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Melding Travel, Career, Philanthropy & Passion 

Presentation by Mike Robbins, Partner with the Tourism Company and TIDES 
Donor (7th Generation Fund) 

Background 

I have worked for over 30 years as a professional management consultant 

specializing in the tourism industry.  Many years were spent working for large-

multi-disciplinary consulting firms based in Canada and in New Zealand, until I 

created my own boutique-consulting firm, the Tourism Company in 1994.  With an 

educational background in environmental planning it has been natural for me to 

focus on more sustainable tourism solutions. 

In 2003 I decided to take a sum of my own resources to set up a philanthropic fund, 

the 7th Generation Fund, to be managed through a public foundation, TIDES Canada. 

The focus of the annual donations through the 7th Generation Fund is on Aboriginal 

cultural and ecotourism initiatives. Through the networks of TIDES I have made 

philanthropic donations and volunteered my professional time on a number of 

international best practice models for conservation and developing a conservation 

economy. 

Today the lines between my professional career, my philanthropic and volunteer 

efforts, and my passion for travel, and particularly to the traditional territories of 

the Canadian Aboriginal people, are merging – my own personal form of leverage to 

ensure broader impact. The following are two examples that I will be reviewing in 

my presentation. 

Internationally Significant Conservation Models 

Model #1:  The Great Bear Rainforest  

The Great Bear Rainforest is the largest tract of unprotected intact coastal 

temperate rainforest left on Earth (over 8 million hectares: 2/3 the size of England), 

representing 25% of the earth’s remaining ancient coastal temperate rainforests. It 

includes a vast riparian system of over 100 unlogged large watersheds and sustains 

20 percent of the world’s wild salmon population. The Great Bear Rainforest 

supports tremendous biodiversity including grizzly bears, black bears, white spirit 

bears, genetically unique wolf populations, six million migratory birds, genetically 

distinct wild salmon runs, and a wide range of unique botanical resources.  
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For thousands of years native peoples have inhabited these lands and waters. This 

coast is the unceded traditional territory for more than 24 coastal First Nations, 

managing and harvesting the natural resources without depleting them. The 19th 

and 20th centuries brought logging, commercial fishing, pulp mills, sawmills, 

canneries, sport hunting/fishing and mines, all extracting resources with little 

benefit to the local First Nations. By the latter half of the 20th century these 

communities were suffering from high unemployment, substandard housing, limited 

economic opportunities and marginal health care. Today the coastal First Nations 

are beginning to benefit from a growing conservation economy thanks to the Great 

Bear Rainforest initiative. 

A turning point along the west coast of BC occurred in 1993 when a series of forest 

conflicts resulted in 1,000 protesters being arrested further down the coast at 

Clayoquot Sound on the west coast of Vancouver Island, protesting against clear cut 

logging of old growth forests. 

In 1996 key environmental groups coined the name Great Bear Rainforest and 

launched the GBRF campaign. Anti-logging protests evolved into strategic 

marketplace tactics. Targeting major BC forest product purchasers like Home Depot, 

Loewes, Staples, IKEA and others the environmental groups started to gain 

marketplace power. These companies did not want their brands associated with 

environmental destruction and controversy and began demanding clear 

environmental goals and standards from the forest producers.   For the first time the 

environmental groups and First Nations could negotiate, with power, as equals with 

governments and forest companies. 

In 1997 the environmental groups developed a new vision for the coast: 

 Full protection of more than a quarter of the pristine rainforests; 

 Establishment of ecologically-sensitive logging; 

 Recognition of First Nation rights and title; 

 Realignment of economy to more sustainable activities. 

The marketplace tactics began to work and the players were forced to begin 

working toward a solution. By 2000 the first steps towards a solution were taken 

with the following agreements between all stakeholders:  

 Marketplace campaigns were stopped; 

 The First Nations created the Turning Point initiative to represent their 

combined interests; 

 Strategic deferrals/moratoriums were place on the 100 unlogged valleys; 

 Independent science would inform future decisions; 
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 Ecosystem-based management principles and goals to sustain healthy 

communities were to be developed; 

 Discussions began on creating a new conservation economy (moving beyond 

reliance on natural resource extraction); 

 Government to government protocol agreement was set up between the First 

Nations and the Provincial for joint land use planning. 

In 2006 the BC government, environmental groups, coastal First Nations, 

philanthropic foundations, and the forest companies signed the GBRF Agreement, 

which in summary mandated: 

 One third of region to be protected representing the full range of habitats; 

 100 new conservancies (2.1 million ha of new protected areas that honor 

First Nations rights and title); 

 Ecosystem-based management for the forests (providing a legally binding 

forest management framework); 

 Joint governance and decision-making between the First Nations and the 

government; 

 Funding for a new economy. 

TIDES led the fund raising campaign (and they also played a significant role in 

enabling coalition building among environmental groups throughout the process). 

The fund raising resulted in two funds to help support the conservation economy 

with half of the funds being allocated for economic development and the other half 

for conservation initiatives: 

 $60 million in private funds placed in endowment; 

 $60 million from Federal & Provincial governments. 

These funds will be spent down fully over a period of 7 years to support sustainable 

economic development and conservation management throughout the GBRF. The 

economic fund will make funding awards linking new investment with clear lasting 

conservation commitments. 

The following are two good examples of sustainable tourism developments in the 

GBRF that either have or are receiving support from the Coast Opportunity Funds. 

King Pacific Lodge (KPL)  

King Pacific Lodge is a luxury lodge built on a 30-metre barge; a floating hotel that is 

towed (116 miles) into place each spring from Prince Rupert where it is safely 

docked for the winter months. The Lodge has demonstrated a strong commitment to 

ecological sustainability through the following initiatives: 
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 Low energy laundry appliances; 

 Energy efficient lighting; 

 Low flush toilets; 

 On-site filtration of glacier water for potable needs; 

 A plan introduced in 2007 to reduce the lodge carbon footprint by 50% over 5 

years – offsetting the carbon emissions from the lodge operations and 

employee travel as well as guest’s air travel; 

 In the process of switching from generator to run-of-the-river hydro plant and 

solar panels for energy needs.  

The lodge was the first private tourism operator to sign a working protocol 

agreement with a First Nation in British Columbia (Gitga’at First Nation), 

recognizing their rights and title to their traditional territory (the lodge is 

positioned within their territory each operating season). Some of the programs 

covered under this agreement are a student mentoring program, an elder’s 

breakfast program, joint educational initiatives and hospitality training. An annual 

staff training session is held in Hartley Bay, the home of the Gitga’at, with lodge staff 

staying in private homes. 

KPL have also established a philanthropic program for their guests as described 

below: 

“Guarding the Gifts is a charitable fund that supports and enhances the local 
and global community by developing initiatives in the Great Bear Rainforest 
that foster sustainability and create social equity in traditional Gitga'at First 
Nation's Territory. The Patrons of the Rainforest program provides guests of 
King Pacific Lodge with an opportunity to participate in conservation 
initiatives developed by Guarding the Gifts in partnership with the Gitga'at 
First Nation. In exchange for volunteering their time, guests will support 
ongoing work to preserve the rainforest and make a meaningful contribution 
to a truly remarkable part of the world”.  

Spirit Bear Adventures (SPA)  

Spirit Bear Adventures is a community-based ecotourism venture owned and 

operated by the Kitasoo/ Xaixais First Nation. Spirit Bear Adventures has been 

recognized by conservation organizations and the media as one of the best 

ecotourism experiences in the country. A 6 room lodge (expanding to 12 rooms) is 

situated in the community of Klemtu right on the water’s edge, designed with an 

exterior that pays homage to the traditional long houses built by the West Coast 

First Nations. SPA offer cultural and wildlife viewing tours (grizzlies and spirit 

bears) with local guides providing interpretation highlighting the unique ecological 
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and cultural knowledge that has been passed down from generation to generation 

for thousands of years. 

The Kitasoo Xai'xais First Nation (420 residents) in partnership with environmental 

groups and the BC Government created the world's only Kitasoo Spirit Bear 

Conservancy. The Conservancy protects 103,000 hectares on Princess Royal Island, 

an area comprised of more than 50 salmon streams, approximately 120 spirit bears, 

1,200 black bears, grizzlies, and a healthy population of wolves and Sitka deer. 

Model #2:  The Taku River Tlingit First Nation (TRTFN)  

The Taku River Tlingit First Nation have occupied the Taku River watershed in 

northern BC for many generations. The ecologically rich Taku River watershed 

contains some of the most pristine wildlife habitat in North America, with healthy 

populations of grizzlies, wolves, Stone’s sheep, moose, woodland caribou, migratory 

birds and salmon. The region was coming under severe threats from logging, 

mining, and outside sports hunting interests, when in 1998 the BC government 

approved the reopening of a mine and a proposed 99 mile road through the 

wilderness to access the mine. The case was taken to the Supreme Court of Canada, 

and a ruling was made that further efforts were necessary to accommodate the 

interests of the Taku River Tlingit Nation, in part through a land use strategy.  

In 2000 the First Nation began working with environmental groups and private 

foundations to prepare a Conservation Areas Design for their full traditional 

territory, which to this point had been unceded. The plan considered and 

incorporated both independent science and traditional knowledge. This was 

followed with the document The Land is Our Future, Vision and Management 

Directions, articulating the Tlingit people’s vision for both resource use and 

conservation.  More recently the TRT developed the Tlatsini Map, integrating 

ecological and cultural data sets to define cultural and traditional use lands that 

must be protected. They now fight for joint land-use planning rights with the 

government of BC.  

With the continuing help of environmental groups and foundations the T’akhu A 

Tlen Conservancy was created – a charity dedicated to ensuring the traditional 

territory of the Taku River Tlingit Nation remains a landscape where the needs of 

the people are satisfied in harmony with the continued long term viability of its 

native plants, fish, wildlife and natural ecosystems. Operating under the 

Conservancy a number of other initiatives are useful to reference: 

 A local guardian program, the Al’óonx’I Patrol, including a network of family 

cabins and territory watch posts to enable older Tlingit hunters to participate 

in regular patrols, and to serve as training locations for younger Tlingit. 
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 The purchase of sport hunting license and lodge for conversion from big game 

hunting (including grizzly bears) to ecotourism. The business assets, 

including a main lodge and outposts are being operated under a cooperative 

agreement with the Conservancy as Taku Safaris. The company is in the 

process of establishing a partnership with Wilderness Safaris an African safari 

company known for their responsible ecotourism and community-based 

approach. 

 Establishment of the Tlatsini Conservation Fund as a mechanism to fund 

Conservancy initiatives and to further joint planning and management 

initiatives with the Taku River First Nation, British Columbia governments, as 

well as with other partners. 

Summary of Learning 

In the beginning I believed there was a need to maintain separation between my 

philanthropic activities and my professional assignments to avoid any perceived or 

actual conflicts of interest. Today I realize there is leverage to be gained between my 

professional assignments and my philanthropic efforts. My involvement in the GBRF 

and the Taku initiatives has taught me a number of important lessons that can be 

summarized as follows: 

1. Make sure there is a well defined focus for philanthropy; 

2. Find ways to leverage donations with other philanthropists or foundations 

for broader impact; 

3. Look for creative ways to achieve the goals you set; 

4. Be generous; 

5. Have fun with philanthropy and include travel as a means to gain first hand 

experience with the projects you support; and 

6. Stick to your principles.  


