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I JUSTIFICATION 

1.1 The Belize Tourism Board (BTB) Action Plan (2013 – 2015) states “Tourism is one of 
the most important export economies for Belize, representing approximately 25% of 
Belize foreign exchange. Over the last 20 years, the tourism industry has been a dynamic 
engine for job creation and professional development for many Belizeans. It is a key driver 
for foreign investment and is an important source of tax revenues…”. In this context 
Belize’s national development framework, outlined in Horizon 2030, establishes long‐term 
development goals and objectives over the next 20 years, and defines key economic goals 
towards building economic resilience, promoting productivity and competiveness and 
ensuring the environmental sustainability of economic activity, which includes ensuring a 
sustainable and profitable tourism sector1. 

 

1.2 The Belize tourism sector has potential to grow and is expected to support over 
30% of total employment over the next ten years. This includes employment by hotels, 
travel agents, airlines and other passenger transportation services (excluding commuter 
services). It also includes, for example, the activities of the restaurant and leisure industries 
directly supported by tourists. It is projected that by 2022, travel and tourism (T&T) will 
account directly for 22,000 jobs, an increase of 3.5%  per year over the next ten years. The 
Belize Country Report (WTTC T&T, 2012) also forecasts that the direct contribution of T&T 
to GDP is expected to grow by 3.5% per year to BZD 520.0 million (13.2% of GDP) by 2022.   
 
1.3 With the Government’s recent endorsement of the National Sustainable Tourism 
Master Plan 2012 – 2030 (NSTMP), the tourism sector of Belize is guided by a strategic 
framework for sustainable tourism development. By 2030, the NSTMP aims to achieve 
enhanced overnight destinations, resulting in a doubling of overnight tourism arrivals. Such 
arrivals are projected to reach approximately 556,000 a year with an average length of stay 
of 10.6 days and average spending of US$213 a day, generating approximately 6 million 
overnight stays in tourism facilities. The optimized economic impact of the overnight 
tourism sector to the Belizean economy would increase 7.6 times and reach approximately 
US$1.2 billion a year. A controlled cruise tourism development is expected to level at an 
average compound annual growth rate of 3.8% in the same 20 year horizon and reaching 
1.5 million cruise passengers visits per season. Per visit expenditure is expected to increase 
to about US$90 per visit resulting in an optimized economic contribution to the Belizean 
economy of US$134 million per cruise season.  

1.4 Nevertheless, Belize faces competition from regional and international tourism 
destinations, emphasizing the need for a strong commitment to follow a sustainable 
competitive strategy in the tourism sector in the coming years. Horizon 2030 states that 
"Belize is a natural resource based economy”. Although this statement applies to all 

                                                      
1
 http://www.belize.gov.bz/public/Attachment/24181657371.pdf 

http://www.belize.gov.bz/public/Attachment/24181657371.pdf
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productive sectors, it is particularly relevant to the tourism sector. The country’s best 
known tourism assets of international significance2 depend on the country’s dense 
forested areas, mountains and rivers found inland and a variety of ecosystems found along 
the coast such as coral reefs, mangroves, sea grass beds and estuaries. In addition to being 
areas of high biodiversity and scenic beauty, these ecosystems provide a range of goods 
and services (‘ecosystem services’) which are the foundation of a sustainable tourism 
sector.  For example, these ecosystems often provide the best habitat for threatened or 
endangered species such as the West Indian Manatee and rare bird and fish species. Areas 
with such high biodiversity serve as tourism hotspots for visitors wishing to view unique or 
rare plants and animals. Coastal ecosystems also serve as hatcheries and nurseries for fish 
species many of which are caught in the growing sport fisheries sector.  Mangroves and 
coral reefs (both barrier and patch reefs) provide an effective buffer protecting tourism 
infrastructure against storm surges. Belize’s forests also provide regulating services such as 
soil stabilization, which prevents excessive sedimentation of reefs and estuaries and 
reduced nutrient runoff from agricultural areas. Forests along river banks (‘riparian 
forests’) are particularly important to regulate floods, thus also protecting inland tourism 
infrastructure. Finally, forests provide services related to climate change including carbon 
sequestration.  

1.5 Sound conservation and management of Belize’s natural capital makes economic 
sense in view of the overall national objectives of maintaining the competitiveness of the 
tourism sector and increasing its contribution to the national economy. These ecosystem 
services and the natural capital which provides them have an economic value. Although 
methods to value ecosystem services are still evolving, Belize is fortunate in having been 
one of the Caribbean countries subject to the most extensive valuation studies to date. 
Recent assessments show that the value of ecosystem services generated by coastal 
ecosystems in Belize (coral reefs and mangroves) contributes between 15 and 22% of the 
country’s GDP3.  For example, the shoreline protection services totaled between US$ 231 
and US$ 347 million or 9 to 13.5% of GDP in avoided damages per year by buffering against 
storm surge and reducing erosion. Economic benefits from fishing add another US$ 14 to 
16 million. In total, the value of coastal ecosystem services was in the range of US$ 395 to 
US$ 559 million annually. In terms of terrestrial ecosystems, an economic valuation of the 
Maya Mountain Massif – a system dominated by forest cover, found that the ecosystem 
goods and services provided by the area (including tourism and recreation, hydrological 
services, timber, carbon and non-timber forest products) had an estimated value ranging 
from US$ 153 to US$ 663 million in 2010 (Hammond, et al., 2011). 

1.6 Natural disasters and climate change pose a threat to the sustainability of the 
tourism sector. Tropical storms and hurricanes affect Belize on average once every two 
years (UNDP, 2009). The tourism industry is highly vulnerable as it is largely developed 
along the country’s 150-km long low-lying coastal zone, in the direct path of hurricanes and 

                                                      
2
 E.g., the Chiquibul Caves System, the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef System and the Blue Hole Marine Reserve. 

3
 World Bank, 2011; World Resources Institute, 2008 
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tropical storms that originate in the Atlantic Ocean.  Thus much of the tourism-related 
physical plant and other critical infrastructure are in areas exposed to coastal erosion, 
flooding events, storm surge and high winds.  Studies show that storm surge and coastal 
erosion continue to degrade the country’s coastal, marine and terrestrial ecosystems 
(State of the Coast Report, 2012), including coral reefs that are a core aspect of the tourism 
product; and mangroves that provide natural coastal protection.  Riverine flooding also 
affects terrestrial ecosystems. In addition, climate change and sea level rise are expected 
to have deleterious impact on these ecosystems, and the coastal zone in particular, as well 
as other sectors on which the tourism industry depends (such as water and agriculture).  A  
lack of or poorly enforced natural resource and land use regulation, environmental 
degradation, unchecked development, poor construction standards and human 
settlements also contribute to the sector’s increased vulnerability.  The high potential 
losses associated with climate variability and climate change and sea level rise could 
threaten tourism competitiveness and development and consequently negatively affect 
the country’s economic growth and welfare. These scenarios point to the need for 
proactive action to increase the resilience of the sector to the impacts of natural disasters 
and climate change. 

 

1.7 This policy note discusses the main characteristics of the Belizean tourism sector 
and its economic importance to the national economy, identifies the key constraints to the 
sector’s sustainable development and the policies currently being implemented by the 
sector in Belize. The note highlights the close linkages to the country’s cultural heritage, 
biodiversity and ecosystems (BES) as natural capital, the threats of natural disasters and 
climate change; and the opportunities to achieve a sustainable tourism. It also issues main 
policy recommendations, taking into account the strategic goals of the NSTMP 2012 - 2030, 
as well as tourism development toward regional integration in Central America.  
 

II. DIAGNOSTIC OF THE TOURISM SECTOR IN BELIZE 

A. Main Characteristics of the Tourism Sector in Belize  
 
2.1 Tourism is one of the most important export economies for Belize. The direct 
contribution of Travel & Tourism (T&T) to GDP in 2011 was BZD4 350.6 million (12.0% of 
GDP). This primarily reflects the economic activity generated by industries such as hotels, 
travel agents, airlines and other passenger transportation services (excluding commuter 
services). It also includes, for example, the activities of the restaurant and leisure industries 
directly supported by tourists. The direct contribution of T&T to GDP is expected to grow 
by 3.5% a year to BZD 520.0 million (13.2% of GDP) by 2022. The total contribution of T&T 
to GDP (including wider effects from investment, the supply chain and induced income 
impacts) was BZD 971.9 million in 2011 (33.2% of GDP) and is expected to rise by 3.7% a 
year to BZD 1,461.1 million by 2022 (37.2% of GDP). 

                                                      
4
 1USD = 2 BZD 
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2.2 Visitor expenditure is expected to rise by 3.5% a year to BZD 802.6 million by 
2022. T&T’s share of total national investment is expected to increase from 26.6% in 2012 
to 30.4% in 2022. Leisure travel spending (inbound and domestic) generated 80.1% of 
direct T&T GDP in 2011 (BZD 520.3 million), compared with 19.9% for business travel 
spending, which accounted for BZD 129.6 million. Business travel spending is expected to 
rise by 3.1% a year to BZD 182.8 million in 2022. Leisure travel spending is expected to rise 
by 3.5 a year to BZD 777.7 million in 2022. Domestic travel spending generated 16.8% of 
direct T&T GDP in 2011 compared with 83.2% for visitor expenditure (e.g. foreign visitor 
spending or international tourism receipts). Domestic travel spending is expected to rise by 
2.9% per annum to BZD 148.1 million in 2022. 
 
2.3 Annual tourist arrivals represent over 300% of the total population.5 The table 
below shows that the tourism industry rebounded in 2009 (mainly the American market). 
In 2012 the country received more than 1.0 million tourists, representing over three times 
the total population (approx. 350,060 in 2011). Tourist visitors from the United States, 
Europe and Canada collectively accounted for over 82% of arrivals in Belize in 2011. The 
American market remains the main market for tourists to Belize (60.8%). Tourist arrivals 
from Canada continued to show positive growth in 2011 with a 10.1% increase over the 
previous year. As overnight tourists, the Canadians historically have the longest average 
length of stay (8.7 nights) in Belize (the overall average is 7.26 nights).  
 

Tourist arrivals – Belize (1998 – 2011) 
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5
 Total population of Belize approximately 350,000 (2011) 
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2.4 Overnight tourism generates most of the total tourism expenditure. The figure 
below shows that historically most of the total tourism expenditure is generated by 
overnight tourists. In 2011 over 987,000 visitors came to Belize. While 74% of them were 
cruise ship visitors and only 26% were overnight arrivals, the latter generated more than 
80% of total tourism expenditure.  
 

 
 

2.5 Overnight tourism has reached a new all-time high this year.  20136 started out on 
an all-time high for Belize's tourism industry, with documented record numbers of visitors 
in the first quarter. The trends in the first quarter of 2013 tourist arrivals are indicative of 
2012 patterns, in which substantial numbers were recorded per month. In fact, the last 
time there was a decrease in any month for tourist arrivals was October 2011, making it 
nineteen consecutive months of increases in overnight tourist arrivals to Belize. There was 
a record high in arrivals by air in January, February and March of 2013, showing 7.58%, 
6.0% and 10.1% increases respectively, compared to the same months in 2012. March 
2013 recorded 28,623 tourist arrivals by air, which is over 5,200 more than the March 2012 
total. Airport tourist arrivals showed 8.1% growth in the first quarter of 2013, in 
comparison to 2012. For the first time ever, total overnight visitors exceeded 35,000 
visitors in March 2013. Overall, overnight tourist arrivals for the first quarter of 2013 grew 
by 13% over the 2012 first quarter.  
 
2.6  Travel and tourism are expected to support over 30% of total employment over 
the next ten years. T&T generated 14,500 jobs directly in 2011 (10.9% of total 
employment). This includes employment by hotels, travel agents, airlines and other 
passenger transportation services (excluding commuter services). It also includes, for 
example, the activities of the restaurant and leisure industries directly supported by 
tourists. It is projected that by 2022, T&T will account for 22,000 jobs directly, an increase 
of 3.5% a year over the next ten years. By 2022, T&T is forecast to support 61,000 jobs7 
                                                      
6
 Tourism Statistics 2013: First Quarter Report (BTB) 

7
 Total contribution (directly and indirectly) 
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(33.8% of total employment), an increase of 3.7% a year over the period. The figure below 
shows the historical8 and projected employment in 2022: 
 

Direct Employment contribution /Tourism Sector Belize (2002-20012/2022) 
 

 
 

 
 

2.7 The tables below rank the current situation and future potential (2012 – 2022) of the 
tourism sector’s contribution to Belize’s GDP, employment and visitor expenditure in the 
context of the World and the Caribbean Region9. The data forecast for 2022 shows that 
although Belize will improve its regional competitiveness in regard to direct and total 
contribution to employment, the country will also face international and regional 
competition, which call for a clear and strong strategy in the tourism sector for the future: 

 

 
Real Growth 2012 

Belize 
 (%) 

World  
Average (%) 

World 
Ranking 

Caribbean 
+Mexico 
(Ranking) 

Direct Contribution to GDP 5.6 2.7 46 3 

Direct Contribution to Employment 6.8 2.2 11 2 

Total Contribution to GDP 5.0 2.5 58 2 

Total Contribution to Employment  6.2 1.9 17 2 

Capital Investment 2.5 3.1 116 5 

Visitor Expenditure 6.1 1.6 42 2 

                                                      
8
 During the economic slowdown (2008 / 2009) employment in the tourism sector declined by 26% (textile 

industry declined by 74%, the oil industry by 48%, citrus by 45% and fishery by 34% (Country poverty 
assessment, August 2010). 

9
 WTTC Travel & Tourism Economic Impact 2012 – Belize Country Report 
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Long Term Growth 2012-2022 

(growth / year) 

Belize 
 (%) 

World  
Average (%) 

World 
Ranking 

Caribbean 
+Mexico 
(Ranking) 

Direct Contribution to GDP 3.5 4.1 118 6 

Direct Contribution to Employment 3.5 1.8 11 1 

Total Contribution to GDP 3.7 4.1 110 5 

Total Contribution to Employment  3.7 2.4 13 1 

Capital Investment 4.5 5.3 95 6 

Visitor Expenditure 3.6 3.6 102 6 

   
2.8 Tourism activities are concentrated in few tourist destinations. The table below 
shows that over 70% of the tourists are visiting the Northern Islands (Ambergris Caye, Caye 
Caulker), the Western region (Cayo) and the Central Coast (Belize City), which coincides 
with the data that more than 65% of the tour guides are concentrated in the Belize district, 
Cayo and Ambergris Caye. A similar trend in destination preference can also be observed 
with a concentrated investment growth in the accommodation sector, which mainly serves 
the overnight tourism. With more than 150 accommodations (“hotel”), Ambergris Caye 
contains over 21% of all hotel accommodations in Belize. The Cayo district reported the 
largest increase of 97 rooms in 2011. There was an overall net increase of 289 rooms 
countrywide. There were 419 more hotel beds in 2011 than in 2010. Ambergris Caye is the 
only destination with over 3,000 beds. The Cayo district is a distant second with around 
1,900, followed by the Belize district. Corozal, Orange Walk (Northern Belize) and Toledo 
(Southern Belize) are the districts with less than 400 hotel beds each. More than 68% of 
the accommodations are small properties.  
 
Tourism Distribution per Destination (in %): 
Northern 

Islands 
Western 

Belize 
Central 
Coast 
Belize 

Northern 
Belize 

Placencia South 
Eastern 
Coast 

Belize 
Reef 

Southern 
Belize 

32 24 15 10 8 6 3 2 

 

2.9  Natural and cultural assets provide a high degree of attractiveness for 
international tourism. Despite its relatively small size, Belize is endowed with a significant 
natural capital which is the basis of its tourism-based economy. Belize is particularly rich in 
ecotourism- based tourism assets as well as cultural heritage assets.  A wide range of these 
assets, both natural and cultural, are attractive for international tourism. The NSTMP 
identifies close to 100 main tourism assets, of which 49% are ecotourism natural attractors 
(natural parks, caves wildlife sanctuaries and marine), 45% of them are cultural attractors, 
and only 7% are man-made attractors (entertainment activities). 23 sites can be considered 
as assets with international recognition, which means they have a high degree of 
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attractiveness and therefore a great potential to attract tourism.10 On average, 86% of the 
visits to these assets are generated by foreigners and 14% by locals. 31 tourism assets are 
classified as “superior”, indicating a high potential to attract tourism with a medium degree 
of attractiveness. With 16 assets being graded as superior or above, Cayo is the most 
attractive district within Belize, followed by Toledo (12 assets) and Ambergris Caye / off-
shore Belize concentrating mostly ecotourism marine assets (10 assets). Unique among its 
natural assets is an extensive barrier reef along the country’s approximately 584 km coast, 
which comprises the single largest portion of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, a system that 
extends for approximately 1000 km across several countries and is the largest unbroken 
barrier reef in the Western Hemisphere (GEO, 2010; CBD report). Also included are a rich 
flora and fauna of at least 1,014 native species of vertebrates, including 163 species of 
mammals and 3,411 native species of plants, approximately 69.0 % of forested land and 16 
major catchment areas. In addition to its coral reefs, Belize possesses diversity of other 
coastal ecosystems including mangroves forests, littoral forests, estuaries, wetlands, sea 
grass beds and near shore patch reefs. 

2.10 The tourism sector is highly vulnerable to natural disasters, including climate 
extremes and non-extremes. Between 2000 and 2011, seven (7) extreme weather events 
(hurricanes, tropical storms and floods) affected Belize; and the tourism industry was 
adversely affected by four of these. A significant proportion of the total damage and losses 
caused by Hurricane Keith in Belize in 2000 (US$80.2 million) was attributable to impacts 
on the tourism sector (ECLAC, 2000). Losses to the sector associated with Hurricane 
Richard in 2010 were estimated at US$1.2 million. The sector’s vulnerability is related to 
exposure of tourism-related physical infrastructure (hotels, resorts, marinas, ports and 
other critical infrastructure), settlements and the natural assets (beaches, reefs etc.) on 
which the industry depends. Much of the sector’s base is concentrated in the vulnerable 
coastal zone that is at high risk to hurricanes and tropical storms and associated high wind, 
coastal erosion, coastal and inland flooding, storm surge and heavy rainfall.   This includes 
Belize City, the country's principal port, financial and industrial hub and a main transit 
point for cruise tourism, which is located at or below sea level on the mouth of the Belize 
River.  and is also prone to The low lying cayes are also prone to coastal erosion; and 
tourist destinations inland are susceptible to annual riverine flooding. The sector’s 
vulnerability is also indirectly related to exposure of non-sector infrastructure and services 
on which it depends, such as transportation. For example, in October 2008 heavy rainfall 
associated with Tropical Depression No.16 caused the lower Belize river system to 
overflow its banks. There was substantial damage to primary and local roads and drainage 
infrastructure, particularly in the southern parts of Belize City.  Communities and 
transportation infrastructure in and around the city remained under flood for up to several 
weeks, disrupting social life and income generating activities, including tourism. Gomez 
(2012) also notes that there is abundant evidence that Belize’s coastal and marine 

                                                      
10

 like the Barrier Reef Reserve System, the Blue Hole Marine Reserve being unique of its characteristics in the 
world, the Caracol Mayan site, and the Chiquibul Caves System, hosting a great network of caves in the 
Chiquibul national park in Cayo. 
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ecosystems are being deteriorated due to increased storm activity in the region, resulting 
in considerable environmental impacts along the coast and immediate inland areas, 
including coastal erosion, mangrove loss, uprooting of sea grass, and reef damage. The loss 
of capacity as these natural protection systems increases storm surge, flood and coastal 
erosion potential.   

2.11 Climate change and sea level rise are projected to exacerbate risk, more so in the 
coastal zone. Increases of 1 - 20 C in temperature and rainfall changes of +/- 10 percent are 
expected (Martin, 2010) due to climate change.  The country’s extensive coastal zone is 
highly susceptible.  Adverse impacts due to extreme climatic events and sea level rise (such 
as coastal erosion, reef degradation, mangrove loss and inundation) in existing vulnerable 
locations are likely to increase; and new areas, both coastal and inland, will be affected. 
Mean sea level rise is of major concern for coastal communities.  There is already reported 
evidence of salt water intrusion in coastal aquifers due to sea level rise; and remedial 
measures to provide freshwater have had to be implemented in Ambergris Caye, Caye 
Caulker and the Placencia Peninsula. It is predicted that further sea level rise will 
compromise other sources of fresh water including systems serving Belize City and 
Dangriga. In a worst case scenario, a 5 m rise in seal level would affect almost all of Belize 
wetlands (Gomez, 2012). These physical changes will affect the tourism industry through 
increased infrastructure damage, additional emergency preparedness requirements, 
higher operating expenses (e.g. insurance, backup water and power systems, and 
evacuations), and business interruptions (Simpson, Gossling, & Scott, 2008b).  Fuller (2012) 
also notes that beginning in 1995, five coral bleaching events have been recorded as a 
result of increased global warming; and that warmer sea temperature is expected to lead 
to more coral bleaching episodes and a deterioration of the marine environment.  

 
 

B. Constraints for Sustainable Tourism Development in Belize 
 
2.12 The sector analysis (SWOT) undertaken by Tourism & Leisure Consulting11 confirms 
that the “Tourism Destination Belize” has a wide range of strengths that merit promotion 
in terms of tourism development. However, the study highlights that the Belize tourism 
sector is also constrained by important weaknesses, particularly in basic service provision 
and infrastructure, technical skills of the human resources pool, quality of tourism facilities, 
destination brand positioning, diversification of product offering and other socio-economic 
constraints. Additionally, misuse and unsustainable exploitation of natural and cultural 
resources pose a potential threat to sustainable tourism growth. The main constraints and 
their potential negative impacts, identified during the diagnostic stage in the process to 
design a sustainable tourism strategy for Belize (NSTMP), can be summarized as follows: 
 

                                                      
11

 Tourism and Leisure Consulting, 2011, National Sustainable Tourism Masterplan for Belize 2003,  
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 SWOT Analysis – Belize Tourism Sector (constraints) 
 Poor level of accessibility on land and by air, mainly due to (i) a small number of paved 

roads leading to the tourism assets, which results in uneven distribution of tourism flow in 
the country, overcrowding in some sites and underutilization of others

12
, and (ii) few 

international flight connections, especially to Europe and Latin America, resulting in low 
arrivals of European visitors (considered as a lucrative market segment), fewer overnights in 
Belize and more overnights spent at stop-over destinations. 

 Lack of sufficient and qualitative tourism services and facilities and scarce 
commercialization of traditional products and leisure activities, mainly due to poor training 
methods, low investment level by local private sector and few international hotel brands, 
resulting in low visitor satisfaction, degradation of Belize’s tourism image and low level of 
diversification of leisure activities, which results in the concentration of tourism supply and 
creation of tourism hubs. 

 Inadequate natural & heritage asset management, mainly due to lack of awareness, 
knowledge about cultural and natural assets; and financial limitations, diversification of 
product offering (marine assets, natural assets) and damage of marine habitat due to larger 
vessels, ultimately leading to degradation of the destination.  

 Deficient  communication and promotion of tourism assets, resulting in a lack of 
international awareness of Belize as a tourism destination which contributes to low visitor 
numbers at international and unique attractive tourism assets such as in the Toledo and 
Cayo districts.  

 Insufficient waste disposal and sewage systems, resulting in unhealthy conditions and 
visual pollution and negative image of the country’s development.

13
 

 Lack of urban land planning and land use regulation, resulting in hazardous and inadequate 
urban development, incompatible development of commercial, industrial and residential 
activities, environmental concerns, and urban hubs with increased population impacted by 
pollution, degradation of landscape, beach erosion, and land use conflicts. 

 Lack of public awareness programs, lack of understanding of the necessity for ecotourism, 
leading to inappropriate usage of natural resources, such as the reef, national parks and 
rainforests.  

 Lack of involvement of local communities in the tourism value chain, resulting in lack of 
awareness of the economic importance of tourism to improve the local quality of life and 
lack of understanding on how to use tourism as a tool for poverty reduction. 

 

2.14 Lack of quantitative data limits monitoring of the health status of the country’s 
natural capital. Very limited data exist on these ecosystems but available estimates show, 
for example, that there were approximately 74,684 ha of mangroves remaining on Belize’s 
mainland in 2010 (2% of the mangroves of the Americas) (Gomez, 2012). This includes 
mangrove ecosystems of outstanding ecological value in islands such as those in the 
Pelican Cay Range which are part of the South Water Cay Marine Reserve and the Bird 
Cayes near Ambergris Caye. Available data show a decline in the health of coral reefs in the 
country. There is a generalized lack of quantitative data on the status of the country’s 
natural capital and trends. Data are limited in terms of the parameters, geographic 
coverage, historical and distributional trends. Nevertheless, using percentage live coral 
cover as an indicator (which is commonly used in reef health assessment), live coral cover 

                                                      
12

 See also Policy Note Transportation Sector in Belize (INE/TSP) – Draft 2013 

13
 See also Policy Note on Water, Sanitation, and Solid Waste in Belize (INE/WSA) – Draft 2013 
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declined from 80% at Glover’s Reef in 1971 to 20% in 1996 and to as little as 13% in 1999 
(GEO, 2010).  

2.15 50% of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef is in “poor condition”. More recently, data 
presented in the State of the Belize Coastal Zone (2003-2011) report indicate that Belize 
reefs were slightly below the average of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef with no reefs in 
‘very good condition’, 3% in ‘good condition’, 39% in fair condition, 53% in ‘poor condition’ 
and 5% in critical condition’ (Gomez, 2012). Unless Belize can reverse the trend of 
degradation of its reefs, it will gradually erode one of the most attractive tourism assets 
which accounts for a considerable portion of the sector’s competitiveness. Both human-
related and natural pressures are probably contributing to deteriorating conditions of coral 
reefs although, once again, quantitative data are limited. Major land-based causes of 
deterioration include overfishing and unsustainable fishing practices, marine debris and oil 
pollution and drilling (Healthy Reef Initiative, 2012). Major land-based threats include the 
expansion of coastal infrastructure particularly for tourism, nutrient loading from sewage, 
storm water runoff, fertilizers and other sources, sediments from coastal dredging and 
industrial waste.  

 
2.16 Lack of land use regulation contributes to degradation of coastal and terrestrial 
ecosystems. Belize’s forests have also been deteriorating, affecting their attractiveness for 
tourism.  Until recently, available estimates indicated that deforestation rates in Belize 
were in the order of 2.3% (89,000 acres/year), nearly twice the annual deforestation rate 
in Central America – and riparian forests in deforestation hotspots were cleared at an 
annual rate of around 13% (WB, 2011). Updated estimates suggest lower deforestation 
rates in the order of 0.6% (25,000 acres/year) and total forest cover has declined from 76 
to 63% between 1980 and 2010 (Cherrington, et al., 2010). The most recent estimates for 
2010-2012 suggest that deforestation rates may be increasing, in part due to an increase in 
forest loss as a result of natural disasters (Cherrington, et al, 2012). The districts that have 
had the highest deforestation rates are Cayo, Toledo and Orange Walk (GEO 2010). A 
recent study of the drivers of deforestation in Belize (Garcia-Saqui and Pio Saqui, 2011) 
found that agriculture was the biggest contributor to deforestation and forest degradation. 
Presently, 58 species of plants, 2 species of fish, 2 species of amphibians and 1 species of 
reptiles are endemic and 43 mammal species in Belize are endangered, including the jaguar 
(Pantera onca) considered an important indicator species of the health of forest 
ecosystems (CBD report 2011). Conversion of forests also resulted from cattle ranching, 
illegal and unsustainable logging, forest fires and other land use changes, which in turn 
were associated with a lack of implementation of forestry legislation and the absence of 
policies and incentives for forest conservation. General environmental degradation due to 
the unsustainable use of land and water resources accounts for much of the impacts to 
freshwater ecosystems (Gomez, 2012). Activities contributing to loss in water quality 
include for example, steep slope farming, cultivating marginal lands, slash and burn 
agriculture particularly on river banks, overgrazing and introduction of invasive plants.  
Major ecological changes to river systems have also been brought about with the 
construction of dams (i.e., on the Macal River) for the production of hydroelectricity and 
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secondarily for flood control.  Addressing these sources of degradation, whether for 
coastal or terrestrial ecosystems, is a major challenge that calls for improved land use 
planning to ensure that all development occurs in a context that minimizes conflicts with 
other sectors. 
 
2.17 The impacts of natural disasters on the tourism sector have had significant effect 
on the country’s macroeconomic performance.  Following Hurricane Keith in 2000, for 
example, both the sector GDP growth rate and that of the economy declined. The sector 
was responsible for a significant part of the 1% decline in the growth forecast for the 
national economy as a whole in 2000. The cost of repairing the damage caused to the 
tourism infrastructure together with the decline in the sector’s income caused a negative 
impact on the balance of payments of US$57.6 million (ECLAC, 2000).   
 
2.18 The country has limited financial capacity to recover from extreme climatic 
events. The table below shows Belize’s Disaster Deficit Index (DDI) for 2000, 2005 and 
2008 (Evaluation of Natural Risk, 2010).  The Index, a ratio of the probable maximum losses 
associated with an extreme event of a given return period and the financial resources 
available to the government for reconstruction, shows that the DDI for events with return 
periods of 50 and 100 years is greater than 1, indicating that the country did not have the 
financial capacity to recover from these events. These data do not include the impacts of 
climate change. Therefore, solely in terms of disaster losses, the impacts of climate change 
could pose a significant risk to tourism competiveness and development and Belize’s future 
economic growth, especially given the potentially high disaster and other losses that are 
likely to accrue to the tourism sector and that could represent a significant proportion of 
the country’s GDP.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

2.19  There has been minimal investment in sustained vulnerability reduction, both nationally 
and in the tourism sector. Belize’s Risk Management Index, a Bank risk indicator that 
measures risk management performance on a scale of 1 to 100 (maximum) in the four 
public policy areas of DRM (governance and financial protection, risk identification, risk 
reduction (prevention and mitigation) and disaster management (preparedness and 
response), suggests that DRM performance was at a low level of 36.4 out of 100 in 2010. 
While the area of greatest progress was in preparedness and response (50.08 out of 100), 
the areas of weakest performance were in risk identification (28.9 out of 100) and 

Disaster Deficit Index (DDI) 

Return Period 
(years)  

2000 2005 2008 

50  1.37 2.53 2.82 

100 2.35 4.17 4.59 
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prevention and mitigation, (is 30.2 out of 100)14. As shown in the figure below, the RMI 
(2010) for Belize is below 13 of the 19 countries for which the index is available. These 
results indicate that notwithstanding that the country has made some advances in DRM, it 
remains at an early stage in the implementation of a comprehensive risk management 
programme. With respect to the tourism sector, these data also reflect a lack of or 
insufficient public and private sector investment in sustained vulnerability reduction in the 
tourism sector, and specifically related to public awareness and education, hazard–resilient 
infrastructure, regulation and legislation, institutional strengthening and coastal resilience.  

 
Risk Management Index (RMI) 

in Some Countries in Latin America and the Caribbean 
 

 
 

III. POLICY FRAMEWORK 

3.1  Policy and Institutional Framework for Sustainable Development in Belize. In 1999 
Belize drafted legislation to put in place a national sustainable development framework. 
More recently, the country’s development priorities have been identified more specifically 
in a number of planning instruments developed through national consultative processes. 
Among these are the Horizon 2030 Development Strategy, the 2009-2013 National Poverty 
Elimination Strategy and Action Plans (NPESAP); and the National Medium-Term 
Development Strategy (MTDS) (2010-2013).These planning instruments identify those 
sectors critical for long term policy actions and investments and in varying degrees serve to 
focus sector specific strategies and plans.  
 
3.2 The Horizon 2030 Strategy provides a new sustainable development context for 
the country, with a clear strategic focus on social and economic development. Sector 
specific plans, strategies and policies are guiding the operational direction and the 
framework for national sustainable development action. They include, among others, the 
Belize Rural Area Development Strategy (BRADS), the National Land Use Policy and 
Planning Framework (NLUPP), the National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP), the National 
Environmental Policy and Strategy, the Sustainable Chemical Management Action Plan, the 

                                                      
14

  Values for governance and financial protection were not determined. 
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National Protected Areas Policy and Systems Plan (NPAPSP), the Land Suitability Mapping 
System for Belize and the National Sustainable Tourism Master Plan (NSTMP). There is also 
an interest to explore a pathway to green development.15 
 
3.3  Tourism is the domain of the Ministry of Tourism and Culture (MTC). The Belize 
Tourism Board (BTB) within the MTC is a statutory body, governed by a Board of Directors 
appointed by the Minister.  The BTB works in conjunction with members of the private 
sector – including the Belize Hotel Association (BHA), Belize Tourism Industry Association 
(BTIA) and Belize National Tour Operators Association (BTOA) – and is dedicated to building 
tourism in the most economically and environmentally sustainable manner.  As a part of its 
responsibilities, the BTB promotes Belize as a premier tourism destination to both in-
country and international consumers.  Among its outreach to the international travel 
market, the BTB markets the country’s unique attractions to travelers, members of the 
travel trade industry and media outlets in key markets. The recently presented BTB Action 
Plan 2013-2015 embraces the NSTMP, based on the BTB mandate to market Belize locally 
and internationally and to direct tourism planning and development. 
 
3.4  In 2012, the National Institute of Culture and History (NICH), also a statutory body 
within the MTC, facilitated a highly participatory process for the development of the 
National Cultural Policy (NCP). One of the key priorities of this policy is the development 
of historic/colonial structures, archaeological reserves and parks as attractive destinations 
for tourism and education. The NCP also suggests  (i) revision of current cultural protection 
legislation and policies; (ii) enactment of new ones; (iii) support of initiatives to restore and 
conserve sites and monuments; (iv) engagement in new partnerships with public and 
private sectors to promote cooperation (PPP), (v) research and education on cultural 
archaeological resources and vi) public awareness campaigns. NICH should also review the 
current tariff system (very low tourist entrance fees for archaeological sites) affecting 
maintenance and protection of national cultural assets. 
  

3.5  The NSTMP, as a strategic planning instrument, promotes low impact and high 
value tourism. With the recent endorsement of the National Sustainable Tourism Master 
Plan 2012 – 2030 (NSTMP), the tourism sector of Belize is guided by a strategic framework 
for sustainable tourism development. The NSTMP encompasses the strategic priorities of 
the national development plan for the country “Horizon 2030” as they relate to building a 
sustainable and responsible tourism product. The NSTMP is tourism-product-driven, with a 
National Destination Plan, including a destination-specific physical development plan. In 
addition, the Sustainable Tourism Project (STP)16 provided the Government with a Tourism 
Taxation Study, developed a Tourism Data Management System for BTB as well as a Hotel 
Standards Framework and Classification System. The Tourism Taxation Framework and the 
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 Belize National Sustainable Development Report, MFFSD (2012) 

16
 Sustainable Tourism Project (2060/OC-BL) IDB co-financed  
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Hotel Standard Framework and Classification System are pending further consultation and 
approval. The box below shows the strategic goals as outlined in the NSTMP: 

Strategic Goals (NSTMP) 

 Leadership - Support Belizean stakeholders’ in taking leadership over sustainable tourism 
development 
  Optimization - Optimize socio-economic benefits from tourism 
 Sustainability - Undertake a sustainable and planned tourism development 
 Competitiveness - Achieve competitiveness as a world-class destination 

 
3.6 The implementation of the Master Plan is divided into two major phases: i) phase 
I (2012 – 2020), that allocates 44% of the total estimated budget; and ii) phase II (2021 -
2030), allocating the remaining 56% (s. figure below). The Tourism Product Macro Program 
is leading the budget allocation, with intensive investment between 2015 until 2020.     
Culture and nature-based tourism will take the lead in development; the aim is to create a 
solid and competitive offer for the international market. Nonetheless, governance projects 
are key for the success of the plan. 
 

 

3.7 Responsibilities of implementation and control will be centralized in a unique 
coordination agency.  As lead institution of the tourism sector, the MTC has the immediate 
responsibility to ensure execution of the NSTMP. To ensure long term sustainability of the 
NSTMP it is proposed that the responsibilities of implementation and control will be 
centralized in  a unique coordination agency established within the MTC, which 
coordinates the actions of the implementation agencies, the strategic partners 
(governmental, nongovernmental and private key stakeholders involved in the tourism 
sector) and monitors and evaluates the implementation progress.  This agency, also named 
“Project Planning and Development Unit” (PPDU), and managed by a technical team, will 
be responsible for executing the objectives of the Master Plan. It is comprised of three 
supporting units: management unit, implementation unit and monitoring and evaluation. 
The implementation agencies will support and implement the decisions of the PPDU and its 
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units. These agencies are public organizations and associations specialized in specific 
domains such as public works, education, business and investment.  

3.8 The PPDU will advise on policy decision-making as it relates to tourism 
development, planning and destination management, elaborate a sustainable funding 
mechanism to ensure long term sustainability of the NSTMP (e.g. National Tourism Trust 
Fund) as well as promote public private partnerships (PPP) in the sector. The strategic 
partners represent the organizations and the tourism companies that will have a role in the 
specific projects outlined in the core programs. The PPDU is guided by the Project 
Implementation Manual as a management and control tool, which provides a synthesis of 
the identified lead implementers per core program, reduced budget scenario analysis, key 
priority investment projects, results framework and risk management guidelines.  

 
3.9 Regional tourism integration and the tourism policy-making process. Belize is a 
member of the Central American Tourism Integration Secretariat (SITCA), which is 
considered as the key institution responsible for the overall regional management of 
tourism policy, as well as part of the Central American Tourism Council (CCT), comprising 
an Executive Committee composed of the seven Central American Tourism Ministers, that 
aims to “facilitate and promote the development of tourism in Central American to 
integrate industry as a strategic sector in each country with the aim of contributing to 
sustainable tourism development in the region. In addition, it aims to facilitate and 
stimulate the development of tourism across the region, eliminating any obstacle and 
impediments to the free movement of people in the region and integrating tourism 
promotion into all activities of the different branches of government”.17. However, the 
Governance core program in the NMSTP fails to strongly articulate a high level 
coordination mechanism between regional and national institutions. 
 

3.10   Belize is committed to the conservation and sustainable use of its natural 
resources through the designation of a network of marine and terrestrial protected areas. 
Several pieces of legislation provide the legal foundation for the declaration and 
establishment of protected areas: the National Parks System Act CAP 215 Revised Edition 
2000, the Forest Act CAP 213 Revised Edition 2000, the Fisheries Act CAP 210 Revised 
Edition 2000, and the National Institute of Culture and History Act CAP 331 of the 
Substantive Laws of Belize. Belize also demonstrates its commitment to the conservation 
of its natural capital through the ratification of a number of legally binding multilateral 
environmental agreements18. While Belize is considered to have a national network of 
protected areas with good geographic coverage and representativeness of its ecosystems, 
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 Lucy Ferguson, 2013: Tourism Development and Regional Integration in Central America 

18
 including the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Convention on World Heritage Sites, Convention on the 

International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, the Convention on Wetlands of 
International Importance Especially As Waterfowl Habitat (Ramsar Convention), the United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification (Land Degradation), the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, among others. 
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one of the challenges has been to ensure effective management of the network of 
protected areas, including the required financial sustainability to finance management 
actions such as planning, ecological monitoring, enforcement and public awareness.   

3.11  Limited capacity to monitor compliance and enforce the conditions set in 
environmental licenses for tourism developments. The Environmental Protection Act 
(EPA) from 1993 established the Department of the Environment (DOE), since 2012 under 
the Ministry of Forestry, Fisheries and Sustainable Development (MFFSD), and grants the 
DOE broad regulatory and enforcement authority for the prevention and control of 
environmental pollution, conservation and management of natural resources, and 
environmental impact assessment. The DOE is responsible for the enforcement of several 
Regulations made under the EPA19, amended in 2009 to provide for greater environmental 
control and management of the petroleum industry, to make improved provisions for the 
protection of the Belize Barrier Reef System, to establish an environmental management 
fund “Protected Area Conversation Trust” (PACT)20. Gaps relevant to the tourism sector 
include the limited capacity i) to monitor compliance and enforce the conditions set in 
environmental licenses for tourism developments, ii) prevent conflicts with other non-
compatible uses and iii) dealing with the cumulative impacts in environmental sensitive 
areas. The Association of Protected Areas Management Organizations (APAMO) was 
formally established as a legally registered non-profit, non-governmental organization in 
2007. AMAPO established itself as the largest network of protected areas management 
organizations in Belize with fourteen member organizations responsible for and involved in 
the management of 18 terrestrial protected areas and 9 marine protected areas; provides 
training to build the institutional capacity of its member agencies; advocates for legislation 
and policies that provide for the long-term integrity and proper management of protected 
areas; champions the adoption and implementation of the national policy and system plan 
(NPASP) for Belize’s protected areas system. 

3.12 Adequate implementation of National Land Use Policy (NLUP) can make a 
significant contribution to sustainable tourism development based on natural and 
cultural capital. The recently finalized and Cabinet-endorsed NLUP addresses 
comprehensively the use, management, conservation and distribution of Belize’s land-
based resources in the national context, and takes into consideration international 
standards and approaches. The guiding principles of Belize’s NLUP are based on a holistic 
approach that incorporates considerations on equity, efficiency and practicability, 
development and sustainability. The policy recognizes that there are certain lands where 
the best use is conservation due to a variety of factors ranging from watershed protection, 
to landscape values, to habitat importance. This new policy can make a significant 
contribution to ensuring that potential conflicts are avoided and minimized between the 

                                                      
19

 which include the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulations (1995), the Environmental Protection 
(Effluent Limitations) Regulations (1995) and the Pollution Regulations (1996) 

20
 http://www.pactbelize.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=EhyJs5oeNzo%3D&tabid=72&mid=416 
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objective of sustainable tourism development based on natural and cultural capital and 
other less compatible uses. 

3.13 The Coastal Zone Management Act of 1998 establishes the Coastal Zone 
Management Authority and Institute (CZMAI) to oversee and coordinate activities in the 
coastal zone. Its goal is to control the use of coastal resources by development of an 
integrated coastal zone management process, to bring together all the different agencies 
and interests, governmental and private, for the overall preservation and good of the 
coastal zone (Gomez, 2012). In order to achieve that mandate, the coastal zone and coastal 
waters are defined and mechanisms were established to monitor a variety of activities 
within these areas. The National Integrated Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) Strategy 
outlined a clear-cut strategy for improving the management of Belize’s coastal area. The 
Strategy, which underwent extensive public consultation, was endorsed by the 
Government and adopted as a national policy document in 2003. In addition, using the 
framework of the Cayes Development Policy, the CZMAI prepared development guidelines 
for the country’s more than 1,000 cayes, including the three atolls.  The development of 
the national ICZM strategy and site-specific development guidelines for the cayes were the 
preparatory phases for the development of an ICZM plan. However, as a result of 
considerable scaling back of financial resources in 2005, the CZMAI had to limit its activities 
and coastal planning activities were abandoned.   

3.13 Opportunity to develop the first coastal and marine spatial plan in the Region. 
With the reinstitution of the CZMAI in 2008 and later the coastal planning program in 2010, 
planning activities resumed, the main goal of which is to formulate the ICZM Plan. The 
approach to developing the plan is innovative, with the application of a cutting-edge 
ecosystem services assessment tool (Marine InVEST from the Natural Capital Project). 
Based on the analyses of current and anticipated uses of the coastal and marine 
environment and using the outcomes from the ecosystem risk assessments, a coastal and 
marine spatial plan will be developed, among the first in the Caribbean and Central 
America.  

 
3.14 Efforts to strengthening the legal framework for disaster risk management are 
underway. The Disaster Preparedness and Response Act (2000) is the primary legislation 
governing DRM in Belize. The Act established the National Emergency Management 
Organization (NEMO), headed by a National Emergency Coordinator (NEC). The Ministry of 
Tourism and Culture forms part of a network of operational committees established under 
the Act to support the NEC in coordinating “the general policy of the government related 
to the mitigation of, preparedness for, response to and recovery from emergencies and 
disasters”. Gaps related to the tourism sector include that the Act focuses on preparedness 
and response with minimal articulation of policy commitments that could contribute to 
sustained vulnerability reduction and increased resilience in the sector. Efforts to 
strengthen the legal framework for DRM are underway, through the preparation of a 
Disaster Risk Management Act. 
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3.15 In 2001 Belize endorsed the Enhanced Framework for Comprehensive Disaster 
Management (CDM)21.  Under CDM, the country committed to strengthen national and 
community level capacity for mitigation, preparedness, and coordinated response and 
recovery to natural and technological hazards and the effects of climate change. The 
mainstreaming of CDM in the tourism sector is identified as a key priority under the 
Strategy.  A National Hazard Mitigation Policy was approved in 2004 and has the following 
goals: (i) sustainable social and economic development and environmental management 
through the integration of hazard risk reduction into national development processes; and 
(ii) national institutional strengthening for disaster risk reduction. The policy has not been 
implemented to date. Other key national policy documents promote the integration of 
disaster risk management into the planning process. For example, the National Coastal 
Zone Management Strategy emphasizes cross-sectoral coastal area planning and 
development; and includes confronting coastal vulnerability as a component of a strategic 
objective to support planned development. 

3.16 The key policy issue relates to the lack of mainstreaming of disaster risk reduction 
and climate change adaptation in the tourism sector. There is a need to incorporate an 
integrated risk management approach in the sector as well as in other sectors/areas to 
which it is inextricably linked, viz. coastal zone management, as a core strategy for 
sustainable tourism. This approach integrates risk management solutions that explicitly 
address current and future climate-related vulnerabilities related to natural disasters and 
the impacts of climate change and sea level rise, in tourism and coastal zone management 
policy, planning and development, with an emphasis of ex ante risk reduction.     
 

IV. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE TOURISM SECTOR  

4.1  By 2030 the NSTMP aims to achieve enhanced overnight destinations, resulting in 
doubling overnight arrivals, reaching 556,000 arrivals a year. The optimized economic 
impact of the overnight tourism sector (generating approximately 6 million overnight stays 
in tourism facilities) to the Belizean economy would increase 7.6 times and reach 
approximately US$1.2 billion a year. A controlled cruise tourism development is expected 
to level at an average compound growth rate of 3.8% in the same 20 year horizon and 
reaching 1.5 million cruise passengers visits, resulting in an optimized economic 
contribution to the Belizean economy of US$134 million per cruise season. The core areas 
to reach this goal are (s. Section III 3.5 – 3.8):  

 

Core Areas (Macro Programs) 

 Tourism Governance  
 Tourism Sustainability  and Quality Assurance  
 Tourism Infrastructure  
 Tourism Marketing 
  Tourism Product Development  
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 The CARICOM-endorsed rregional sstrategy and fframework for managing disaster risk in the Caribbean 
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4.2 Nonetheless, and considering that “culture and nature based” tourism will take 
the lead in tourism development with the aim to create a solid and competitive offer for 
the international market, sustainable management of the country’s cultural and natural 
capital, and the need to reduce vulnerability and increase resilience to natural disasters 
and the impacts of climate change, will have to be assigned priority in order to avoid 
environmental damage to terrestrial and marine natural and cultural resources. 
 
4.3 The following policy recommendations take into consideration the main 
characteristics of the Belize tourism sector, the constraints for sustainable tourism 
development, the SWOT sector diagnostic undertaken by Tourism & Leisure Consulting and 
the existing policy framework, as described in Sections I to III. Based on the proposed 
implementation schedule of the NSTMP (section 3.6) some policy recommendations are 
assigned higher priority than others (phase I or phase II). With the design and endorsement 
of the NSTMP, Belize has chosen the policy option to follow a low impact high value 
sustainable tourism concept.  
 
4.4  Policy Recommendation 1 (Tourism Governance): Improve participatory 
governance and strengthen institutional capacity. Although the design of the NSTMP was 
based on consultations at national and regional level, with the final endorsement and 
implementation of the plan, it would be necessary to (i) identify the strategic partners and 
key stakeholders at all strategic levels and for each core area / macro program and 
encourage same to ensure alignment of priorities with the sustainable development of 
tourism economic resources; (ii) empower and support local and cultural SMEs as an 
essential element of the integral development of destinations and tourism sites (e.g. 
Beltraide and NICH) and find mechanisms to link tourism activities to poverty alleviation 
and gender integration if possible (see also policy recommendation 5); (iii) foster horizontal 
integration of tourism governance with those policy sectors that will make the sector 
resilient and sustainable. This includes for example MTC, BTB and other tourism 
stakeholders entering into partnership with (a) CZMAI to contribute to the ICZM Plan 
implementation and development of coastal building guidelines; (b) the Forestry 
Department to create forest conservation incentives (e.g. REDD+); (c) MNRA and local 
government related to collection and disposal of solid waste and waste water 
management; (d) NEMO related to disaster risk reduction and management; (e) the CCCCC 
in order to promote CCA research; and (iv) stimulate and promote cross-border tourism 
initiatives between regional and national institutions and / or private sector tourism 
towards regional tourism integration in Central America. 
 

4.5 Policy Recommendation 2 (Tourism Sustainability and Quality Assurance): 
Enhance Tourism Standards and Quality Assurance with the objective to raise the quality 
standards of the tourism service offering in order to reach international market demand 
standards and assure sustainable development of tourism economic resources. In this 
context  MTC should develop standards and quality policies and regulations in conjunction 
with the local tourism stakeholders and  the BTB/Sustainability Quality Assurance 
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Department should undertake the executive task of enforcing quality standards and 
operational licensing; (iii) together with the local tourism industry, local NGO and 
community/municipality institutions, inclusion mechanisms and solutions can be 
recognized. 

 Improve standards and quality management in order to raise tourist satisfaction 
ratings and customer loyalty: (i) Design new tour guide licensing categories and 
requirements, create tourism operational guidelines and minimum standards and revise 
current licensing requirements in the aim to increase income generating potential of the 
tourism sector through improving overall service standards, legislation mechanisms and 
support services; (ii) Tourism Integrated Quality Management (IQM) System and 
Certification is subject to constant monitoring in order to raise the quality bar through 
standardized and regulated tourism operation service delivery. 

 Increase training and capacity building in order to respond to the need to 
professionalize human resources in the tourism sector and address the existing gap in 
qualified tourism human resources through (i) revision of vocational training and tourism 
management curriculums and institutions, and (ii) revision of tour guide training 
accreditation programs; and (iii) increased capacity building in new innovative 
technologies.  

 
4.6 Policy Recommendation 3 (Tourism infrastructure): Improve infrastructure for 
tourism destinations. In order to enhance positive sustainable impacts from tourism, the 
destination must be equipped with basic infrastructure, transportation infrastructure, 
tourism supply and facilities and skilled human resources. 

 Develop basic and road infrastructure / facilities and support services in cultural and 
natural tourism sites (Maya ruin and caves sites). Welcome centers should be managed by 
skilled reception / welcome personal and trained tour guides (see also policy 
recommendation 2). 

 Improve national and bi-national connectivity – Improve public and private 
transportation to national tourism sites; including road / waterway (ferries / boats) 
connectivity, communication infrastructure (mobile phone / internet); emergency road 
service and first aid assistance; bi-national road connectivity and border tourism assistance 
(tourism security guards); 

 Tourism infrastructure must be low-impact and hazard resilient and designed to 
meet climate change criteria.   
 
4.7 Policy Recommendation 4 (Tourism Marketing): Improve National Marketing 
Development - to optimize the different promotion and communication efforts toward the 
local and international markets. The BTB Marketing Department and Product Development 
Department would be the lead stakeholder to develop strategic and operational models 
and implement them in partnership with local stakeholders, Belizean “ambassadors” and 
international representatives. 

 Improve strategic marketing to define  strategies and country guidelines for 
marketing, including civil awareness about “tourism as a key asset”, generate the 
appropriate climate for a complete tourism experience, including the integration of the 
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natural capital concept to address the economic value of terrestrial and marine natural 
resources;  

 Enhance marketing network to organize the contact points to reach the market, 
either at the source markets or in the destination once in Belize;  

 Promote operational marketing strategies with (i) communication, travel trade and 
promotional activities, (ii) following up on new technologies trends and opportunities for 
marketing, (iv) increase and ease connectivity of Belize in all transport means (air, sea, 
land), as well as lobby for new connections and frequencies, and conditions to operate in 
Belize. 
 

4.8 Policy Recommendation 5 (Tourism Product Development): Promote 
diversification of sustainable tourism product: (i) provide incentives for private sector 
investment and / or public private partnerships (PPP) in new products that enhance the 
value of the country’s biodiversity and ecosystem services and cultural heritage; (ii) identify 
and support vulnerable groups to benefit from the tourism economic value chain by 
strengthening their participation through the development of inclusion mechanisms.  

 Nature-based tourism organizes Belize’s ecotourism and adventure tourism 
products:  (I) create a system of themed natural and man-made nature-based concepts, 
structured into integrated recreational ecotourism and adventure sites and centers; (ii)  
design of diverse nature-based themed routes and trails, such as the National Nature 
Tourism Trail System and a National Caving Trail System, catering to the interests and 
needs of different niche segments; (iii) unique natural tourism assets, such as the Barrier 
Reef, Blue Hole and ATM will be commercialized under well managed sustainable 
development guidelines;  

 A cultural tourism product concept should focus on the development of cultural 
heritage and living culture sub-products (e.g. development of a National Museum of 
Anthropology), which define the integral development of Mayan Heritage sites as a 
homogeneous tourism concept for all Mayan archaeological sites;  

 The creation of a chain of enchanting villages with a charming Belizean style appeal, 
rural tourism sites and routes and seasonal tourism attractions such as traditional markets, 
festivals and themed programs. 
 
4.9 Policy Recommendation 6 (Sustainable Tourism and Natural Capital): Improve 
conservation and management of tourism assets and the natural capital which support 
them for sustainable and inclusive development - providing the framework that will 
ensure the balance of three pillars of sustainable tourism development: social 
accountability, environmental conservation and economic benefit through (i) tourism 
resources management and conservation, which aims to identify and assess the economic 
value of the natural capital relevant to tourism in order to raise awareness of the economic 
benefits of conservation efforts to the sector while also ensuring effectiveness in the 
management of tourism assets and compliance with environmental and social safeguards;  
and (ii) tourism land use planning and development support which aims to create a 
framework for tourism land use allocation that optimizes the compatibility with 
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surrounding land uses and minimizes conflicts. Within this context, two specific measures 
should be pursued: 

 Implement the National Land Use Policy (NLUP), which is guided by a holistic 
approach that incorporates considerations on equity, efficiency and practicability, 
development and sustainability. It also recognizes that there are certain lands where the 
best use is conservation due to a variety of factors ranging from watershed protection, to 
landscape values, to habitat importance. 

 Invest in and manage the natural capital tourism asset – (i) land use and marine 
spatial planning to protect the  terrestrial and marine natural assets; (ii) balancing stay over 
and cruise ship tourism;  (iii) valuing the economic contribution of the natural capital to the 
tourism sector (i.e. making the financial case); (iv) ensuring the financial resources for 
managing the assets – (raising the resources for the protected area network and CZM and 
adjust tourism fee structure to ensure sufficient flow of funds for the effective 
management of  cultural and natural sites; and (v) initiate targeted communication 
strategy on the economic value of natural resources for the tourism sector. 

 
4.10 Policy Recommendation 7 (Sustainable Tourism and Disaster Risk Reduction and 

and Climate Change Adaption): Reduce vulnerability and increase resilience to natural 

disasters and the impacts of climate change and sea level rise as a necessary strategy for 

sustainable tourism.  

 Mainstream disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation in the 
tourism sector: (i) Improve knowledge, understanding and awareness of risks through 
vulnerability and risk assessment of the sector; and knowledge dissemination and 
stakeholder education on risks and risk reduction/ adaptation options; and (ii) Strengthen 
tourism policy and legislative frameworks by incorporating risk reduction and adaptation in 
an explicit manner, including the requirements for (a) the routine consideration and 
incorporation of information on the impacts of natural disasters, climate change and sea 
level rise in the siting, design and implementation of new public and private sector tourism 
development as well as in existing tourism infrastructure and support infrastructure (such 
as transportation and drainage infrastructure), to be retrofitted; (b) enhancement of 
institutional capacity and coordination in disaster risk reduction and climate change 
adaptation, including strengthening interagency partnerships with the CZMAI and NEMO; 
and (c) strengthening disaster preparedness, with a focus on priority tourism destinations 
identified in the NSTMP, through business continuity planning, evacuation planning and 
community based adaptation; and 

 Increase coastal resilience:   (i) facilitate decision making in coastal planning 
based on robust vulnerability and risk assessments; (ii) require future investments in 
coastal protection infrastructure that incorporates natural hazard and climate change risk 
criteria, including the use of green infrastructure options; (iii) build capacity for disaster 
risk reduction and adaptation in the CZMAI; and (iv) update/enhance the National CZM 
Act, Strategy and Plan to reflect same. 
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