglobal.org/
http://www.readglobal.org/
http://www.panoramicjourneys.com/
http://www.panoramicjourneys.com/responsibletravel.php
http://www.readglobal.org/
http://www.readglobal.org/
http://www.riostropicales.com/
http://centralamerica.com/cr/raft/riofund.htm
http://www.travelersgivingback.org/
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