strong beliefs about human rights, charitable work and the environment, this

SHANNON WENTWORTH has spent her life as an activist. With

lesbian entrepreneur made good use of her experiences and struck out on
her own. The founder of Sweet Travel, Wentworth has decided to use her new
company to address the lesbian community’s concerns by giving travelers an

opportunity to do some good while they relax on an all-women's cruise.

What makes Sweet Travel different from other cruise lines?

Wee different in a number of ways. But, we're working really hard to create a green
business. Cruising, air and sea travel [are] not very green. We're working re-
ally hard to make them greener by buying carbon offsets for all of our air and
sea travel. We're also doing a number of volunteer projects...So our first trip...
leaves out of New Otleans and we're going to do a three-day pre-trip where
people have the opportunity to help out with the Katrina relief effort by day
and then party in New Otleans’legendary night clubs by night. But our goal is
really to have this mix of doing good and having a blast at the same time.

What inspired you to create a green lesbian company?

I was an environmentalist and human rights advocate before I was a lesbian. And
all of those things really came together for me in looking at how I wanted to
take a vacation and what I feel like needs to happen in the gay and lesbian
marketplace. I really wanted to create this vehicle for all of the things I wanted
to do with my life and in the world. This company is kind of a blend of all of
my ideals.

And there are so few opportunities for lesbians to volunteer and be with their

A Sweet Affair

A new lesbian cruise line is riding the green
wave. By Katie Peoples

partners at the same time.

It's not mandatory that you volunteer, but for people who want to do that, I think
it’s going to be tremendously fulfilling, I mean, how fun to spend the day work-
ing wildlife rescue with 100 women or cleaning up a beach. It makes something
that might kind of suck—picking up trash—feel good. You get to meet people
from all over the world and interact with them around your core values.

Yeah, I know I'd volunteer more if there were a cruise attached to it.

Yeah, and the trend in travel has been around ecotourism and having a lighter foot-
print. Or volunteer tourism, where you go to a country and help restore some-
thing or build something or work with the local community and get a little bit
more of a cultural experience. Our target market is starting at 25 [years old]
and a big way that we think we can reach down to the 25-year-old market is
by marrying the social responsibility with the affordability of our trip. We've
purposefully chartered a ship that doesn't have a bunch of luxury staterooms
that are out of the typical passenger’s price range...which allows us to bring
more people at an affordable price.

Why are you targeting lesbians and not a wider group of people?

It's a question I keep getting from the under-30 set. I think being in an all-women's
atmosphere is extraordinarily beneficial at times. It's very healing and restor-
ative, too. The biggest question I've gotten is: Will gay men be allowed? I think I
want to leave that up to the women who are traveling with us...I'm looking for-
ward to a day when it doesnt matter. [I realize] that will be the end of my niche
company, but I'm really looking forward to seeing that in my lifetime—women,
and particularly lesbians, feeling comfortable traveling the wotld by themselves.

Do you think Sweet could appeal to more than just the lesbian market?

'The core properties translate really well to a much larger population—human rights,
the environment, having fun—everybody likes to do those things. Everybody is
becoming more and more aware.

Do you think that will happen in your lifetime?

Tam hopeful. If T have to live to 150.m

to come together, whether they’re out
or not, because for many of them, if
they’re with their LGBT colleagues
they’re the only executive in the room,
and with other executives they’re the
only LGBT person.

The “SF 24” [executives hand-
picked to attend the forum] were
sort of out already, but now they’ve
come out in more significant ways.
It's lightened their load and they don’t
have to think about it at all, and can
really focus on their jobs. But they’re
also looking at ways to mentor people,
make sure they’re connected with
their LGBT employee groups, support-
ing their LGBT colleagues.

3. How does Out & Equal help
employers?

Out & Equal’s trainings consist of
everything from helping people feel
comfortable using terminology to
understanding more of the legal
aspects; encouraging people to look
at their policies, whether it’s their
benefits plan or their EEO policy, to
make sure that sexual orientation and
gender identity are included. We have
a list of 15 steps to an Out & Equal
workplace and encourage people

to market to our community, recruit
within our community and offer leader-
ship development opportunities for
LGBT employees.

4. Does Out & Equal only work on
LGBT issues?

It felt very important to me to always
set LGBT issues in the context of
broader diversity issues, so that we
didn’t end up with some kind of hier-
archical, my oppression is worse than
your oppression attitude. It’s about
offering this training and making sure
we often said, “If you’ve experienced
racism in your life, homophobia is
kind of like that.” Trying to help people
understand the connections there,
encouraging the LGBT employee
networks to find a joint project with the
African American or Latino networks
and see the crossover.

5. How has the organization grown?
Are the affiliates just in major cities?
There are Out & Equal volunteer-led
affiliates in 12 cities. A lot of affili-
ates start because people go to the
Workplace Summit [an annual event of
over 2,300 attendees participating in
over 125 workshops, designed to cre-
ate an inclusive workplace]. There’s a
lot of enthusiasm—they want to bring
a lot of that energy back home to their
communities. We encourage them to
find other people involved in Out &
Equal and create a regional council,
put on events and offer support so we
can have a real presence around the
country. — Alison Peters
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