
 

Title Slide: Conde Nast Traveler:  
 
Making a Difference One Issue at a Time 
 
 
I’d like to start by giving some background on the magazine so 
that you can see the journey that led to our firm embrace of 
traveler’s philanthropy. Conde Nast Traveler’s commitment to 
environmental conservation was integral to its mission from 
its first issue twenty-one years ago for the obvious yet easily 
forgotten fact that travel is linked inextricably to the 
environment—if we don’t preserve it, there’ll be nothing left to 
see.  
 
SLIDE 
 
To demonstrate this commitment, we established our 
Environmental Award. Each year we award a grand prize of 
$20,000 and $2,000 each to three runners up to teachers, 
farmers, and scientists, and others who are working to protect 
the environment and the lives and livelihoods of those in their 
communities. In total, we’ve given some $300,000.  
 
Perhaps the best known is our first environmental award 
winner, Wangari Maathai, who won in 1990 for her work 
planting more than 10 million trees throughout Kenya.  
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Building Awareness with Readers 
 
Our focus on sustainable travel—by that I mean protecting not 
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only the environment but the cultures and well-being of those 
who live at a destination—is much more recent. One of the first 
stories we published on travel benefiting the community was a 
piece Kevin Doyle wrote in 2006. He went to Siem Reap to 
cover a boutique hotel—Shinta Mani—that provides education, 
food, and clean water to needy locals and give guests the 
opportunity to pay for wells, piglets, bicycles, etc. He also 
visited a couple of Six Senses properties in Thailand, which 
give one half of one percent of their annual income to an 
employee committee which was charged with determining 
where in the community the money would go. 
 

 
SLIDE 
 
 
The following year, in 2007, what began as a trickle became a 
torrent. I went out and reported on what large international 
hotel companies such as Accor and Marriott are doing to 
support the communities in which they operate, and you can 
see from this opening spread that we made it clear to readers 
that the simple act of choosing a hotel can have profound 
effects on the lives of others. As part of this story we also 
published a comprehensive “hotel scorecard,” listing every 
major hotel company and indicating whether or not it had a 
companywide social responsibility policy—we were both 
surprised and dismayed to learn that many, including 
Amanresorts, Four Seasons, Hilton, Peninsula, and Raffles, did 
not.  
 
These were just the first of many stories on sustainable travel 
that would follow -- including a how-to guide to sustainable 
travel as well as a major feature on voluntourism, and .  
 



 
  
Building Awareness with the Industry 
 
In taking stock of how we were covering sustainable travel and 
corporate social responsibility in 2007, we realized that our 
approach had become lopsided—that we were leaving the 
travel industry out of the discussion. Which also meant that we 
were letting them off the hook.  
 
We established our Ecotourism Award in 1995 to recognize 
properties with outstanding sustainable tourism practices, but 
had only focused on small eco-lodges and other individual 
properties. We never even invited the large travel companies—
airlines, cruise lines, major hotel chains—to apply for the 
award, because none of them at the time were doing anything 
that could be considered sustainable.  
 
By 2007, sustainability was a global concern, so we rebranded 
our Ecotourism Award as the World Savers Award and invited 
everyone in the industry—players large and small—to apply 
for designation. We added several categories—large hotel 
chains, airlines, and cruise lines, for example—to broaden our 
reach.   
  
Over the course of the last five years of World Savers Awards, 
it has been amazing to watch the industry change. Many more 
companies have developed company-wide sustainability 
policies – Mandarin Oriental, for example, just issued its very 
first sustainability report. 
 
We have also learned that some of the large travel companies 
are doing amazing things: 
 



SLIDE: 
ACCOR 
 
ACCOR is a company that proves that even the biggest travel 
companies can do the right thing. With 4200 hotels – the 
Novotel, Sofitel, Ibiz, and Motel 6 brands – the company has set 
aggressive targets for reduction of energy and water 
consumption, and its hotels have community projects, too. This 
one, in Cambodia, is working with farmers to teach them 
sustainable practices and also how to grow vegetables the 
hotel can buy.. 
   The most amazing part of ACCOR’s community work, 
however, is the fight against  AIDS and its campaign against 
child prostitution. Every one of its properties has AIDS 
prevention training, and there are posters warning against 
child prostitution and staff are trained to stop it when they see 
it.  
   The former CEO Gilles Pelisson said to me a couple of years 
ago, “we have to recognize that we are part of the problem, and 
we have a responsibility for doing something.” A courageous 
man in an industry that has been nervous about talking about 
sex tourism, AIDS, and trafficking. 
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CAYUGA 
 
   Right here in Costa Rica, we found a hotel management 
company that is passionate about environment and community 
engagement at all of its properties, from Finca Rosa Blanca, 
with its worm composting in San Jose to Lapa Rios, with its 
rainforest conservation on the Osa Peninsula. 
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RCCL 
 
   You may recall that there was a big flap over the horrendous 
images of luxury cruisers lolling about in the waters off Haiti 
shortly after the 2010 earthquake. Understandably, there was 
plenty of criticism of Royal Caribbean for seeming to callously 
care more about its business than the fate of the Haitian 
people.  
    In response, RCCL jumped into action. Insisting that keeping 
its cruise ships visiting Labadee was helping to keep hundreds 
of Haitians employed, the company also used its ships to 
transport thousands of pounds of food and aid to the island.    
     What had appeared to be a “bad guy” turned out, in fact, to 
be a good guy – using its business to help solve some problems. 
 
 
 
WORLD SAVERS CONGRESS 
 
 But it wasn’t enough to just open the door to the largest travel 
companies—we needed to bring them into the tent and engage 
them in a dialogue. We wanted to create an opportunity to 
discuss ways the collective power of the $7 trillion a year 
travel industry—both travel companies and travelers—can 
help address the immense need for clean water, for education, 
for medications to treat diseases HIV/AIDS in many of the 
world’s most popular destinations.  
 
We realized that the hotels and tour companies, the airlines 
and cruise lines had immense potential for good—not just for 
funding projects, but in their policies toward the environment, 



toward the health, education, and the economic betterment of 
their employees.  
 
We also needed to tell them that sustainable travel and 
corporate social responsibility are important to our readers 
and important to us and that they would be celebrated for their 
achievements and held accountable for their lack of action.  
 
Most of all, we wanted to create an opportunity for learning, so 
we launched our first annual World Savers Congress in 2007, 
welcoming more than a dozen travel industry CEOs and more 
than 200 representatives from travel companies and NGOs for 
a day of information exchange in New York. 
 

 
 
Turning Good Intentions into Action 
 

 
Finally, we needed to find a way to involve our readers—a 
million strong—who consistently tell us they want to help 
preserve destinations and support the people who live in them.  
 
We partnered with ---Population Services International--one of 
the world’s largest nonprofits addressing global health issues 
to create the Conde Nast Traveler Five & Alive Fund,  which is 
dedicated to saving the lives of the most vulnerable children—
those age five and younger--- in more than 30 countries. Nearly 
10 million children die each year before they reach the age of 
five because they lack the simplest of things—clean drinking 
water, basic medicines, and mosquito netting.  The Five and 
Alive Fund provides these for free or at minimal cost. We made 
a commitment at the Clinton Global Initiative to raise $1 
million. 



 
Crystal Cruises donated two cruises to an online auction 
dedicated to the Conde Nast Traveler Five & Alive Fund, and 
donated  $150,000, as well as designing an in-room video and 
program to engage its guests.  Beam Global Spirits and Wine 
Inc. also joined as a Founding Partner, with a donation of 
$150,000.  
 
The Inn at Little Washington dedicated its 30th anniversary 
gala to the Conde Nast Traveler Five & Alive Fund, raising 
$641,000. 
 
  
  
CHALLENGES: 
 
When the financial crisis hit, our efforts – alas -- slowed down 
because of diminished resources and staff. More recently, we 
have been in discussion with PSI and other NGOs about other 
ways in which we can help — through coverage in the 
magazine, through convening discussion groups, etc.  
 
 
 
CONTINUING DIALOGUE WITH THE INDUSTRY 
 
We have kept our conversation with the industry alive. In 
2009, we held a series of roundtable discussions with global 
travel companies, from Ritz-Carlton to Hyatt and Abercrombie 
& Kent, about sustainability issues. Last year we became 
founding partners of the Sustainable Travel Leadership 
Network, a group of about 15 travel companies formed by 
Sustainable Travel International to brainstorm about CSR 
challenges the industry faces.   



 
Interestingly, at the STLN’s most recent meeting, which 
focused on energy efficiencies, the operational executives who 
were there (top designer of Four Seasons, head of engineering 
for Loews, for example) said their biggest challenge is 
communication: What I mean is the communication challenge 
of persuading the CEO or the owner or the board that 
investment in efficiencies and other socially responsible 
initiatives are worthwhile.  
 
As a result, there are plans to develop a communication “tool 
kit” that will help CSR executives sell their case effectively to 
their CEOs – and also help companies communicate their CSR 
efforts to the public. 
 
Condé Nast Traveler recently commissioned a survey of our 
readers, asking questions that STLN members wanted answers 
to, along with others. The STLN members felt that data and 
stats would be one step toward solving their own internal 
communication challenges. If they could make the case to their 
CEOs that guests care about this stuff, it would help them push 
their CSR agendas. 
 
 
So how much do travelers care about what travel companies 
do? We’ve surveyed readers a number of times, and the level of 
interest in social responsibility has been high. We were 
interested to see how things have changed since the financial 
crisis hit.   
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Conde Nast Traveler Survey December 2010: 
 

1) There is a high level of interest in sustainability 
 
**93%   think companies should protect the 
environment 
**75%   say environmental policies affect their travel 
choices 
**50%   say a charity or cause would influence their 
choice 
** A personal favorite: 59% said they either preferred 
if shampoo and soap are in refillable dispensers to 
reduce waste, or had no opinion. (So many hotel 
execs have said to me that they can’t touch this 
because guests want the little bottles. Well, here’s 
evidence that that assumption is wrong!) 
 
(There were some conflicting views on whether they 
would pay more for companies that are doing the 
right thing. But those who would pay more are willing 
to pay quite a lot more.) 
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Interestingly, the readers’ interest in poverty relief 
has gone down. We asked  
 
** 54% said hotels and resorts should be responsible 
for helping to alleviate poverty in the local 
community. 



 
In 2007, when we asked the same question, 74% of 
readers said hotels should be responsible for helping 
to relieve poverty. 
 
Why? It’s hard to say, of course, but we spoke to MIT 
economist, Abhijit Bannerjee, who recently wrote a 
book called Poor Economics, and he suggested that 
the economic downturn has led to a sort of poverty 
exhaustion, perhaps a bit of a sense of hopelessness 
about solving those kinds of profound issues. 
 
SLIDE 
 
A couple of conclusions that I drew from the survey: 
 
2) There seems to be a lingering sense of guilt 

associated with travel 
 
**67% said they think travel and tourism are either 
damaging to the environment (25%) or not sure 
(43%) 
**65% completely or somewhat agree that 
impoverished communities resent luxury hotels and 
affluent travelers who stay in them 
**36%  think luxury hotels need to do more to fight 
poverty and help the community than just provide 
employment 
**45%  are interested in some sort of voluntourism 
activity while on vacation 
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So what does that mean for the industry? I think it 
means that the travel industry needs to do a much 
better job at getting the message out that companies 
are doing good. 
 
3) The industry is facing a communication 

opportunity/challenge 
 
** 86% say they would like hotels to tell them how 
they are contributing to the community and 
protecting the environment 
** 80% of respondents said they would like their 
airlines to tell them how they are contributing to the 
community and protecting the environment 
** 43% say their choice of cruise lines would be 
influenced by whether or not a cruise line has a 
community project or charity  
** 55% said their choice would be influenced by the 
cruise line’s sustainability program 
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LUXURY WITHOUT GUILT 
 
AT Condé Nast Traveler, we believe that there is 
nothing wrong with luxury – if it is done right. To be 



sure, over the top consumption doesn’t look so good 
these days. But Six Senses is a company – along with 
many of you companies in the audience – that shows 
that you can be luxurious while doing the right thing. 
      Sonu Shivdasani is one of those CEOs who thinks 
way beyond the bottom line. He gets the fact that he 
has power way beyond his size – power to change not 
only his little world but also to inspire. The power to 
be a model for others to follow.  
      Six Senses Soneva Fushi, on a little gem of an 
island in the Maldives, is going carbon neutral.  A $1.2 
million deep sea cooling experiment didn’t work. But 
a $3.7 million solar panel installation will cut the on-
site use of diesel fuel by 66 percent.   
     The resort charges a 2 percent fee for the Carbon 
Sense Fund, which offsets emissions by supporting a 
wind farm in India and efficient cooking stoves in 
Darfur. 
    What makes this interesting is that Six Senses 
hopes to roll this project out across all its 15 
properties, becoming the first carbon neutral luxury 
hotel chain. 
 
    The best part: you don’t have to wear a hair shirt 
and sleep in a hammock to stay there.  So here’s to the 
new model: living well – and doing the right thing! 
  
 

 
 
  



 
  


