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State launches sustainable travel initiative with seven pilot programs

by Marie Price
The Journal Record September 29, 2009

OKLAHOMA CITY – It’s called sustainable travel, and the state is launching its own initiative in that new arena with Encouraging Conservation in Oklahoma, starting with seven pilot programs that include both private- and public-sector participants.
“Oklahoma has a legacy of conservation, preservation and innovation, qualities that are fundamental to sustainable travel,” Lt. Gov. Jari Askins said Monday at Science Museum Oklahoma, one of the pilot-program sites for ECO.
Askins, who chairs the Oklahoma Tourism and Recreation Commission, said, “One of the things that we have noticed in our marketing and as visitors come to our state, is that we get inquiries about, do we have lodges that are defined, for lack of a better term, as green or sustainable?”
She said that may include facilities that use recycled materials for lodging, for room furnishings, napkins and paper towels and the like.
“We have been able to see that this has been a trend,” she said. “These requests have continued to grow.”

Hardy Watkins, executive director of the Oklahoma Tourism and Recreation Department, said modern travelers demand sustainable practices.
“Our goal is to infuse sustainable practices into Oklahoma’s travel industry, not for the sake of trendiness, but for the greater good of our industry and state,” Watkins said.
He said the U.S. Travel Association research shows that 51 percent of consumers would continue to patronize sustainable travel service suppliers regardless of an economic downturn, and 48 percent said continued support of sustainable travel is a necessity. However, he said only 29 percent said it is easy to find hotels and other tourism-related entities that are at the forefront of the sustainability effort.
“We want to bridge that gap,” Watkins said.
Steve Thompson, executive director of the Oklahoma Department of Environmental Quality, said his agency’s role will be advisory in nature.
“As the project and the pilots move forward, we’re seen as the agency that has responsibility to advise people on what green projects look like, what they are,” he said. “I think they will call on us to provide that expertise.”
Jeff Erwin is managing director of the Colcord Hotel, one of the seven pilot sites. He said that initially the seven locations will help develop the overall program.
“Ongoing, we will be involved in the efforts of recycling,” he said. “We are currently talking with Clean the World to hopefully be the first partner there.”
Clean the World is a nonprofit organization that provides personal hygiene products such as soap and shampoo to Third World countries to reduce the incidence of disease. It obtains “gently used” products from hotels and similar facilities.
Officials said that Oklahoma is undertaking a first-of-its-kind partnership with the organization.
Shawn Seipler, executive director of Clean the World, said, “The simple act of having soap to wash your hands can prevent millions of illnesses and deaths around the globe.”
He said that each year more than 5 million lives are lost to preventable diseases, most of them children less than 5 years old. Seipler said that hand washing could reduce those deaths by up to 65 percent.
The ECO also features a certification component, under which attractions, events, lodging facilities and other sites that meet certain guideline levels will be recognized and publicized as program participants.
Feedback from the seven pilot sites will help flesh out program requirements for various types of facilities. 
Don Otto, president of Science Museum Oklahoma, said the facility is beginning to look seriously at recycling the materials it uses, “to make sure everything is as eco-friendly as possible.”
“In our food service and in our packaging in our store, our ticketing and everything that we do, we’re looking at ways to make sure that it is sustainable ecologically, as much as we can do,” he said.
Other pilot programs include Keystone State Park in Sand Springs, Maple Place Bed and Breakfast in Enid, the Oklahoma City Memorial Marathon in Oklahoma City, Polo Grill in Tulsa and the Oklahoma Tourism Information Center in Blackwell.
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