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Like most lifestyle choices, vacation travel has been viewed primarily as a matter of personal preference and financial means. "If you want it and can afford it - do it" has been the prevailing mindset. Given the ecological problems threatening the planet, this sort of self-indulgent willfullness, particularly on the part of "first world" travelers, is no longer appropriate. We must bring the same level of critical reflection to our choice of travel destinations as we do to the decision to drink coffee, drive a car or have children.

Why leave home at all?

Travel has long been understood as a way to refresh body, mind and spirit. The journey is a frequently-used metaphor for the inner quest for meaning. The urge to explore the unknown, experience novelty, test oneself in unfamiliar surroundings appears to be part of the genetic coding of the human. In the contemporary context, however, it is increasingly difficult to satisfy this primordial impulse without both aggravating the ecological problems and socio-economic inequities that threaten to overwhelm the planet. When travel means burning huge quantities of jet fuel, filling in wetlands to build resort hotels, and using scarce local resources to meet Western requirements for hot showers, flush toilets and cold beers, one begins to wonder, "Why leave home at all?"

Paradise in a Package

One of the most seductive kinds of vacations, especially for those who live in cold climates, is the tropical paradise. Every winter, frost belt residents are lured to the beaches of Mexico, Hawaii or the Caribbean islands for a week of thawing (and sunburn). Not only are the health benefits of subjecting one's body to such sudden, short-term climate changes questionable, but also, soon or later, one must begin to examine the conditions of one's daily life at home, in an effort to find out what makes fleeing from them seem necessary. Instead of "escaping" to "paradise", you might be better off taking a closer look at the home-grown compulsions and craziness that you want to escape. Creating a sustainable lifestyle, in harmony with the seasons of your home place, is a far more compassionate solution to your problems than running off to Margaritaville.

The Role of the Shopper-Spender

If you resolve (or choose to ignore) the issues raised above and pack your bags for a tourist destination, you must be prepared to assume the role assigned you by the economics of tourism, that is, to spend. Big bucks are at stake here. More money is exported from one country to another by tourism each year than is generated by the oil or weapons industries. This sets up a complex dynamic in which you, who work hard for your money back home, temporarily become member of the wealthy and leisured class. To assume this unfamiliar role, in strange surroundings, where one does not speak the language, is extremely stressful. Anxious and disoriented, even the most well-intentioned traveler sooner or later is driven into the role of the "typical tourist/ugly American".

On the other side of this deadly set-up are the local people who must serve, sell to and tolerate the alien invaders, preferably while maintaining the pretense of being "simple, happy natives". Although tourism is seen as a powerful tool for economic development all over the world, little of the money involved actually reaches the pockets of the local people. More often than not, those who were poor and powerless before the construction of tourist facilities stay that way. Seldom included in the decision to develop an area, the local residents lose what autonomy they once had with regard to how to live on their land. Furthermore, their poverty becomes more painfully and shamefully obvious when contrasted with the tourists' comforts. Employed in dead-end, minimum wage, service sector jobs, or hawking souvenirs and other tourist desiderata on the street, the indigenous people work hard for small returns. Too often they are forced to exchange traditional relationships with each other and the land for merely economic bonds with strangers who treat their culture as a commodity and have no idea that every time they flush the toilet, the local water supply gets a little more polluted.

Is There Such a Thing as Eco Travel?

An entire "alternative travel" industry has sprung up to meet the needs of those who want no part of tour buses, luxury resorts, condos or cruise ships. Some of these enterprises are no more socially responsible or environmentally justifiable than mass tourism; they just charge a lot to take a select few to exotic destinations. Less elitist and generally more ecologically sensitive are the tours listed in publications like Outside, Sierra, and Planeta. These trips tend to minimize the burning of fossil fuels by causing participants to hike, backpack, kayak, bicycle, canoe, raft, sail, horseback ride, llama trek, camel ride, dog sled, reindeer safari or cross-country ski in locations ranging from the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to nuclear-free New Zealand.

Other tours take nature-lovers to places like the Costa Rican rainforests or the savannas of Kenya, where a conscientious attempt is made to balance the tourists' desire for a close-up view of exotic ecosystems and endangered species with intelligent conservation practices and local socio-economic development. Still other alternative vacations provide opportunities for study, cultural exchange and citizen diplomacy. Participants often stay in the homes of local residents and work as volunteers in community development or ecological restoration projects. Such programs dramatize the fact that the art of travelling is really the art of being a good guest. The ability to adapt to local conditions, offer help where needed, enjoy the views, carry no weapons, stay off the grass, clean up after oneself and say thank you are skills that we all need to develop, at home or abroad.
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