Hotel Punta Islita
The Authentic Experience

Hotel Punta Islita (http://www.hotelpuntaislita.com) is located in Guanacaste, Costa Rica, in a secluded coastal
region of the Nicoya Peninsula. Opened in 1994, Hotel Punta Islita is an independent resort and wholly Costa Rican
owned. It has been carefully developed, as its website states, “in full synergy with its neighboring communities.”
More than 85% of the hotel’s staff of about 130 employees is local. Hotel Punta Islita hosts approximately 8000
visitors a year.

Hotel Punta Islita caters to an upscale market with a green conscience. It has both a 5 star rating for quality and
service and 4-green leaf rating with Costa Rica’s Certification for Sustainable Tourism (CST) program. Hotel Punta
Islita offers a unique and successful blend of rational luxury and cultural authenticity set in a framework of
responsible tourism. In recent years the resort has won a number of international awards for both its quality of
service and for its responsible tourism practices. These include Virgin Holidays Responsible Tourism Awards for
Best for Local Communities (2010); Conde Nast Travelers’ Reader’s Choice Award (2010), Top 10 Resorts in
Central/South America (2009, 2008), and Gold List (2008, 2009, 2010); and Travel + Leisure Magazine’s Best 500
Hotels in the World (2009).

Since its 1994 inauguration, Hotel Punta Islita has bound its success to the establishment of symbiotic ties with the
surrounding villages and townships. It is located in an economically depressed area formerly over-exploited by
unsustainable cattle ranching and wood extraction. The surrounding tropical dry forest had been stripped, access
to education was limited, and professional opportunities were nonexistent.

By providing employment opportunities, job training, educational initiatives, and an innovative community art
program in partnership with the local communities, the area has gradually transformed an economically depressed
slash-and-burn agricultural area into a thriving collective of tourism professionals and micro entrepreneurs.
Almost 50¢ of every dollar spent at Hotel Punta Islita stays in the local communities as salaries, contributions,
taxes, social benefits, and local purchases. And over the past seven years, the hotel has been able to strengthen
guest involvement in its travelers’ philanthropy projects due to growing consumer interest in directly benefiting
the communities where they vacation.

In a nutshell... ecotourism is planet-friendly, people positive. It is a travel style that fosters harmony among the
visitor, the local community, and the environment. It maximizes the learning experience for the traveler, promotes
economic spillover, protects cultural authenticity, and strengthens environmental stewardship.

A hotel is truly ecofriendly when its long-term business model is open and inclusive. When there is a mandate to
understand its surroundings, embracing accountability and transparency, a hotel can be truly planet-friendly and
people-positive.

Community involvement is essential to ensure that the model evolves, remaining current and synergistic. Strategic
planning is best undertaken with an insider’s perspective. In our case, we have followed a two pronged strategy,
local employment and supporting local education and art. We have been able to ensure a high percentage of local
staff (close to 85%), including at top management levels. We have fostered complementary education programs in
the local schools, an early-stimulation day care center, and a community media center. We have also sponsored
local art groups, an open-air art museum, and art studios. These strategies have ensured constant feedback from a
multiplicity of local actors.



As consumer awareness and demand for sustainable products grows, there is certainly increased pressure on the
supply side. | would not go as far as saying that ecotourism is a victim of green-washing. The ideal remains strong.
Nevertheless, there is a danger of falling into least-effort complacency. Hotels must understand that turning off
the lights, or forgoing daily towel laundering is not enough. The commitment must go beyond basic efforts. The
costs are significant but the rewards are manifold.

A globally-recognized, easily understood “eco-rating” would be ideal. Unfortunately, there is a cacophony of
programs and certifications of varied thoroughness. In Costa Rica, we are fortunate to count with the Costa Rican
Tourism Institute’s CST (Certification of Sustainable Tourism). This government-driven program is a respected,
valuable tool that entails periodic review combining self-assessment and a rigorous verification process. The only
challenge is that the CST program remains unknown to the vast majority of consumers. Efforts are underway to
create a global program that assesses and rates individual programs. Hopefully, these will help guide travelers as
they research their potential destinations.



