Change Your World Through Travel: An Insider's View On The
Importance Of Sustainable Tourism
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9 Eco Tourism: I talk to Jose Koechlin, founder of Inkaterra, about its latest project and the future of travel

Back in the 1970s, Inkaterra was one of the first travel companies to pioneer eco tourism. Its
award-winning collection of properties throughout Peru have become known as the leading
standard in how to work collaboratively with local communities, how to incorporate
environmentally friendly design and how to use natural materials. Having just celebrated its 40th
anniversary, the Peruvian company will soon throw open its doors of its latest project -

the Amazonian Inkaterra Guides Field Station, due to open 1n June.
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The new Inkaferra Guide Field Stafion (Credit: Inkaterra)

With 2017 proclaimed the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development
by the United Nations, the opening 1s perfectly timed. Located in the Tambopata National Reserve,
it will offer travellers the opportunity to explore the rainforest and participate in various
conservation projects, overseen by Inkaterra’s NGO, the Inkaterra Asociacion (ITA).

Originally designed as a research location for ITA and a location to train Inkaterra’s Explorer
Guides, the Field Station will now welcome eco-conscious travellers, families, researchers,
volunteers and students from around the world.
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Inkaterra Reserva Amazonica Lago Sandoval
(Credit: Inkaferra)



Here, I speak to Jose Koechlin, the founder of Inkaterra, about its work to date and what lies
ahead for the company and tourism as a whole.

Jose Koechlin
(Credit: Inkaterra)

Inkaterra celebrates 40 yvears in sustainable tourism, what are the main differences
between the tourism industry today and 40 vears ago?

In 1975, three years after coproducing Werner Herzog’s film Aguirre, The Wrath of God to
promote tourism in Peru through cinema, Inkaterra established its first lodge in the Amazon
rainforest of Madre de Dios. Its design was inspired by the local Ese’Eja culture and built with



native materials, in harmony with the environment. The new lodge ended up being Peru’s first
ecological reserve, designed for tourism purposes. Until then, “ecotourism™ was unheard of and it
was a concept that we have pioneered and worked hard to promote. Since then, Inkaterra has been
using a holistic approach with the goal of generating added value in remote areas of Peru:
scientific research is produced as a basis for biodiversity conservation, education and the
wellbeing of local communities. These concepts were not common practice then and still aren’t
that common, even today.

Now, 40 vears on, the United Nations has declared 2017 the International Year of Sustainable
Tourism for Development. Nowadays there is a greater awareness on the value of biodiversity, as
well as on the conservation of local cultures and the responsible use of natural resources via
ecotourism.

Machu Picchu in Peru is one of the country's must-sees

How important is it for the travel industry and tourists in general to be sustainable,
eco-aware and locally minded?

Very important. Not only that, but our experience at Inkaterra has confirmed that sustainable
tourism is a profitable market trend, benefitting both wildlife and local communities. Inkaterra
hotels appeal to experiential travellers, adventure travellers, academic tourism, luxury and family
travel markets, as well as the more niche markets such as birding, orchid observation and
gastronomy. Our offering is based on authentic eco-luxury, surrounded by nature. Inkaterra hotels
are inspired by local cultures and are built using indigenous materials, in harmony with the
environment. Good business practices have allowed us to cater to over 200,000 travellers in 2016,
and we are currently members of Virtuoso, Relais & Chateaux and National Geographic Lodges. It
1s a business model that allows both hoteliers and guests to contribute to biodiversity conservation
as well as the wellbeing of local communities.



Would it be better for us to travel less to help protect the planet?

Travelling when done in a sustainable way, is a way of economically assisting local cultures to
continue their ancestral ways of living. When I was 10 years old, I was able to travel across Peru for
the first time, on a school trip organized by Jesuit priests. Since then, I have been aware of the
country’s natural and cultural diversity and my childish amazement has remained with me to date.
After co-producing Werner Herzog's Aguirre, the Wrath of God and Fitzcarraldo, I wanted to
keep working in the Amazon rainforest. The way to achieve my goal was to invest in a field that
would not alter nature. Ecotourism was the right path to do so. Sustainable travel is not only a
source of inspiration — it i1s the most effective way to raise awareness of our planet’s conservation.
Only when travelling do we get to know local cultures and natural environments. We learn about
their uniqueness as well as their fragility, and then we are contributing to their preservation for
future generations to come.

The Amazon: Inkaterra's heart
(Credit: Inkaferra)

As an award-winning pioneer of eco-tourism, what are the top three things that
tourists can do to be more eco-conscious travellers?

1. Eco-conscious travellers looking for a knowledgeable experience should investigate the
facts relating to a destination, especially if they are interested in nature and culture. Peru for
example has a whole host of amazing facts that, when unveiled by travellers, open up the
possibility of a much better itinerary and, ultimately, experience.For instance, Peru’s
geography hosts 2,200 kilometers of Pacific coastline, a significant part of the Andes
mountain range — where the Qhapaq Nan, or Great Inca Trail, was established as a
transporting system longer than Rome’s Appian Way - and the Amazon rainforest covers 62%
of the country’s area. This setting has been a merger of various Pre-Hispanic civilizations,

from the blooming of Caral 5,500 years ago, a cradle of civilization contemporary to

th century. Peru is also one of the

Mesopotamia, to the splendor of the Inca Empire in early 15
17 mega-diverse countries in the world, with 84 of the 104 life zones in the Holdridge scheme.
It 1s the third country with the largest number of bird species in the world with 1816 bird

species and 120 endemics.

2. Respect for local cultures and environments is crucial. Avoid activities that may impact
wildlife in a negative way, and embrace eco-friendly practices, such as reducing the use of
plastic and low carbon emissions.
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