
4.3  Discovery Initiatives:  
Holiday Programmes that Support Local
Development and Conservation

Description of Good Practice
Discovery Initiatives, a UK-based outbound nature tour operator, offers
holidays and tours that support wildlife and conservation.  Tour design is
therefore a crucial step in the company’s sustainability strategy.

The three key holiday types offered by Discovery Initiatives are:
• Footprint Holidays that ‘don’t cost the Earth’ are relaxing or special interest tours that use organi-

sations, operations or accommodations which make an active contribution to their local communities
and their environment, and encourage fair trade.  For example, a walking tour of Dominica, in the
Caribbean, offers a chance to go off the beaten track to little-visited parts of the island and stay in all
locally owned hotels and lodges.

• Insight Holidays allow individuals or small groups of holidaymakers to experience and gain a privileged
insight into wildlife or communities as part of an overall holiday itinerary.  For example, in Namibia,
tours visit community wildlife conservation initiatives run by local people and contribute $350 per client
to these programmes.

• Discoverer Holidays allow individual holidaymakers to get actively involved as field assistants in
specific research.  For example, a tour in Kalimantan, Indonesia, on the island of Borneo, allows
travellers to work with the leading orang-utan study programme in the world and contributes $1,000 per
client to the Orang-utan Foundation in Tanjing Putung National Park. 

These holiday programmes are designed to use tourism as economic leverage with local communities, to
support them in protecting their environment and culture.  Each programme is designed to fulfill a number
of strategic objectives, including:  
• Promoting sustainable tourism;
• Supporting conservation efforts;
• Making financial contributions to wildlife

and development agencies and conser-
vation initiatives;

• Raising awareness about conservation
issues; and

• Ensuring that the benefits of the tour
programmes stay in the host countries.

The holidays are based on partnerships that
increase awareness and encourage grassroots
environmental action, offering a method of
supporting small-scale and local community
projects in a sustainable and proactive way. At the
same time, tourists get practical opportunities to
experience or become actively involved in projects that deliver credible outputs and to see and understand
ecological or development issues that are of interest to them.

The holiday programmes generate funds directly (through fees paid by the participants) and indirectly
(through increased membership and interest in co-operating organisations, legacies and other fund-raising
opportunities). 
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The design of the holiday programmes in the three categories relies mainly on calls for proposals to be
submitted by non-governmental organisations, international agencies or local tour operators.  Proposals
can be submitted for holiday programmes or research projects.
To minimise paper work, Discovery Initiatives offers to discuss ideas and questions with potential
proponents before they prepare a full proposal.  Based on this informal exchange, proponents are then
asked to fill in a proposal based on a pre-defined outline and submit it, along with relevant material,
literature and photos.  On receiving the summary, Discovery Initiatives looks at its potential for inclusion in
its programme, and, if suitable, a more detailed discussion and investigation will be entered into with the
project proponent.  Once a decision has been made to include an organisation, tour or proposal in
Discovery Initiatives’ programme it may be necessary for a Discovery representative to carry out a detailed
reconnaissance of the area before it is placed in the brochure.

Proposals for all three types of holidays
should highlight:
• The unique feature of the programme (the

‘eye-catcher ’);
• A description the benefits of the proposal

in terms of :
- Planning the programme or itinerary

so that it aids cultural understanding
and interaction;

- Ensuring the permission, support and
participation of the local communities,
recognising that theirs must be a
quality experience as much as our
own;

- Avoiding any actions that offend our
hosts or disrupt their livelihoods;

- Using local services, resources and
expertise wherever possible, to
support local trading enterprises;

- Ensuring the highest standards of
environmental stewardship both in the
field and en route; and

- Ensuring that participants are well-
briefed and prepared, and are able to
have a well-informed, enlightening and
enjoyable experience.

For Footprint or Insight Holiday programmes,
applicants should also highlight a detailed
itinerary, fitness requirements, names and
expertise of tour leaders, programme costs
and minimum persons required. 

For Discoverer Holidays, proponents should include information about project personnel, timing, local
ecosystems, research objectives and methodology, project justification, expected programme outputs, lists
of required tasks and useful skills, fitness requirements, funding and costs.  Proposals for Discoverer
Holidays projects are reviewed according to specific criteria (see Box 1), and research projects are
discussed with external experts and referees.  All research proposals are subject to scrutiny with regards
to their marketability, participant tasks, logistic feasibility and output. 

BOX 1:  Project Criteria for 
Discoverer Holidays

Any proposed Discoverer Holiday should:
• Promote viewing, understanding, management and

preservation of threatened habitats and endangered
species on land and sea. These include monitoring,
behavioural studies and protection of wild population.

• Contribute to sustainable development by producing
measurable results (for example by engaging in
activities such as community forestry, alternative
energy and environmentally sound technologies).

• Concentrate on the preservation of ethnic diversity and
culture (such as anthropological studies, recording
traditional knowledge, cultural change, ethonobotany).

• Seek to raise awareness of the effects of deforestation,
ozone depletion and pollution of all forms.

In addition, the projects should have the following charac-
t e r i s t i c s :
• Take an interdisciplinary approach;
• Foster partnership between NGOs, institutes and local

c o m m u n i t i e s ;
• Focus in particular on developing countries and

countries in transition;
• Have full backing of the supporting organisation;
• Have marketability to attract individual and corporate

p a r t i c i p a t i o n ;
• Encourage sustainability at the end of the project’s life;
• Enhance employment opportunities locally,
• Complement and not supplement conservation eff o r t s ;
• Have specific and quantifiable outputs or actions;
• Require partnership in terms of funding or expertise.
• Have a duration from one month to five years; and
• Be revised on an annual basis.



Implementation
Because of the uniqueness of Discovery Initiatives’ holiday programmes, communication with customers is
a priority.  Customers are informed about the projects at various stages of their holiday, including:
• Before the visit, through literature and web sites, and a comprehensive trip dossier explaining the

visited region, the host partner’s role, the project, local language and culture and the clients’ code of
conduct;

• During the visit, through tour leaders, recognised wildlife experts, researchers and local experts who
add local insight and knowledge; and

• After the visit, by becoming members of the host conservation organisations, and through a newsletter
and the web site, lectures, talks and presentations and feedback requests.

Funds are transferred to the projects on a per participant or lump sum basis to cover project costs.
Typical funds range from US$150 to 500 per participant or a lump sum of US$3,000 to 15,000.  Other
sources of income (such as from sponsoring organisations) are available to specific projects in addition to
the participation fees.  Discovery Initiatives also provides matching funds for specific projects and in-kind
support.  Initially, Discovery Initiatives did not monitor its payments to wildlife agencies, trusting in their
own trustees and knowledge of how best to spend the funds.  However, this policy is now being reviewed,
with the goal of having greater influence on directly supported projects.

Since 1997, Discovery Initiatives has collaborated and partnered with 37 NGOs, including WWF UK,
Rainforest Concern UK, Integrated Rural Development of Nature and Conservation (Namibia), Rivers
Canada, Mongolian Association for Conservation of Nature, Big Game Parks (Swaziland), Chobe Wildlife
Society (South Africa), Pacific Whale Foundation (Hawaii), Conservation International (USA), the Jane
Goodall Institute (USA) and Orang-utan Foundation UK.

Benefits
Discovery Initiatives’ tours have resulted in a number of benefits for conservation, local communities, the
company and clients.

In the last four years, Discovery Initiatives’
tours have contributed US$300,000 to
conservation initiatives and agencies around
the world, an amount equal to 6 percent per
annum of company revenue.

Benefits to local communities go beyond the
direct financial contributions generated from
the project.  Communities also benefit from a
greater sense of ownership and pride in their
environment, as the tours demonstrate that
the local environment can be an important
economic resource.

The holiday programmes have also greatly benefited Discovery Initiatives’ business, which grew more than
25 percent in 2002.

Finally, Discovery Initiatives’ clients benefit from these holidays through enhanced cultural understanding,
a fresh perspective and greater environmental awareness and stewardship. Customer feedback on these
trips is overwhelmingly positive, and the company has high levels of repeat business.  
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