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Sally Oberstein's online travel auctions for charity turn pleasure trips into philanthropy

Sally Oberstein could save the planet if the rest of us would just take a hike—or go camping in India, whale watching in Canada, scuba diving in Australia. She offers these and other adventure trips on her travel auction Web site, Generous Adventures, and sends the profits to charities in three major fields: environment, education, and health. In the past five years, her donations have totaled more than $131,000, which represents 45 percent of the company's gross revenue. Current recipients are the World Wildlife Fund, Canadian Centre for Pollution Prevention, and Children's HeartLink.

Oberstein, who lives in Homer, Alaska, had no trouble getting trip donations for the auctions. The hard part was finding an organization willing to lend its name to the site in return for the money. "No one knew who we were," Oberstein says. "They had no proof that we would be successful or that we were legitimate. They would have had to take a chance." 

The Natural Resources Defense Council gave Generous Adventures the opportunity to prove itself: Oberstein raised $2,500 on her first try. Her next auction was more fruitful, raising more than $11,000 for the Waterkeeper Alliance, a water conservation group now headed by Robert Kennedy Jr. "The point of the partnership was to try a new type of development through an online venture," says Alisa Hilfinger, the alliance's program coordinator. "For such a novel and untried approach to fundraising, it worked very well."

Oberstein, 50, settled in Alaska 27 years ago. Before founding Generous Adventures, the Southern Californian was a singer (she produced her own album in 1985), an antiques dealer, and an Anchorage Department of Recreation employee. In 1997, while recovering from ear surgery, she started the company with live auctions, shifting to the Internet two years later.

An experienced traveler herself—she's floated the Amazon, dived the Great Barrier Reef, river rafted in New Zealand, and trekked in Thailand—Oberstein and her staff solicit the donations, which have a retail value ranging from $200 (a full-day winery tour for two in Napa or Sonoma Valley) to $10,000 (a five-day stay for two at the Ultima Thule Resort in Chitina, Alaska). Most sell for 60 to 75 percent of their price tag; the minimum bid is 40 percent of the cost. Trips fall into five categories: outdoor adventures, nature and wildlife, exotic destinations, special interests, and resorts and lodging.

The adventure-trip providers are mostly mid- and upper-mid-market operators, whereas hotel and resort selections include luxury properties such as the Clift in San Francisco. Oberstein does not offer fishing trips for overfished species or hunting trips and has turned down cruise lines with poor environmental track records. "We promote environmentally sound trips," she says.

To make a bid, visit www.generousadventures.com. 


