The Curious Case of Colombia
From the mountains to the beach

BBT Online joined a famtrip to Colombia organised by Travelmediate and Air FranceKLM last month. The trip would lead us from capital Bogota, down to the Coffee Region
around Pereira, all the way to the beaches and the lovely old town of Cartagena. There
was a lot to do and see on the way. Care to find out what exactly?
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Our group at Montseratte Looking out over Bogota:.
From left to right: Lydia Heinisch (ULT Luxembourg), Bettina Raes (Air France), Nathalie Jacobs (Fame Travel
Designers), Hanne Vereecke (Thomas Cook), Joost Ligthart (Travelmediate), Marina Arens (Destination Unlimited)
and Barbara Cossement (Preference)

Clockwise from the left: the colorfull streets of La Candelaria, the group
on Bolivar Square and Fat Mona Lisa in the Botero Museum

F

ew destinations have so thoroughly turned around
their global image for the better than Colombia
did in recent years. The country spent most of the
last few decades of the 20th century as a pariah as
far as international tourism was concerned, and with
good reason. Paramilitary guerrilla groups like FARC
were fighting the government and were kidnapping
people left and right, while at the same time Colombia
was one of the main distribution centres for the
international drug trade.
In the 80s and early 90s the most globally recognisable
Colombian icons were not Shakira’s luscious hips,
but the infamous drug lord Pablo Escobar and the
mountains of cocaine he shipped to the US. Times have
certainly changed since, and the security situation has
vastly improved. Escobar was killed during a rooftop
shootout in 1993, the rebels have been pushed back
into the depths of the Amazon jungle and the tourism/

The famous salt cathedral outside of Bogota

MICE industry is developing at a stunning rate. Most
people traveling to Colombia today will find it a safer
destination than all of its direct neighbours.
There’s a lot on offer for those willing to come. The
country is vast and can showcase a stunning variety
of beautiful landscapes, ranging from deep jungles
to lovely beaches, snow-capped mountain peaks and
high-altitude lakes. Its cities are thriving and modern,
and the colonial architecture that is left is some of
the best in the region. The local hospitality is heartwarming as well, because when you have to catch
up with the rest of the pack, you better present your
friendliest face.
I would join a group of incentive agents from
Belgium and Luxembourg for a famtrip organised by
Travelmediate and Air France-KLM. To our surprise
both flights would be in business class for all of us, this

thanks to the tenacious work of Air France’s Bettina
Raes who would join us in Colombia. Both flights were
great. Air France had the superior food (they’re French
after all) but the KLM flight had the newest state-ofthe-art business seats, and they were amazing.

of about eight million, it’s the third biggest city in South
America – after Sao Paolo and Lima. It’s only when
you take the cable train to the lovely church at Cerro de
Monserrate perched high above the city, that you can
truly grasp the impressive size of it.

The trip would take us from the bustling capital of
Bogota through the coffee region around Pereira to the
beautiful city of Cartagena on the Caribbean coast. We
would visit lots of hotels and MICE venues along the
way. After introducing the different cities, I will give you
an overview of those I liked most.

Bogota is very busy as well, so you’ll have to calculate
some inevitable traffic jams into your plans when
putting together an itinerary. This said, the city is clean
and modern, with lots of high rises and lively street
art all around. Most of the main sights and the best
museums (the Botero Museum, the Gold Museum…)
can be found in La Candelaria – the historic old
town full of colourful colonial buildings, nice squares,
restaurants, bars and hotels.

Bogota – high intensity on a high altitude
Landing in Bogota was my first experience with
Colombia, and it left an impression. The city is elevated
more than 2,600m above sea level and it immediately
affected my breathing, leaving me slightly lightheaded
throughout my stay. It’s also huge. With a population

We would stay in the Santa Barbara Business District
to the north. Bogota looked like an interesting and
vibrant city to me, and I would love to have spent a bit

Top: images of the Four Seasons Casa Medina
Bottom: Huge palm trees in Cocora Valley

Some images of the trendy W Bogota Hotel

more time there to delve into it a bit more deeply. Well,
you can’t always get what you want. Let’s take a look
at some venues.
W Bogota Hotel: we stayed here for two days. A
hypermodern and stylish venue for the m’as-tu-vu
party crowd, but an amazing hotel nonetheless. It
offers 168 trendy rooms, a 215 m2 ballroom and 5
other meeting rooms varying in size. The Spa looks
exquisite and so do the restaurants. Very pleasant stay.
www.wbogota.com
Four Seasons Casa Medina: wonderful boutique
hotel in a historic building, and recognised as one of
the finest luxury hotels in the city. It offers a much
more classic – but very beautiful – style than the
W. It houses 43 rooms and 19 suites. The Spanish
restaurant in the atrium courtyard is a stunner. www.
fourseasons.com/bogotacm/
The Zipaquirá Salt Cathedral: there’s a huge – still
active – salt mine 50 km north of Bogota, and they
made an underground salt cathedral out of some of

it, which is very impressive to see and is now a major
tourist attraction. Many of the halls can be used for
events as well – which makes for quite a unique
backdrop. www.catedraldesal.gov.co
Andres Carne de Res Disco: a great and festive place
to have a couple of drinks with the group at the end
of the day. There are multiple floors full of taps and
restaurants here, but on the bottom floor there are live
performances. The salsa is wild and the mojito’s are
good.

Pereira and the Coffee Region
Pereira is the business centre of Colombia’s Coffee
region, to the west of Bogota and located about
1,000m closer to sea level – which makes it a lot
warmer. The nightlife is exciting here, but most visitors
use it as a hub to explore the rest of the region, which
is far more rural. This area is all about small country
style hotels and eco-tourism. Sadly, I fell ill during my
first night in Pereira and spent my time here exclusively
suffering in my hotel room. Therefor I’ve asked the
lovely Nathalie Jacobs (FAME Travel Designers) to give

The more cosy setting of the Sazagua Hotel outside
Pereira

Nathalie Jacobs – FAME Travel Designers

her account of the day I missed. Here is what she had
to say.
‘We drove for about 90 minutes before we reached the
Alberto Coffee Plantation – the most awardwinning
in the whole of Colombia. It’s still a family company
and the story behind its founding is bittersweet. The
brother of the owner died in a plane crash, and the
money received from the airline was put into growing
the plantation – the brother’s name was Alberto, of
course. You can take a group into the plantation, which
offers a fantastic view over the whole valley, and you
can even help harvesting the coffee. All in all, it was a
very nice experience.’
‘After lunch, we drove to the Cocora Valley, which is a
national park. There are slender wax palm trees over
sixty meters high to marvel at there, we even planted
one ourselves. We walked through the park, but you
can also take your group in old army jeeps, which is a
lot of fun.’
Sazagua Hotel: this one venue I experienced myself
before I fell ill. It’s a lovely country estate outside of

Pereira, turned into a boutique hotel with classic rooms
and a very nice garden. The food was traditional but
great, and it felt like an oasis of peace compared to
Bogota. www.sazagua.com

Cartagena – Colonial beauty with a modern twist
Cartagena is the crown jewel of the Colombian tourism
industry. It is arguably the most beautiful city on the
Caribbean coast. The walled colonial old town remains
virtually untouched and is stunning to behold: a Unesco
World Heritage site full or beautiful facades and
balconies spread over cosy squares and cobblestone
alleys. You’ll find lively bars and interesting restaurants
all over this part of Cartagena.

‘We saw a lot of fun and interesting things during our stay.
Cartagena is a beautiful colonial city, especially at night when
there’s no traffic. The combination with a trip to the coffee
region looks promising to me.’
‘The islands around Cartagena are valuable alternatives as well,
for groups looking for a place to relax.’
‘The only thing I missed was that one huge highlight like Machu
Picchu or the Panama Canal to convince people to make the trip
all the way from Europe.’

Outside of the old city, you’ll find the high rises of the
modern town built along the many beaches. This is
where you’ll find most of the bigger hotels.
We did a lot in the old city: from an extensive rum
tasting in El Arsenal and visiting the inquisition
museum to riding the party bus with a local band
through the centre at night – all normal cars are
banned after sunset.
Fun in and around Cartagena

More nightly fun in Cartagena, and playing with pigeons

Hanne Vereecke – Thomas Cook
‘I especially liked the Coffee Region, which has a range of
beautiful scenery and pleasant tours on offer. Cartagena has a
lot of possibilities as well, especially in the old city and on the
islands that can be privatised.’

We also ventured out of the city on a speed boat to
visit a couple of the Rosario Islands located about 35
km from Cartagena. This archipelago consists of 27
small coral islands, some of which hold resorts and
restaurants. A welcome break from the tourist busy
centre at times.
Charleston Hotel: a five star luxury hotel housed in
a historic building in the middle of the old town. It is
divided into a colonial part built in the 17th century and
republican part built in the early 20th century. It comes
with 73 rooms and 14 suites, and a marvellous rooftop
bar. There is a restored chapel attached to the venue
that can seat over 200 people for events.
www.hotelcharlestonsantateresa.com
Santa Clara hotel: a similar but slightly larger luxury
hotel in the old town, housed in an old cloister. It comes
with 123 rooms, 20 suites and 6 meeting rooms that

can seat up to 300 people. This venue also has a chapel
of its own for larger events. Website link

‘There’s still a bit of work to do to really cater to incentive
agents in some places. There are not a lot of hotels of a suitable
size in the coffee region for example. The potential is there, but
the complete realisation is still underway.’

Teatro Adolfo Mejia: a wonderful and recently restored
baroque theatre in Cartagena’s old city that can be
privatised and is able to accommodate almost 900
people.

‘Local organisations need to talk to a lot of people in the MICE
business, to exchange ideas and creativity. In a couple of years,
it will be a different world.’

Intercontinental Cartagena De Indias Hotel: a large
business hotel along the beach in the new city, with the
capacity to host large events. We stayed here for two
nights.

Published on www.bbtonline.eu in July 2017.
Like our reports? Like our Facebook Page as well!

Top: the marvellous Teatro Adolfo Mejia in Cartagena.
Bottom: on a speedboat to the Rosario Islands pictured below

Traveling to Colombia + Contact Details
For more information about Colombia or any of the other
destinations Travelmediate represents, please contact
Joost Ligthart via joost@travelmediate.nl or visit www.
travelmediate.nl.
To talk with Air France – KLM, please contact Bettina Raes
via beraes@airfrance.fr or visit www.airfrance.com or
www.klm.com.
Colombia has a rainy season and is best visited from
December to February (high season) or from March to
September (shoulder season). A visa is not necessary for
Belgian travellers.

Pictures of the splendid Charleston Hotel in Cartagena’s old centre

This is the equally pretty Santa Clara Hotel on the other side of the old town

