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Introduction



It was the day everything changed. A late spring morning in Australia, I was tapping away at my computer when an email popped up. ‘An invitation to a 19-day private jet trip across Africa has arrived,’ read my editor’s message. ‘Think you could take the assignment?’ Three days with the gorillas in Rwanda, two days exploring Ethiopia’s ancient rock-cut churches, three days visiting South Africa’s winelands… it was the assignment of my dreams. Except that, as I went to respond, I realized my dreams had changed.


I had been a travel writer for eight years by then, criss-crossing the globe writing stories about everything from photography trips in Mongolia, to cruises in Antarctica, to rail journeys in India. I was passionate about sharing the joys of travel with curious readers, but I had been growing increasingly concerned about the impact my travels were having on our stressed planet. Certain memories – a plastic-covered island in Borneo, a distressed polar bear swimming away from our tourist boat in the Arctic – would not fade.


So I wrote back to my editor, declining the assignment. I realized it was a once-in-a-lifetime trip, but also that it was hugely carbon-heavy and would probably contribute little to local communities. That day I wrote another important email, this one to my publisher pitching this very book idea. I wanted to find out how I, and every traveller, could see the world in a much less harmful way.


A few months later coronavirus swept the globe. During lockdown, global carbon emissions decreased by as much as 17 per cent, the lowest level in 14 years, as we stopped flying and driving and consuming. Once our devastation about the loss of lives and livelihoods abated, we realized the pandemic could show us a cleaner, slower, more conscious travel world.


There is no time to lose when it comes to making changes, simply because so many more of us are travelling. The middle class is ballooning, there are more and bigger planes in our skies than ever before. Accommodation capacity has been massively increased by platforms such as Airbnb, and we stoke each other’s wanderlust on social media. International arrivals went from 70 million in 1960 to about 1.4 billion today, a figure expected to reach 3 billion by 2050. An awful lot for this fragile planet of ours to handle.


But while the travel industry is responsible for an estimated 8 per cent of the world’s carbon emissions, as well as degraded wilderness areas, overtouristed towns, the erosion of local cultures and more, it’s also a lifeline. Tourism accounts for one in ten jobs, teaches tolerance and broadens world views. At its best, it can empower communities, support small social enterprises, and protect the wildest parts of our planet. And luckily, there are so many things we can all do to balance our curiosity with consciousness, and say yes to travel that conserves, educates and inspires more than it destroys. Go Lightly will help you do just that.


We can figure our way out of the mess we’re in, but it requires a huge shift in collective consciousness. To start thinking of ourselves not as individuals, but as part of a giant human tribe uniting in the fight to save our precious home. And to dismantle everything we do, especially the way we travel, to make it more circular and regenerative. My guess is, the journey you’ll take in rebuilding the way you travel will end up being the greatest adventure of your life so far. Mine certainly has been.
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Dream
Lightly



Travelling more sustainably begins in the dreaming stages. In those hours spent scouring world maps, devouring magazines, books, documentaries and films. Superficial planning leads to superficial experiences, but diving deep into research makes journeys richer and more meaningful, leaves a cleaner footprint and can help us recognize travel as the privilege it is. From avoiding mass tourism to choosing green companies and clarifying motivations, this section will help us discover where we want to go and why.





Consider Under-Touristed Places


They’re scenes to make any thinking traveller’s blood run cold: thousands of tourists pouring off cruise ships and coaches in destinations such as Barcelona, Dubrovnik and Venice, where 260,000 locals deal with over 25 million tourists a year. Pre-coronavirus lockdown, they were being loved to death by tourists. Locals were pushed out of city centres, environments degraded, cultural identities lost, the very sights we were going to see ruined. While the travel hiatus restored balance to these destinations, we need to avoid returning to our destructive travel habits.


The wider we cast our travel nets, the better the chance of making our trips less stressful for communities and environments, and more unique and rewarding for us. My memories of big-ticket sights like the Louvre in Paris or Cambodia’s Angkor Wat are mostly eclipsed by the heaving crowds; but the afternoons I spent getting lost in the backstreets of Mumbai are etched into my psyche forever.
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Go Lightly
Challenge


Instead of following the crowds, follow the threads of your own interests as you would at home. Into live music? Seek that. Love growing vegetables? Find local farmers and offer your services for a day. Get as niche and personal as possible.
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What to Do


Get imaginative. Think beyond the places on travel magazine ‘hot lists’ and grabbing the best deal, instead seeking more off-track spots, and destinations that most need your tourist dollars. Consider using companies that specialize in helping you fall off the tourist map.


Searching ‘alternatives to [popular destination]’ is a good start, as is contacting locals on social media to ask about their favourite hidden places. They’ll be easier and cheaper to book, you won’t have to plan around the tourist rush, and locals will be happier to engage with you. Still desperate to visit a popular place? Consider travelling during the off-season, choosing outlying areas and staying for longer, to deepen both your connection to the place and your financial impact.





Choose ‘Green’
Companies


By prioritizing travel to countries with low-impact tourism policies that are serious about protecting natural resources, people and heritage, you’re using your tourism dollars to endorse sustainability. Carbon-negative Bhutan, for example, caps tourist numbers and ensures that tourists spend a minimum of US $250 each day, while the Pacific archipelago of Palau asks visitors to sign a sustainable tourism pledge.


If you want to take some of the planning pressure off and enlist the help of a tour company, choose one that’s eco-friendly and socially aware, remembering that if we, as consumers, refuse to invest our travel dollars into unsustainable companies, they’ll have to adjust how they do business if they want to survive. This is about doing thorough research, then asking the right questions of management, or even the reservation person on the phone. Some to consider:
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ONE SMALL THING • If you are using a tour company or travel agent, ask to receive your documents electronically to save paper. And if you’re using the internet to research your next trip (or for anything else), switch your browser to ecosia.org, which uses the ad revenue it makes from your searches to plant trees – almost 100 million have been planted at the time of writing.







	How do your trips help protect and support wildlife and cultural heritage? In what ways are you having a positive impact on this destination?


	How big are your groups? Smaller groups usually have lighter impacts.


	Do you use locally owned and run hotels and restaurants, and employ local guides?


	What conservation measures are you taking for water, waste and energy?





There is an increasing number of eco-friendly travel companies on the market. Some of my favourites include: responsibletravel.com; intrepidtravel.com (carbon neutral since 2010); betterplacestravel.com (publishes the full impact of every trip they run); gadventures.com (calculates what percentage of spending from each trip stays in the local economy); and muchbetteradventures.com (aims to protect wild places through their trips).





Plan Slower Adventures


In our warp-speed modern world, when budget air travel has caused a rise in more frequent, shorter breaks, our trips often have superficial impacts, both in terms of our understanding of the places we visit, and the economic benefit to them. An antidote to this is to travel at a slower pace. Like so many things in the sustainability realm we need to pay attention to those who have gone before us. My parents spent six months driving through Europe in the 1970s, camping, picnicking and doing all the things I now aspire to do when I travel. And guess what? They still talk about that trip, 40 years later.


What to Do




	Take fewer but longer trips, storing up vacation days or waiting for a sabbatical or long-service leave so you can linger and forge real bonds with people you meet.


	Pick one place, not four, to visit in a week.


	Consider off-season travel, when there are fewer crowds and things are often cheaper.


	Savour the journey – those long train, van or boat trips – as much as the destination.


	Organize less, and keep yourself open to discovery.





We pack our travel itineraries to the brim because we’re terrified we’ll miss something. But what we’re really missing is serendipity, and the simple ability to fall in love with our planet – the very thing we need to do if we are going to live in harmony with it, and create the change we want to see.





Travel Closer to Home


As someone who for years prioritized exploring the plains of Mongolia and the mountains of India over her own country, I understand the lure of the exotic. Choosing destinations closer to home, however, might be one of the best ways to lighten our carbon footprint.


What to Do


Visit unfamiliar neighbourhoods in your own town or city, exploring them with the same wide-eyed curiosity you would while visiting Morocco, Nepal or Kyrgyzstan. Another option is a ‘microcation’, taking the train to a nearby beach or forest for a few days. A powerful reset, without burning massive amounts of carbon.


If it is the exotic you crave, try drawing more of this into your life at home by listening to music and watching films and documentaries from the place you’re dreaming of, eating at restaurants that serve food from there, taking a language course, attending events or exhibitions related to your desired destination, or visiting cultural hubs (Chinatown, Little Italy, Little India etc.) in your own city.
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ONE SMALL THING • Whether journeying near or far, these small actions will help sustainably prepare your own living space for your absence, saving both energy and money.




	Eat, freeze and give away perishables.


	Unplug appliances.


	Consider renting out your car.


	Set the water heater and thermostat to ‘vacation mode’.


	Turn off the water supply to the inside of the house.












Work Out Your ‘Why’


Clarifying the purpose behind each journey will make them more satisfying, meaningful and memorable, will help us understand destinations better, will likely offer us knowledge that we can share back home, and can help us be a force for good in the places we visit. It’s the perfect antidote to the ‘going without thinking’ movement and will make us think harder about what we’re spending our travel dollars on.


To discover the intention behind your next adventure, try asking yourself these questions:




	Can my trip teach me how to be more sustainable at home? This could be anything from an off-grid multi-day hike to a conservation-focused road trip.


	Where can I go to learn more about my obsessions and interests? This could include language skills, or developing your love of history, art, surfing or sewing.


	Do I want to give back? Tread cautiously with volunteering, and remember that investing in locally owned businesses and conservation projects can often be the best way to give back.


	Can I learn a skill that will improve my life back home? Maybe you can hone your cooking skills, learn about permaculture, or deepen your meditation practice.


	Is there an aspect of my personal growth I’d like to work on? This could be a physical challenge, say a trek or mountain climb, or a spiritual quest, such as spending some time in a retreat.











Conscious Travel Hero


[image: image]


Elizabeth Becker


Journalist and author, on avoiding mass tourism elizabethbecker.com



‘We’re all going to have to make hard sacrifices. Sustainable tourism requires a really strong change.’


When former New York Times and Washington Post correspondent Elizabeth Becker wrote Overbooked: The Exploding Business of Travel and Tourism in 2013, she was ahead of the curve. Overtourism is now a prominent issue and Becker continues to lead important conversations about it, everywhere from BBC World News to forums at George Washington University.


What does sustainable travel mean to you?


Something that tackles overtourism and the climate crisis. And it means a really strong change, by both the industry and consumers. We need to stop taking so many plane trips – two a year is a lot, anything else should be by train. Too many business trips are still taken that could be done with video conferencing. And we need to look at why we’re travelling – if it’s for Instagram, we have to change our ideas.


Your favourite green journey?


I know what green travel is because I’m of an age where that’s the only kind of travel we used to do! We weren’t travelling to be the stars of our own videos, we were going slowly and really getting to know a place. But my most recent favourite green journey was crossing the Atlantic from the US to France on the RMS Queen Mary 2 ocean liner. We took the train to Bordeaux, one of Europe’s greenest cities, where we rented an apartment and lived like locals for two months.


The biggest mistake you’ve made in terms of sustainable travel?


Not relying on a travel agent who understands sustainability. The first time I tried to organize a trip on my own it was a mess, and I have the highest respect now for good travel agents. Find a travel agent you like and who understands you and your concerns – by working with them, pretty soon you’ll figure out how you can travel more sustainably in the future.


What is your utopian vision of the future of travel?


During this pandemic we glimpsed the damage overtourism has done. Without air travel, people from Los Angeles to Beijing saw clear skies. Wildlife reappeared. I would like to see measures to recover that momentum: one day a week with no air travel at all. Restrictions that prevent crowds from massing in wildlife parks. The list is long.


Elizabeth’s tips to Go Lightly:




	Take fewer trips, but spend more time in each place. The more time you spend in a place, the more you respect the local environment, and the more the destination benefits.
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