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WHY YOU SHOULD  
PLAY THE LONG GAME

SUSTAINABILITY: 
“The unglamorous truth about 
sustainability is that it requires nothing 
less than wholehearted, full-throttle 
commitment. And now, more than ever, 
integrating nature, community and 
culture into a long-term business  
plan has tangible benefits.”

Guided by the ‘4Cs’ – culture,  
community, conservation and commerce 
– The Long Run are transforming the  
way we approach sustainability in  
travel. Holly Tuppen meets the collective 
spearheading a new revolution.
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Grootbos Private Nature Reserve, South Africa, photo courtesy of thelongrun.org

“Exploitative, 
short-term 
business strategies 
have led us to 
where we are 
today- it’s time 
that we invest in 
our natural and 
social capital and 
nurture it, too”

Grootbos Private Nature Reserve, South Africa, photo courtesy of thelongrun.org

The Long Run understands commitment 
better than most. Sixty-four members across 
31 countries share one ambitious goal: to 
collectively conserve over 20 million acres 
of biodiversity, improving the lives of two 
million people by 2020 – a feat that would 
be impossible without a sustained, long-
term vision. Guided by the ‘4Cs’ – culture, 
community, conservation and commerce 
– these lodges, retreats and private parks 
are exemplary leaders in sustainable travel. 
In 2017 alone, The Long Run’s members 
safeguarded over 13 million acres of nature, 
celebrated over 100 cultures, and provided 
employment to more than 5,500 people.    

If you’re struggling to think of who they are, 
that’s because ego is often pushed to one side 
for the sake of the bigger picture. Despite its 
poster-child founder, Jochen Zeitz, The Long 
Run isn’t a multi-millionaire’s club. Instead, its 
members are a refreshingly eclectic bunch, 
from the family-owned Wanås Estate in 
Sweden to activist Thais Corral’s Brazilian 
eco-retreat, Sinal do Vale. A common thread 
is what makes their travel experiences so 
desirable: a passion for protecting wildlife 
and nurturing communities to ensure their 
survival for hundreds of years to come. 

“Exploitative, short-term business strategies 
have led us to where we are today and 
it’s time that we invest in our natural and 
social capital and nurture it, too,” explains 
Delphine King, managing director of The Long 
Run. While the 4Cs have been guiding the 
responsible travel agenda for over 10 years, 
recently there’s been a shift in momentum. 
“We’re starting to see a sea change in the 
[travel] industry’s mindset,” continues Alicia 
Brett, the Long Run’s marketing manager. 
“More people can see for themselves that 
we’re suffering the effects of short-term 
gains, from plastic littering our oceans to 
once-pristine destinations being decimated 
by overtourism. It’s making people look up 
and think, ‘there must be a better way’.”  

The 10 businesses that have achieved The 
Long Run’s rigorous GER® (Global Ecosphere 
Retreats) standard demonstrate what that 
better way looks like. For most of these 
organisations, the starting point has not been 
profits or shareholders, but the land itself. 

From wilderness to wanderlust

In 1991, when Michael Lutzeyer laid eyes on a 
small farm overlooking Walker Bay in South 
Africa and had the vision to turn it into a ‘floral 
kingdom’, he was laughed at. Back then, no one 
wanted to visit the Overberg, with its scrubby 
cattle farms and lack of wildlife. Twenty-seven 
years later, the Lutzeyer family have not only 
established Grootbos Private Nature Reserve, 
a five-star eco-luxury lodge with 27 suites 
and two exclusive villas, they have also been 
instrumental in setting up the Walker Bay 
Fynbos Conservancy, which brings together 
33 landowners across 42,000 acres of land.   

To be truly responsible, the travel industry 
should be looking to restore unremarkable 
pockets of wilderness and turn them into 
desirable destinations. Instead of building 
another hotel in Bhutan or Bali, we need to 
think outside the box. As Brett observes, 
“people are moving away from the norms, 
looking for unique places and authentic 
experiences; if you invest in somewhere 
different and do it right, you will reap the 
rewards.” This idea of investment is just as 
relevant to small boutique hotels committed 
to improving their neighbourhood as it is to 
wealthy landowners looking to add value. 

Public-private partnerships

Securing both the protection of land and 
wildlife and an income for local communities 
is the benchmark of success for The Long 
Run members. It took eco-lodge Lapa Rios’ 
founders, John and Karen Lewis, over 20 
years to realise their dream of protecting 
the Osa Peninsula in Costa Rica – one of 
the world’s most biologically rich regions. 
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“Travel is the only 
industry that has 
a vested interest in 
saving the world’s 
most beautiful 
places. If we don’t 
do it, no one will.”
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Borana Ranch and Conservancy, photo courtesy of thelongrun.org

Having built a low-impact eco-lodge and 
financed the preservation of over 1,000 acres 
of virgin rainforest, they signed a conservation 
easement  – a legal agreement with a Costa 
Rican public agency that will safeguard the 
Lapa Rios Reserve’s conservation values – in 
2013. In partnership with local organisations, 
the Lapa Rios Reserve is now subject 
to strict anti-hunting and development 
laws, while encouraging scientific and 
educational research. As Karen Lewis puts 
it: “No matter how you cut it, a rainforest 
left standing is always worth more.”  

Hop over to the plains of Kenya and the Dyer 
family is working hard to safeguard their land 
at Borana Ranch and Conservancy, even in 
posterity. Rather than run the risk of being 
heavily reliant on donations, they have created 
a financial model to underwrite the costs of 
conservation and established long-term ways 
to reduce the financial burden on the next 
generation. Over in Brazil, Roberto Klabin 
has set up a similar model to the Dyer’s at 
Caiman Ecological Refuge, supplementing 
cattle ranching with tourism. After years 
of persuading local people that jaguars 
shouldn't be shot as common pests – and 
that money can be made from protecting The 
Pantanal’s biodiversity – Klabin introduced 
the concept of eco-tourism to his home 
country. “I think my greatest contribution 
so far has been developing the Caiman 
Charter, which is recognised and mentioned 
by everybody involved with the conservation 
of the Biome,” Klabin proudly observes. 

Committing to communities

But is there a tinge of colonialism in wealthy 
individuals buying swathes of land for the sake 
of conservation? For Brett, it’s not that simple. 
“In many cases, reserves are established in 
partnership with communities. For example, 
land can be leased from communities and 
managed by a not-for-profit entity,” she 
argues. Land-leasing finances community 

infrastructure and ensures that wildlife is 
protected from the potential corruption and 
fickle nature of politics. The land surrounding 
Cottar’s Camp is a good example: Olderkesi 
Conservancy is owned by the Maasai, but 
rented by Cottar’s Wildlife Conservancy Trust, 
who pay rates that exceed what could be 
charged by sub-dividing land for increased 
human habitation, farming, and ranching. 

Sibylle Riedmiller, the founder of Chumbe 
Island Coral Park, a one-kilometre-long 
island off the coast of Zanzibar, is keen to 
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Cottar's and Culture (left & right), photo courtesy of thelongrun.org

THE LUXURY 
TO BE YOUR NATURAL SELF

A NEW CH AP TER AWAITS

T +60 4 9500 500, E reservations@dataihotels.com, www.thedatai.com

Nestled in a 10-million-year-old 

rainforest, The Datai Langkawi is a 

destination resort that blends into its 

natural surrounding. Situated on the 

island of Langkawi, the resort’s lush 

tropical rainforest embraces each room 

Recently refurbished, it is home to a 

wealth of wildlife and offers a magical 

escape with crafted experiences and 

connection with nature through bespoke 

facilities and services that promotes  its 

own Malaysian hospitality. 

hammer home the importance of private parks 
cooperating with local communities, despite the 
challenges it inevitably brings. “Even tourism 
investors with nature and the best interests of the 
community at heart may find it hard to navigate 
their project through local politics and bureaucracy,” 
Riedmiller observes. For her, the many years of 
negotiating for the approval of her investment 
required the most significant level of commitment 
and raised costs. But the hard work has paid off: 
Chumbe Island Coral Park is the world’s first 
financially self-sustaining Marine Protected Area.

The unglamorous truth about sustainability is 
that it requires nothing less than wholehearted, 
full-throttle commitment. While The Long 
Run’s GERs can be intimidatingly accomplished, 
other members are just setting out on their 
journey, bolstered along by shared best practice 
and support. Now, more than ever, integrating 
nature, community and culture into a long-term 
business plan has tangible benefits. As Reidmiller 
remarks: “Travel is the only industry that has 
a vested interest in saving the world’s most 
beautiful places. If we don’t do it, no one will.” 
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