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Bio: Mr. I Gede Ardika held several positions at the Ministry of Tourism, Post and 

Telecommunications of the Republic of Indonesia, before being appointed as Director General of 

Tourism of the Republic of Indonesia and as Minister for Culture and Tourism of the Republic of 

Indonesia consecutively in two separate cabinets.  Now, he is a member of the bilateral Eminent 

Persons’ Group of the Republic of Indonesia & Republic of Korea, an Honorary Life Member of Pacific 

Asia Tourism Association, a member of the UNWTO World Committee on Tourism Ethics, and 

Chairman of the Indonesian Heritage Trust. 

 

Position Statement: Uncontrolled tourism development has a tendency to ruin our environment and our culture. The 

tourism development strategy adopted in some parts of the world, heavily orientated towards physical output, almost 

neglects the intangible aspects of human life. Damage to the natural environment and socio-cultural disorientation of 

local communities are just some effects of physical output orientated development. Essentially, these problems are 

rooted in the absence of the vital elements of sustainable tourism, namely spirituality and ethics, as well as in the 

inability to differentiate between need and greed. Whilst tourism is mainly considered in terms of leisure purposes, it 

has also developed into a vehicle for improving the quality of life of all parties involved, and is a vital force for the 

promotion of international understanding and peace. Quality of life is related to “happiness” as a conceptual way of 

life. In Bali, Indonesia, this conceptual way of life is called “Tri Hita Kara” (Three Elements of Happiness). This concept 

considers man´s relation with God (Creator), with other men, and with the environment. By practicing these three 

elements harmoniously, happiness can be attained. Balancing the relation of these three elements implicitly demands 

the ability to reconcile personal desires and responsibilities. In tourism planning, this concept pertains to carrying 

capacity, with the emphasis on respecting local customs as core values. The UNWTO’s Global Code of Ethics for 

Tourism serves as a set of guidelines for sustainable tourism development, with the objective of minimizing the 

negative impact of tourism on the environment and on cultural heritage whilst maximizing the positive benefits of 

tourism. It is only by applying the key elements of sustainable tourism, with the combination of the Tri Hita Karana as 

our core value and The Global Code of Ethics for Tourism as operational values, that we can truly present Bali as a 

true “Spiritual Tourism Destination” in the 21st Century.  
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Bio: Dr. Daniel H. Olsen is an Associate Professor in the Department of Geography at Brandon 

University in Brandon, Manitoba, Canada. He received his PhD in 2008 from the University of Waterloo 

in Ontario, Canada, and his Masters of Education from Bowling Green State University in Bowling 

Green, Ohio, United States. His main research focus is on religious and spiritual tourism. He is co-editor 

of Tourism, Religion and Spiritual Journeys (2006), and has published book chapters and papers on this 

topic. His other areas of research interest include contested heritage tourism, religious landscapes, and 

tourism and disabilities. 

 

Position Statement: Travel to sites marked as “religious” and “spiritual” has increased in recent years, leading both 

scholars and practitioners to engage in research related to segmenting these tourism markets in terms of 

characteristics and motivations and managing the impacts of visitors to these sites. Yet there seems to be some 

confusion regarding how to separate religious tourism from spiritual tourism, if they are indeed different at all. 

Therefore, for this presentation I first discuss how scholars have attempted to define religious tourism and spiritual 

tourism, and differentiate spiritual tourism from New Age tourism. I then briefly summarize the research related to the 

motivations spiritual tourists have to travel, before looking at spiritual tourism in the context of sustainable tourism 

policy and planning. 

 

 
Bio: Mr. Jose Paz Gestoso has a degree in Economic Sciences and postgraduate degree in Tourism 

Business Management and Strategic Marketing from the University of Santiago de Compostela. In the 

last 15 years, he has held several positions within the Tourism Department of the Regional 

Government of Galicia (Spain). From 1997 to 2007 his professional activity was focused on the 

Tourist Promotion Board of Galicia (Turgalicia) in the Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and 

Exhibitions (MICE) department. For 10 years he held the position of Director of the Higher School for 

Tourism and Hotel Management of Galicia, from 2009 to 2012 he was the Director of the Galician Institute of Tourism 

Studies, and since June 2012 he has been the Managing Director of the Xacobeo Galicia. 

 

Position Statement: Since medieval times, the Camino de Santiago, or the Way of Saint James, has been a path for 

spiritual purification that the faithful travelled in order to reach Santiago de Compostela and ask Saint James the 

Greater for intercession. For centuries, pilgrims who made their way to the tomb of the Apostle Saint James did so to 

seek indulgence for the Afterlife, with the effort of the journey demonstrating a strong will for regeneration that might 

help to secure a shorter stay in purgatory. The Way of Saint James, therefore, held a very special worldview, where 

the search for the heavenly homeland and the belief in a better world after death constituted the basic and 

fundamental incentive to encourage the pious masses. The western medieval European philosophy revolved around 

Christianity, and this is the reason why the greater pilgrimages (Rome, Jerusalem and Santiago) and their power to 

confer the greatest number of indulgences to pilgrims represented an important popular and spontaneous 

phenomenon with enormous social and cultural influence. Today, pilgrims journey to Santiago for various reasons. 

The purely religious motive, just as it was understood in the Middle Ages, should not be ruled out, albeit tempered and 

updated by present-day Christian sensibility. Similarly, pilgrims from different faiths also make the journey to Santiago. 

It is no longer a strictly Catholic pilgrimage; Buddhists, Shintoists, Lutherans, Calvinists and other Christian churches 

travel to Santiago driven by a contemporary spiritual feeling, in search of an inner experience that is intense and 

exciting. In this sense, the universal values of the pilgrimage to Santiago should be highlighted: solidarity, friendship, 

hospitality, etc., They are values that unite people with other people, people with places and spaces, through links that 

are both intangible and ineffable and that are greatly valued by international contemporary culture. The steady contact 

with history and nature must also be taken into account, for The Way crosses a geography that is sacred, with endless 

centuries of history and culture, and is also a sacred space in itself. It is a space that integrates pilgrims so that they 
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can relive the same (or similar) experiences as those of millions of other pilgrims over the ages. It is not, ultimately, a 

distance journey; a pilgrimage that involves a defined number of kilometres. Instead, it is a pilgrimage that crosses a 

natural environment that is loaded with history, emotion and culture, one that leads pilgrims to an inner discovery, to a 

dialogue with themselves, with their fellow travelers and with the inhabitants of local communities, enabling them to 

interact with time, rather than with space. 

 

 

Bio: Ms. Marina Diotallevi has been the Head of the Ethics and Social Dimensions of Tourism 

Programme at the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) since 2003. She is responsible for 

coordinating the work of the World Committee on Tourism Ethics, whose main functions include the 

promotion and the monitoring of the implementation of the UNWTO Global Code of Ethics for 

Tourism by both the public and private sectors. Adopted in 1999 by the UNWTO General Assembly 

and endorsed in 2001 by the United Nations, the UNWTO Code of Ethics is a roadmap to promote 

responsible, sustainable and accessible tourism worldwide. Marina is also in charge of social dossiers (accessibility 

for disabled; gender equality, human rights, protection of children and corporate social responsibility), as well as of 

intangible cultural heritage related to tourism development. Marina holds a B.A. degree in Political Sciences and 

International Relations from the Catholic University of Louvain (Belgium) and a M.A. degree in International Law 

(specialized in Aviation and Maritime Law) from the Free University of Brussels. She has received professional 

training at the European Commission (EC) in Brussels (Liaison Office with the European Parliament and the Economic 

and Social Committee) prior to joining UNWTO in 1986. 

 

Position Statement: Humanity´s cultural heritage, which also includes expressions of spirituality and living culture, 

has long been a key motive for global travel. The preservation of these assets is fundamental to maintaining the 

cultural diversity and uniqueness of destinations, communities and individuals in the face of growing globalization. The 

responsible and sustainable use of natural and cultural assets in the development of spiritual tourism brings with it 

many benefits and can serve as a catalyst for cultural revitalization, reproduction and long-term development of the 

destinations involved. Whilst cultural wealth may render these destinations appealing, a massive and uncontrolled 

influx of tourists can destabilize what are often fragile communities. Therefore, in order to minimize any negative 

impacts, it is imperative that the tourism sector acts in close collaboration with tradition bearers to ensure that spiritual 

tourism is based on mutual respect, cultural sensitivity and the responsible behavior of all stakeholders, including 

visitors. Building on the UNWTO’s first Study on Tourism and Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH), and featuring specific 

good practices, this presentation will consider the links between spiritual tourism and ICH and the conditions 

necessary for tourism development which both ensures the preservation of spirituality and living traditions of local 

communities, and enables a unique tourist experience. 

 

 

 

Bio: Dr. Duong Bich Hanh has been working in social research and international development for the 

last 18 years. Her areas of expertise include field research, qualitative and quantitative data analysis, 

program management, small business development, capacity building, monitoring and evaluation. Her 

research topics include tourism and ethnic minorities in Viet Nam, Vietnamese migrants in Laos, 

Vietnamese sex workers in China and access to primary health care in rural Viet Nam. She has also 

designed and taught courses on ethnic minorities, Vietnamese history and culture, and contemporary 

social issues in Viet Nam. Dr. Hanh’s work has generally focused on marginalized groups, with particular attention to 

ethnic minorities, the poor, women, and children. Prior to joining UNESCO in 2009, she has worked for multilateral, 

bilateral and non-government organizations, including the World Bank, UNDP, Asian Development Bank, New 

Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Oxfam, and SNV. 
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Position Statement: Viet Nam, home to a wealth of natural and cultural assets, including seven World Heritage sites, 

has seen major growth in tourism in recent years. This poses a number of challenges. First, some cultural assets are 

over-exploited, and there are weak mechanisms in place for protecting and conserving them; as a result, economic 

development threatens to negatively impact both heritage and spiritual traditions. Second, cultural assets in some 

areas have not yet been fully assessed to determine their full potential for, and relationship to, tourism growth. Finally, 

local communities that live in and around heritage sites and possess other forms of cultural assets do not benefit 

much from tourism and have little means of protecting themselves and transferring their traditional knowledge and 

spiritual beliefs to younger generations. Since 2009, UNESCO has supported Viet Nam in response to the urgent 

need to address these challenges by developing a comprehensive spiritual and cultural tourism strategy that 

capitalizes on the values of cultural heritage for economic development while ensuring its protection and conservation. 

The program’s focus since 2009 was in Quang Nam province, where there are two World Cultural Heritage sites, Hoi 

An and My Son, and the Cham Island Biosphere Reserve. With UNESCO-provided tools and guidelines, Quang Nam 

authorities developed, during a hands-on process involving dialogue with participation from stakeholders and local 

community members, an integrated cultural tourism strategy which identified sustainable ways and concrete actions to 

maximize the integration of cultural heritage into tourism development, maintaining quality growth of tourism while 

protecting spirituality and allowing local heritage to thrive. This strategy was closely linked to each of the Visitor 

Management Plans of the three major protected areas in the province. Further support was provided to strengthen the 

interpretation and promotion of the World Heritage sites and the surrounding areas, which results in tourists’ better 

experiences and deeper engagement with the local communities, at the same time ensuring that local people gain an 

adequate share from the tourism development. The presentation will highlights UNESCO’s interventions in Quang 

Nam province during the past years, with emphasis on the lesson learned during the process with goals to sustainably 

promote tourism in Viet Nam in general and in the Central region in particular.  

 

 

Bio: Imtiaz Muqbil is one of the longest serving travel-trade journalists in the Asian Pacific. Born in 

February 1956 in Mumbai, India, he studied at St Peter’s High, a boarding school in the Indian hill-station 

of Panchgani. Having acquired a Diploma from the London School of Journalism, he started his career in 

Kuwait with the local English-language newspapers Kuwait Times, Arab Times and Daily News. 

Simultaneously, he worked freelance for Middle East Economic Digest, Reuters, Newsweek, McGraw-

Hill World News, and PetroMoney Report (a Financial Times newsletter).  In November 1978, he moved 

to Bangkok and joined the Bangkok Post, a local English-language daily, as a sub-editor/writer. Since joining the 

Travel Trade Gazette Asia in 1981 he has covered the Asia-Pacific travel & tourism industry full-time, in various roles, 

including Thailand Bureau Chief and Chief Correspondent, TTG Asia, PATA Travel News and associated publications 

(1981-1992). He has covered numerous global travel trade shows (ASEAN Tourism Forum, Mekong Tourism Forum, 

PATA Travel Mart, World Travel Market, ITB Berlin, Arabian Travel Mart, Travel Indonesia & Mart Expo, Australian 

Travel Exchange), as well as travel industry summits, annual general meetings and conferences worldwide. In 1997 

he won the PATA award for “Outstanding Reporting on the travel industry” and in 2005, the PATA Journalism award 

for coverage of the tsunami disaster. Now a naturalized Thai citizen, he is fluent in English, Urdu and Hindi and 

conversant to various levels in Thai and some Arabic. 

Position Statement: This is a period of intense soul-searching for Asia as it undergoes a period of unprecedented 

social, cultural, economic, and environmental change. In order to shape a sustainable and balanced future, the people 

of Asia will have to reach deep into their history, heritage, cultures and wisdoms. As part of that soul-searching 

process, spiritual journeys are on the rise; they are becoming a critical component of the pursuit of solutions to 

common problems and of a better future. Spiritual journeys provide moments of calm and reflection in times of 

upheaval and tumult. They will eventually allow humanity and the cultures of Asia to seek unity in diversity and rise 

above their insignificant differences. Today, perhaps more than at any other time in history, religions and religious 

leaders have an opportunity to ensure that Asia's biggest assets do not become its greatest liabilities. The travel & 

tourism industry, which makes these spiritual journeys possible, can and must play its rightful role in generating 

solutions in cooperation with religious leaders. There is no shortage of opportunities. If tourism claims to be both an 

industry of peace and one that "connects" people, it is now time to walk the talk. 

 

Mr. Imtiaz Muqbil, Executive Director, Travel Impact Newswire, Thailand 
 
Enhancing Cultural Exchange and Responsible Tourism through Spiritual Travel 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Bio: Mr. Amitava Bhattacharya is an engineer from IIT Kharagpur and a Chevening Gurukul Scholar 

from London School of Economics. A social entrepreneur with 24 years of global experience, founder 

and full time Director at banglanatak dot com, he has led his team to develop various models on 

culture and development as well as on community-led cultural tourism. Amitava has also innovated Art 

for Life (AFL) model using culture as a vehicle to address poverty alleviation, social inclusion, women´s 

empowerment and human dignity. AFL has converted many marginalized villages into cultural tourism 

destinations. Amitava is winner of Times Now Global Indian of the Year 2013 and his organization is winner of the 

National Award for HIV Communication (2006) and the Laddli Media Award (2007) for gender sensitivity. Banglanatak 

dot com has been working with consultative status with UNESCO on Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) (since 2010) 

and in 2013 was accredited with Special Consultative Status to the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).   

 

Position Statement: Although tourism has been growing rapidly, much remains to be done for it to be ‘value’ rather 

than ‘profit’ driven; it must be inclusive, respectful, sustainable and compliant with international standards of 

responsible & ethical tourism. Tourism also often fails to address environmental considerations, and hence we are left 

helpless when disasters such as the Uttrakhand flooding (India) occur. Spiritual tourism destination planners and 

managers need to be very careful in addressing all of these points, especially the carrying capacity, the involvement of 

people and the environmental issues. Worldwide tourism talks of relating the sector’s objective to Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), however, the industry hasn´t yet done enough to meet such aims. Thus, even after such 

extensive growth, it fails to be recognized as a ‘critical industry’, capable of meeting development needs. We must 

take steps to mobilize local communities, involving them in tourism development, and invest in soft skills and 

community culture. Often, in the name of archeological work, local communities are displaced and thus tourism 

development causes local annoyance and is regarded as ‘external’. It is important to invest in communities, helping 

them to develop their culture and ownership of local tourism, preparing them for handling tourists. After all, tourism 

may have the greatest potential to foster mutual respect between visitors, communities and countries, contributing to 

national development, international growth and peace. For spiritual tourism to succeed, more care needs to be taken 

to understand the content of tourism, to educate all stakeholders on the values of spiritual tourism and to work towards 

achieving sustainable development covering economic, environmental and social equity: Investment in people → 

Preservation of eco-systems → Growth → Sustainable Development. 

 

 

Bio: Mr. Steve Noakes has an extensive 35 year background in tourism in the Asia Pacific region. He 

maintains interests across industry, academia and NGOs throughout the region, often connecting 

regional activities with global initiatives. His business activity includes eco-lodge and eco-safari 

investments in Indonesia and Australia, cultural tourism operations in the Pacific islands and 

international sustainable tourism projects funded by a range of donor agencies, national governments 

and industry bodies. He has been an Adjunct Professor at the University of Queensland and Griffith 

University in Australia and a Visiting Professor at the University of Lapland in Finland. He has served as a member of 

the UNWTO World Committee on Tourism Ethics, the Boards of the Global Sustainable Tourism Council, Sustainable 

Travel International, Pacific Asia Travel Association (PATA), and a number of NGOs. 

 

Position Statement: Over two and a half thousand years ago, the Lord Buddha probably contributed to the early days 

of spiritual tourism destinations, urging his followers to visit locations important to his life. He possibly also introduced 

balanced concepts of what we now describe as ‘sustainability’ which should be a natural partner of contemporary 

spiritual tourism destinations. Recognition was expressed in the Rio +20 report ‘The future we want - Our common 

vision’ that enhanced support for sustainable tourism activities and relevant capacity-building in developing countries 

can contribute to the achievement of sustainable development. Acknowledging the contribution of Professor 

Christopher Ryan (2002) in his discussion on equity, management, power sharing and sustainability issues, and the 

Mr. Amitava Bhattacharya, Founder and Director, banglanatak.com, India 
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way people treat their environments, I will address how spiritual tourism can add value for environments, communities, 

entrepreneurs and tourists within the ethical objectives outlined by the UNWTO Global Code of Ethics for Tourism. 

 

 

BIO: Mr. Janez Sirše was a research fellow at a leading Slovenian economic institute and later the 

Director of the Center for Tourist Promotion, Minister of Tourism of Slovenia and the former Secretary 

General of the Government Council for Tourism. Since 1993, Mr. Sirše has successfully run the 

National Tourist Association and since 1998 the International Tourism Institute, where he is now a 

Senior Expert and the Head of Consulting Services. Mr. Sirše has also lectured widely within Slovenia, 

at the University of Ljubljana, the Faculty of Economics in Ljubljana and at the Faculty for Commercial 

and Business Sciences in Celje. With his extensive knowledge and experience he has supported many national and 

regional tourism administrations and organizations in the European Union, South-East Europe and Caucasus in 

developing strategy documents, marketing and development plans and innovative international tourist programs. Mr. 

Sirše is currently working as Team Leader of the Environmentally and Socially Responsible Tourism Capacity 

Development Programme (ESRT) in Vietnam. 

 
Mr. Kai Partale is a Tourism Consultant specializing in destination planning and marketing 

management, investment promotion, human resources and sustainable development. At present, Mr. 

Partale works as a Tourism Sector Specialist in the EU-funded Environmentally and Socially 

Responsible Tourism Capacity Development Programme in Vietnam. Prior to this, he worked on 

investment promotion in Egypt, for the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD) in a business linkages programme on Community-Based Tourism (CBT) in Mozambique, 

advised governments on Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) attraction in the tourism sector, contributed to Technical 

Vocational, Education and Training (TVET) reform programmes in Egypt, Jordan and Yemen and developed tourism 

strategies for Mongolia and the Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and Exhibitions  (MICE) market in Rwanda. For the 

European Tourism Institute, Mr. Partale managed a range of consulting, research and master-planning projects in 

Europe, advised National Tourism Organizations (NTOs) and regional Destination Management Organization (DMOs) 

and worked as the Institute´s Chief Representative in Xiamen, China and as its Director in Samedan, Switzerland. 

 

Position Statement: Spiritual tourism is a growing sector of the tourism market in Vietnam. Globalization and 

pressurized lifestyles in a fast-changing world lead people to seek to escape and to take a break from a stressful and 

materialistic life to try to find a work/leisure balance. Spiritual tourism, closely linked to religious and cultural tourism, 

and with an emphasis on self-awareness, wellness and revitalization, has become a means to harmonize body, mind 

and heart, and can be experienced in many places in Vietnam. Spiritual tourism paves the way for responsible tourism 

by raising awareness of environmental, socio-cultural and economic issues resulting from such tourism. Spiritual 

journeys to remote or disadvantaged areas, heritage sites or sacred places often reveal the need for cultural and 

environmental preservation. Spiritual tourism respects social and cultural values and traditions while enabling local 

communities to benefit from tourism and contributing to poverty reduction. Spiritual tourism in Vietnam serves the key 

domestic and Asian markets and includes spiritual festivals, events and visits to sacred shrines. This paper highlights 

a recent national training needs-assessment that indicates the need for further development of cultural tourism, 

wellness and spa tourism, including raising service quality through tourism occupational standards. The paper also 

presents the case for responsible tourism practice through spiritual tourism motivations. It demonstrates how 

responsible tourism is being applied to enhance the spiritual tourism product, such as the branding for Vietnam 

“Timeless Charm” which led to the positioning of the cultural product-line / experience zone and the development of 

key products for targeted source markets. Additionally, ESRT has prepared a Responsible Tourism Toolkit for 

Vietnam aiming to encourage more sustainable approaches for producers and indirectly, consumers. It is hoped that 

the responsible tourism activities will lead to greater spiritual tourism development, a growing number of visitors and 

more responsible product development. 
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Bio: Born in 1947, Mr. Faruk Pekin worked as a journalist and trade union expert for many years. He 

is the CEO and main shareholder of FEST Travel Agency which has been the pioneer of cultural and 

responsible tourism in Turkey for 29 years. He has taught at tourism guide preparatory courses run by 

the Ministry of Tourism at Marmara University and Boğaziçi University. For many years he has been 

the honorary president of the non-governmental Cultural Awareness Foundation and in the seminars 

of this foundation has lectured on the topics “History of Religions”, “Hinduism”, “Buddhism”, and 

“Symbols”.  A current member of the Board of Directors of the International Social Tourism Organization (ISTO), 

established in Brussels, with 140 members from 35 different countries), he is also an advisor to the President of the 

Association of Turkish Travel Agencies (TURSAB), and was a former President of the Committee of Cultural Tourism 

within TURSAB for 6 years and a member of the formal Executive Committee for Istanbul 2010: European Capital 

City. As a professional guide, he has personally led many groups on spiritual tours in nearly 60 different destinations 

and is also a renowned author, having published 7 books, including Çözüm: Kültür Turizmi (The Solution: Cultural 

Tourism, 2011). 

 

Position Statement: Nowadays we are talking about spiritual tourism, another sub-title of “cultural tourism”. Spiritual 

tourism is not a part of religious tourism. It is a journey and an experience, but not a destination. For a Hindu, to attend 

kumbh mela activities is a subject of religious tourism, but for a non-Hindu it is subject of spiritual tourism. Spiritual 

tourism is going to be a tourist phenomenon of the 21
st
 century, well ahead of the theorists of the tourism industry. 

Furthermore, the meanings of concepts such as spirituality and secularism are also changing day by day. For the last 

30 years, many great sacred locations have been visited by groups of various size, as well as individuals from 

different social classes and of different professions. Whatever the reasons are, marketing potential is growing fast for 

spiritual tourism. Millions of foreigners or domestic travellers are looking for healing activities such as yoga, Ayurveda, 

and meditation classes, spending their vacations visiting sacred places, trying to enlighten and dignify soul, body and 

mind, looking for authentic multi-faith cultural activities, trying to rediscover the revitalizing powers of nature, and 

seeking cultural, environmental, and ecological consciousness.  In my presentation, I will analyse examples of spiritual 

tourism as well as the problems, perspectives and challenges they create. I will consider the need for a spiritual 

tourism that is profitable, sustainable and responsible, and tackle the question of how these aims might best be 

achieved, in terms of conceptualisation, practice, authenticity, regulation and management. 

 

 

 

Bio: Ben Bowler is the founder of World Weavers - a social enterprise specializing in authentic 

spiritual adventures into some of the world great faith traditions. Dubbed ‘The Faith Dealer’ by 

Readers Digest in 2013, Ben is a “Social Entrepreneur in Residence” at Singapore’s INSEAD 

Business School and is a blogger for the Huffington Post. Together with his wife Jildou they are the 

founders of Blood Foundation, a micro NGO focusing on Burma issues, interfaith projects and 

education programs for migrant workers along the Thai-Burma border. 

In 2008 Ben founded Monk for a Month in northern Thailand - a deep immersion and spiritual-development program 

allowing guests a highly personal experience of Thai Buddhism. Monk for a Month now also operates as a popular 26-

day immersion adventure in the Himalayas in Tibetan India. In 2010 Ben created something of a stir when launching 

Muslim for a Month in Turkey which was soon followed by the Sufi Mystic Experience. Both programs offered 

immersion into Anatolian Islam and the mystical aspects of Sufism with a particular focus on the life and works of 

Jaladdin Rumi. Ben has been and is currently working on a new venture, the ‘Interfaith Express’, a spiritual tour across 

northern India.  He is actively developing global partnerships to offer deep immersion experiences to travelers seeking 

spiritual adventure.  
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http://worldweavers.com/
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http://muslimforamonth.com/


Position Statement: When Monk for a Month was launched it quickly became a hit on social media. Soon the real 

world fans arrived and the program was quickly a success, first both in northern Thailand then later in Tibetan India 

(Spiti Valley). In contrast the Muslim for a Month program, while it attracted a storm of media attention (including 

reports on BBC World and CNN.com) was a major challenge to market to a general audience.  In the market there 

were challenging associations with the term “Islam” (one of the main reason behind launching the program) while the 

less controversial terms “Sufi” and “Sufism” have relatively low recognition levels in the market. The subtlety of 

program-content associated with “Spiritual Travel” is often not easy to convey through traditional travel marketing 

channels. During this 15 minute presentation we will be using our experience at World Weavers as a case study to 

look at the challenges of marketing and running spiritual travel programs as an SMO. We will also touch on some of 

the controversies surrounding the idea of mixing religion and commerce and finish up with an optimistic discussion 

about the opportunities in getting Spiritual Tourism right and the great value that is created for all involved when this 

happens.  

 

 

 

 


