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Not so Lonely Plane

Jo Caird talks to Tom Hall, Travel
Editor at Lonely Planet, about the
future of the humble guidebook

t's over 30 years since Tony and

Maurcen Wheeler decided to

drive Irom London to Australia
via Europe and Asia and write a book
about their experiences on the road
in countries that many people had
never even heard of.

Lonely Planet now publishes 500
utles including country and cty
gurdes, phrase books, maps and
tlustrated pactorials. They employ 450
people 1n their offices in Melbourne,
London and New York, as well as 300
authors constantly updaung old
gurdes and researching and wriling
new ones. The company has also
expanded into  digital  med,
responding to the fast-changing wozld
of tourism with a few forays into tech-
nology: podaasts, downloadable guides
and Lonely Planet TV,

But 1s the company stll relevant to
today's travellers and s 1t even
responsible to travel at all these days?
[ 1alked to Tom Hall, Travel Editor at
Londy Planet, and a random selectzon
of London University students in an
attempt to lind out.

Of the students surveyed, almost
two thirds have bought a Lonely
Planet guitdebook and the majonty of
those buy them aguin and agmn tor a
wide variety ol trips, Irom weekends 1n
New York, 1o months backpacking in
Guatemala. Tom Hall believes that
tourtsm has changed; we can no longer
difterentiate between the traveller who
backpacks 1n developing countries and
the European citvbreaker, because
they are now the same person. Lonely

Planet “understand that one traveller
might make many different journeys
over the course ol a year, or thar
entire life” and are changing thear
brand accordingly.

The latest addition to the Lonely
Planet guidebook range 15 the
Encounter sertes, which aams to help
travellers get as tull an experience out
of short trips to big cities as they
would out of longer, more backpack-
style travel experiences. Perhaps the
most nteresting thing about this
range 15 the way the company have
decuded to use viral marketing lor the
first tzme 10 order to reach this new,
EENre-crossing Sroup in i new way
Hall explains that they ‘want to get a
bit of a buzz goang' and are ready to
use ‘a wayoul concept” - re. low budget
youlube-suitable clips - 1o get people
thinking about aspects of cities that
wouldn't normally register on the
toursst radar

The Encounter sertes s also effec-
tvely an attempt to retun  as
customers the travellers who used
Lonely Planet guides when they were
young and on a small budget but now
want @ upmarket  travel
expentence. This demographic may
not buy 2 Lonely Planet country guide
but might buy one of the Encounter
sertes. It 1s interesting to note that all
the Lonely Planet utles mentioned by
the students surveyed were from the
onginal range, not the Encounter
series - which was launched last spring
-and that the overwhelming majonty
were guides to developing countries

more

When asked what other resources they
used while abroad, several mentioned
TimeOut aty guides, prefernng them
because they ‘give less of a tournst’s
perspective on things” and “tell vou
what you want to know: the quirky
places, not the tournst traps’. While
Hall 15 confident about reaching this
very demographic with the Encounter
guides, 1t seems lhike Lonely Planet
have quite a challenge on their hands

long-hauls flights are such 2 menace to
the environment. Hall explains that
Lonely Planet ollsets the carbon
emusstons of all its writers and em-
ployees and advises travellers to do the
same via chimatecare.org by {ollowing
a link on Lonely Planet's website. But
surely it would be better to stop tlving
long haul altogether? Hall feels
strongly about this 1ssue, commenting
that “lravel has really been serzed

Above: a sign in Bali advertises its listing in

if they're goang to convince people that
their books are not jqust  for
backpacker-style trips.

Another potentially negative aspect
of Lonely Planet guidebooks that
came up 1n the completed surveys s
the long-recogmized problem ol
loraagn destinations beang ‘ruined’ by
the armival of travellers beaning guide-
books direcing them to ‘unspoilt’
locations ol local beauty or culture.
One student commented that although
she hinds Lonely Planet guides useful
lor thar maps, by following the
recommendations you gan an expert-
ence that s often hmited to ‘*honey-pot
tourist sites.”

Hall's response to this trend 15 a
general note for travellers to take re-
sponstbility lor their own expenences
and not rely too heavily on guide-
books. ‘We want to encourage people
to explore and whale you can take peo-
ple so lar at some point 1t’s down to 1n-
dividuals themselves to get on with it
[ think il someone has a guidebook 1t
should be 1n your bag 95% of the time.”

This 1ssue however 15 of much
greater importance than the irntation
that travellers teel upon arniving 1n a
supposedly ‘authentic’ locatzon and
hinding 1t teeming wath people exactly
like them. The larger concern 1s for
the people who are lett in the ‘ruined’
places once all the travellers have gone
home, as well as the natural envaron-
ments of loreign destinations - and on
2 larger scale, the environment in gen-
eral. Hallis very keen to emphasise the
positive example that Lonely Planet
tries to set, arguing that ther guide-
books ofler alot of advice on travelling
sustanably. But once again the onus 1s
on the individual traveller 1o lollow
that advice as well as on governments
1o negotiate the ‘balancing act’ ol
tourism's pros and cons

But how can the tounism industry,
particularly the type of travel that
Lonely Planet specaalizes in, ever hope
1o make atself truly sustainable when

Planet. Below left:is a
fully-stocked bookshelf of guidebooks soon to be a thing of the past?

upon by the media as the bogey-boy in
this satuatzon’ and explaining that the
1ssue s not as sample as 1t seems.

“Tourtssm 15 the world's largest
industry; 1t plays a major part in the
economy ol developing countries. If
vou stopped that overmight, the effect
on many economies would be cata-
strophic; and one of the other knock-
on effects would be further
environmental damage through things
like miming and exploitation of natu-
ral resources [as governments turned
to other {orms of revenue].'

Travel has been
seized upon by
the media

The only solution - which 15 by no
means 2 cure-all - 15 for individual
travellers to take as much responsibil-
ity as possible for their actions, Irom
choosing 2 destination where tounism
15 a force lor good on a local level, 10
ollsetung therr carbon emissions.
Lonely Planet 1s just one of the re-
sources out there helping people to do
that. Hall 1s hopetul that through tur-
ther discusston and debate within the
industry, particularly with the major
aviation players, further steps can be
taken to make sustanable travel easier.

A lot has changed since the
Wheelers™ {irst tnip, both at Lonely
Planet and in the tourism mndustry as a
whole. While the company 1s out to
make money, just hke any other
business, there 1s a real sense that they
are sull concerned about keeping
travel a torce for good 1n the world.
Here on our not so lonely planet, that's
no bad thing these days.

Overseas
report

Each issue this column features a
different study or work abroad
experience, direct from London
students on their year abroad. From
Panis to Panama City, from Berlin to
Beijing, they tell you what it means
to live in a different culture, whether
far away or close to home. In this
issue, Matt Gardner reports on life
in Berlin, Gemany, where he is
studying German and Dutch Philol-
ogy at Freie Universitit Berlin.

When 1 moved to Berlin in Oclo-
ber, it was not withoult a certain sense
of loreboding: my conlidence in my
language skills was low, [ had
nowhere to live and was positively
envious of those to whom the year
abroad was just a year ofl, a
postponement of final vear stress.
Those chichéd platitudes - “you’ll have
such 2 good tume!” and ‘vou'll make so
many new {riends!’ which [
encountered constantly in the run-up,
usually from those who didn't have 1o
do a year abroad, seemed to me mis-
representative and only made me
worry more that my panic was
abnormal.

There 1s a great attraction to hiving
here, however, something that [ have
gradually discovered over the weeks
and months. Berlin 1s very dilferent
{from Pans or London, 2 much more
low-key capital city expenence. There
15 a level to Berlin operating under-
neath the one accessible 1o tournsts
and the hordes ol Australian back-
packers (ten a penny). You have to put
the work 1n yoursell, as some of the
best  mghthife, exhibitions and
theatrical events operate by word-of-
mouth and are tucked away in the
most unlikely locations: when |
bought uckets for the play, The
Edukators, 1 was expecting West End,
but found myself in what appeared 10
be a converted storeroom.

Even now, the East-West divide
can take you by surpnise: 1 was
dismussive of 1t when 1 opted to hive
in a western district, but realise now
that the East s a livelier and -~ dare |
say it - more interesting place.

My language confidence has
improved, mostly due to the [nendly
attitude towards  non-natives.
Reactions to my attempls to master
correct word order, which before were
met with plain impatience, now range
from pleasant surprise to outright
amusement. That sad, not all
non-natives are completely welcome
areas like mine {(Moabit) are usually
stereotyped as crime-ndden and
dangerous, when the only dillerence
that 1 can see 1s their hagh Turkish
populaton.

Thus tar, iving here has not been
particularly easy - that legendary
German efficency was sorely lacking
when registering at umversity and
with the local authonities - but 1t has
been interesting to scrape beneath the
surface and be more than a tourist.

When the public transport system
went on  strike last month |
complained about it 1o a Iniend, which
elicited the telling response ‘enjoy
vour holiday' - which this most
certainly 1s not.




