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As our cities grow, and technology brings us closer together, we begin to understand that we live in an increasingly interdependent world.

We work together and we also want to play together, visiting one another and sharing and experiencing our different cultures. This accounts for the fact that tourism is the largest industry in the world and after a decade of growth still remains the fastest growing.

Amid this rapidly growing industry, said to employ one out of every ten workers in the world, a new trend is emerging: sustainable tourism.
Sustainable tourism calls for responsible economic development that not only entertains and exhilarates but also protects the environment, the concerns of the employees and the welfare of the local community.

While there are many models and approaches for encouraging sustainable tourist initiatives, we believe that our experience at the Punta Cana Beach Resort serves as a worthwhile case study on sustainable tourism. We do not have all of the answers, nor do we profess to. But we do think our unique approach might serve as an example for others to follow, or at least reflect on, as they conceive and create their growing tourist initiatives.

Sustainable tourism has been the guiding philosophy of Grupo Punta Cana (GPC), a Dominican/American Partnership, since we purchased 15,000 pristine acres on the east coast of the Dominican Republic 25 years ago and began developing the tract as an integrated and balanced project of tourism. 

In partnership with Club Med, we built, own and operate an International Airport with a runway 2,200 feet longer than LaGuardia's. The Airport has created over 25,000 tourist related jobs that have ended the environmentally damaging practice of inhabitants cutting trees for charcoal to eke out a living.

In addition to a marina and a cattle farm, we have built, own and manage a 350 room hotel named Punta Cana Beach Resort (PCBR). Situated in a privileged environment of white sand beaches on the azure waters of the Caribbean Sea, the Resort is shaded from the tropical sun by coconut tree groves surrounded by verdant forests.

The distinguished Dominican architect, Oscar Imbert, has deftly blended tropical Dominican, Spanish and native Arawak Indian designs into a unified series of low rising structures that neatly reflect the past and present. Recruited largely from nearby Higuey, the 400 plus staff justifiably exudes pride over its contributions to the Resort's distinctive friendly and cooperative ambience.

To safeguard the integrity of our natural treasure, GPC transferred 1,500 acres of its property to the Punta Cana Ecological Foundation were liberated on our beach and returned to the sea. While scuba divers and snorkelers are encouraged to enjoy the reef, direct contact with the reef and "souvenir" collecting is strictly prohibited.

Several burial grounds of the Arawak Indians have been discovered on our property. Local experts paid by the Punta Cana Ecological Foundation are preserving and studying the skeletal remains and artifacts that were traditionally broken and buried with the remains of their owners. We plan to recreate a typical Arawak Indian Village and a Museum with examples of the artifacts and historical information. 

Success in the preservation of the environment depends on the well-being of the area's inhabitants. In furtherance of this goal, we initiated several community development projects. We have created a village for those of our employees electing to live on our property. Known as "Villa Los Cocos," the village includes a school we have created for the children of the families in the village. It has provided them with educational opportunities and access to resources they would otherwise never obtain. The women of Villa Los Cocos were guided in the organization of a cooperative to market handicrafts in area hotels. The cooperative has augmented their income as well as their self esteem.

To conserve precious natural resources, we fashioned structures in the hotel's common areas out of local designs and materials that capture cross-breezes and provide comfortable cooling without air conditioning. Solar panels heat bathing water in the main guest buildings. The sanitation system is designed to keep balance with the natural purification capacity of the receiving waters. This has proved to be an effective and economic method of avoiding contamination. With the expansion of the hotel, plans are being drawn for the construction of a treatment plant that will recycle residual water for use in landscaped areas. Solid wastes are separated and organic wastes composted. GPC recently purchased the first incinerator in the area to help dispose of solid wastes. Glass, paper, and plastic will be recycled.

PCBR maintains its own gardens of tropical and traditional fruits and vegetables. It is constantly being expanded and now provides the hotel with a significant supply. Guests are encouraged to visit the gardens. In addition, we have our own nursery which produces thousands of plants a year to transplant in landscaped areas. A crew of over 40 gardeners takes care of the landscaping throughout the property.

Tourism is the world's single largest industry. It is the main industry of many developing countries. Its influences are felt worldwide at all socio-economic levels. Travelers, hoteliers, tourist operators, and conservationists are becoming increasingly aware of the impact of tourism on the ecology of their areas and the native peoples who inhabit them. An ever increasing number of hoteliers are taking measures to maximize the benefits and to minimize the pitfalls through what is now becoming known as Sustainable Tourism.

PCBR was conceived and is managed by GPC as a sustainable economic and social tourist venture that recognizes that the pleasure of its guests is as dependent on the hotel's respect for and concern about the environment, the people who serve them and the community in which the hotel exists as it is on the quality and maintenance of the hotel's accommodations, facilities and services.

Future initiatives at Punta Cana include teaching fishermen in the area to fish off-shore, away from the coral reef, so that we can protect the reefs' delicate ecosystem from the dangers of overfishing.

At Punta Cana we think we have successfully combined leisure and responsibility. It appears to be a mix that our guests are very satisfied with. We believe sustainable tourism is the only way for resorts to develop in the future. A way in which we can have economic growth while preserving and protecting the natural environment. 

