Managing group

tours for pilgrimage purposes

By Ronen Paldi

Traveling for religious pur-
ooses is an $18-billion-a-year
ndustry and still growing.

Selling and organizing reli-
Jlous travel is an important busi-
1ess segment for agents looking
‘0 expand into lucrative markets.

One of the most important,
out trickiest, segments of reli-
Jious travel is pilgrimage travel.
These travelers go beyond visit-
ng religious sites. Pilgrimages
are deeper and more meaning-
ul and handling groups travel-
ng for a pilgrimage requires
special knowledge and under-
standing on behalf of the travel
igent and tour agency.

~ The word for pilgrimage in He-
orew literally translates to “one who
s sent by foot.” Those who went on
silgrimages were not looking for
1 vacation. They had to travel long
listances by walking.

For those early travelers, it was
1 spiritual journey that would often
ransform their entire lives. That still
10lds true today.

- Diving into the world of religious

A pilgramage group visits Caesarea in Israel.

higher, and the traveler is likely
more emotionally invested than your
average vacationer.

In general, pilgrimages come
from church groups. For a church,
any kind of travel is a major expense
because it is not part of their annual
operating overhead, and planning
any kind of travel with members of
the congregation is a major physi-
cal and financial endeavor. Travel
agents and tour planners should
keep this in mind, and make sure
their pricing is ahg'ned with the

pet
1ld of pilgrimage tre
It's mﬁ%ﬁant to Ielr

many travel agents will likely
turn off anyone looking to make
a pilgrimage.

The key for success in this
endeavor is choosing the right
tour operator.

‘When looking for a tour
operator to help you manage
pilgrimages it is important to
keep these things in mind:

*Use a tour operator that
supports travel agents by not
dealing directly with churches.

*Choose a tour operator that
has extensive experience with
the destination that the group
wants to visit.

*Choose a tour operator that un-
derstands the meaning of pilgrimage.
*Be sure to use a tour operator
that can customize the pilgrimage for
each church group since not every

group will want to see the same
things every time. .
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