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In the context of its educational program, the laboratory receives groups of 
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members of the community, etc.) and from abroad.  

Intrinsically linked to the educational program is the laboratory’s vocation for 
conservation. Since it is located inside an ANAM protected area, it strives for the proper 
management of the natural resources that are left in a highly disturbed habitat, given the 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: THE FISHERMEN OF LA PLAYITA, COLÓN : ECOTOURISM IN 
THREATENED COASTAL ECOSYSTEMS 
 
Marina Chirchikova,   - Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory 
Martine Chaussard   Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute 
Etienne Low Décarie   Unit 0948 
     APO AA 34002 
     Telephone: +507 212 8191 
     Fax :+507 212-8148 

galeta@si.edu 
 
The Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory, Colón, is one of the two Smithsonian Tropical 

Research Institute stations on the Atlantic. One of the laboratory’s missions is to ensure the 
conservation of the unique coastal ecosystems that characterize Punta Galeta. This is done in a 
context of increasing pressure on the region’s natural resources, caused  in part by the 
development of large-scale industrial projects as well as by problems of illegal fishing occuring in 
the protected areas. A few years ago, some members of the fishing community of La Playita, 
Colón, were involved in illegal fishing in the protected area and their boats were confiscated. To 
remediate this situation, the laboratory decided to build links with the community.  An analysis 
was conducted in 2005 regarding the socio-economic conditions of the inhabitants of La Playita. 
The low income of fishing was highlighted in last year’s report. The current project builds on this 
by studying a potential alternative source of income –ecotourism- that could release the pressure 
exerted by the fishing community on the marine resources of the area and stimulate the economic 
and social development of La Playita. A feasibility analysis was undertaken in order to establish 
whether an ecotourism project involving the fishermen of La Playita giving boat tours of the 
mangrove forest could help the laboratory’s conservation mission and result in further 
development of the concerned community.  The second component of the project involved setting 
up the foundation of the future ecotourism operation. 

From January to April 2006, several different tasks were carried out. First, documentary 
research and analysis of background theory and literature relating to ecotourism was conducted. 
This research focused on the three main components of sustainable development: economic, socio-
political, and environmental. Second, fieldwork included interviews with tourists and key agents 
for the development of an ecotourism project, such as representatives of the ANAM, IPAT and of 
tour operator companies. Some fishermen attended a capacitation in Isla Grande that focused on 
mangrove ecotourism. Finally, an experimental tour of the mangroves was realized and led to the 
establishment of an inventory of estuary paths of the mangroves of Isla Galeta that the fishermen 
of La Playita could use for the boat tours. A brochure was also created and distributed to the 
United Fishermen of La Playita, representatives of ANAM, IPAT, and the governor’s office.  

The results of the study group were therefore that an ecotourism project is highly possible 
in the context of La Playita, but that some conditions should be met so that all components of 
sustainable development be well integrated and adopted. From the environmental perspective, this 
investigation led us to conclude that the proposed ecotourism enterprise would actually bridge the 
two approaches to conservation:  protectionism and development. This ecotourism project will 
contribute to the conservation of the Isla Galeta protected area through increased enforcement, 
greater valuation of the ecosystems and by removing the harvesting pressure among other aspects.  
However, we believe that there is a special need for norms and monitoring to preserve the positive 
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impacts of this project on the environment. From an economics perspective, the project must be 
designed to minimize leakages, distribute the benefits widely among the community, and insure 
that cost-recovery is maintained and that the net income from ecotourism be higher than the 
opportunity cost of fishing for this activity to be adopted as a tool towards economic 
diversification.  Although much of the physical and human capital for this project already exists in 
the community, in the future it is important to try to secure credit/sponsorship to provide for what 
is lacking.  Finally, a socio-political theoretical analysis allowed the discovery of important 
characteristics to be present for an ecotourism project to be successful. Internally, community-
based ecotourism management can be a very efficient vector of social development, if conflict 
resolution is well done and if power relations among the group are dealt with consistently. Gender 
inequalities are also highly noticeable in the community and need to be solved for the benefits of 
the project to be maximized. Externally, good relationships with tour operators and key resource 
provides are necessary, and a good ecotourism project can often create new bases for power, a 
condition that would help the inhabitants of La Playita deal with their land rights insecurities. 

Significant relationships were established with ecotourism operators from Panama City, as 
well as with representatives of ANAM and IPAT. ANAM seems to be willing to give the 
community of La Playita its support, but needs to retain a certain control of what goes on in the 
protected area. IPAT is also very supportive, although administrative details will eventually have 
to be taken care of, such as the registration of members of the community who will be 
participating in the activity. Finally, some of the ecotourism operators expressed interest in the 
project, but still need to enter into direct contact with the community on a more consistent basis 
and a code of conduct for the contractual relationship must be established in the future. 

The present report ends with steps to be taken in the future and general recommendations. 
 
 

Key words: community-based, conservation, ecotourism, protected area, Colón, La Playita, 
Panama
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RESUMEN EJECUTIVO: LOS PESCADORES DE LA PLAYITA, COLÓN: ECOTURISMO EN 
ECOSISTEMAS COSTEROS AMENAZADOS 
 
-Marina Chirchikova,   - Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory 
Martine Chaussard   Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute 
Etienne Low Décarie   Unit 0948 
     APO AA 34002 
     +507 212 8191 
     Fax :+507 212-8148 
     galeta@si.edu 
 

El Laboratorio Marino de Punta Galeta en Colón, es una de las dos estaciones de 
investigación científica de la costa Caribeña del Instituto Smithsonian de Investigaciones 
Tropicales. Una de sus misiones es asegurar  la conservación de los ecosistemas marino-costeros 
que caracteriza a Punta Galeta. Eso es un hecho, en el contexto de la creciente presión sobre los 
recursos naturales en la región, que se puede explicar en el desarrollo de proyectos industriales a 
grandes escalas, y también por los problemas de la pesca ilegal de pequeños pescadores que entran 
en el área protegida. La comunidad de pescadores de La Playita, Colón, ha hecho especialmente 
importante ésta situación, ya que 
botes de la comunidad fueron confiscados en el área, hace algunos años. Para resolver el problema, 
el laboratorio decidió crear un vínculo con la comunidad. Por lo tanto, un grupo de estudiantes de 
la Universidad de McGill realizó, en el 2005, un análisis 
de la situación, para que el laboratorio tuviera un mejor conocimiento de las condiciones de vida 
de los habitantes de La Playita. El bajo ingreso de la pesca resaltó en el informe del año pasado. El 
trabajo de este año, profundizó en una fuente alternativa de ingreso. El ecoturismo, que podría 
liberar la presión ejercida por la comunidad de pescadores sobre los recursos marinos e 
incrementaría el desarrollo socio-económico de La Playita. 

Un análisis de factibilidad fue ejecutado, para establecer de qué manera un proyecto de 
ecoturismo involucrando a los pescadores de La Playita podría ayudar a la misión de conservación 
del área protegida y al desarrollo de la comunidad en cuestión.  
Desde enero hasta abril 2006, diferentes tareas fueron realizadas. Investigación documental y 
análisis de la teoría con respecto al ecoturismo, y fueron conducidos desde el punto de vista del 
desarrollo sostenible. El  análisis teórico y la investigación de casos de estudios precedentes, 
concentraron la atención en tres partes principales del desarrollo sostenible. El desarrollo 
económico, el desarrollo socio-político y la conservación ambiental. 

Luego, el trabajo de campo incluyó entrevistas a turistas y agentes claves para el desarrollo 
de un proyecto de ecoturismo, involucrando a instituciones como ANAM, IPAT,  y operadores de 
turismo. Algunos pescadores también participaron en una capacitación en Isla Grande, para 
nutrirse de la experiencia y el conocimiento de un operador de una micro-empresa de ecoturismo. 
Finalmente, el grupo trazó senderos acuáticos en los canales de manglar en Isla Galeta, que los 
pescadores de La Playita podrían utilizar para ecoturismo. Un folleto prototipo fue elaborado y 
distribuido a los Pescadores Unidos de La Playita, a representantes del ANAM, IPAT y a la 
oficina de la gobernación. 

Los resultados del grupo de estudio fueron que un proyecto de ecoturismo es posible en la 
comunidad de La Playita, pero que existen algunas condiciones que deberían ser respetadas en las 
futuras etapas. Así que todos los componentes del desarrollo sostenible tienen que ser bien 
integrados y adoptados. Desde el punto de vista ambiental, esta investigación nos condujo a 
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concluir que la empresa propuesta de ecoturismo conectaría y acercaría realmente más a la 
conservación, la protección y el desarrollo. 

Este proyecto de ecoturismo contribuirá a la conservación del área protegida Galeta de Isla 
con la aplicación creciente de imposiciones, mayor valorización de los ecosistemas y disminuirá la 
presión sobre los ecosistemas, entre otros aspectos. Sin embargo, creemos que hay una necesidad 
especial de normas y de monitorear para la preservación los impactos positivos de este proyecto 
hacia el ambiente. 

Desde una perspectiva económica, el proyecto se debe diseñar para reducir al mínimo 
fugas, distribuir los beneficios dentro la comunidad, garantizar que la recuperación de costos esté 
asegurada, y que la renta neta del ecoturismo sea más alta que el costo de oportunidades de pesca, 
para que esta actividad sea adoptada como herramienta hacia la diversificación económica. 
Aunque mucho del capital físico y humano para este proyecto existe ya en la comunidad, en el 
futuro es importante intentar asegurar crédito para prever cuales son las carencias. Finalmente, un 
análisis socio-político permitió descubrir características importantes que deben estar presentes para 
que un proyecto de ecoturismo tenga éxito. 

Ecoturismo manejado por comunidades puede ser un vector de desarrollo social muy 
eficiente, si hay resolución de conflictos, si hay relaciones de poder dentro del grupo y puedan ser 
manejado de manera coherente. Igualdad de género también es muy importante en la comunidad y 
ser resueltos para que los beneficios del proyecto sean maximizados. Externamente, buenas 
relaciones con operadores de turismo y con representantes de otras organizaciones son necesarias, 
y un buen proyecto de ecoturismo a menudo puede crear nuevas bases de poder, una condición que 
ayudaría a los habitantes de La Playita por las inseguridades con respeto a los derechos de tierra. 

Considerables relaciones fueron establecidas con operadores de ecoturismo de Panamá, y 
con representantes de ANAM e IPAT. ANAM brinda de una manera incondicional apoyar a la 
comunidad de La Playita, pero tiene que conservar un cierto nivel de control sobre lo que pasa en 
el área protegida. IPAT también es muy cooperativo, aunque detalles administrativos tendrán que 
ser arreglados, como el registro de los miembros de la comunidad que participarán en la actividad. 
Finalmente, los operadores de turismo mostraron mucho interés en el proyecto, aunque todavía 
tienen que 
entrar en contacto con la comunidad y establecer un código de conducta para las relaciones 
contractuales, en el futuro . 

El informe termina con los próximos pasos que se deben tomar en cuenta en el futuro y las 
recomendaciones generales. 

 
Palabras claves: basado en la comunidad, conservación, ecoturismo, área protegida, Colón, 
La Playita, Panama 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 It is now well recognized that our global environment is being put into peril by human 

activity. Species loss has been accelerating, presently reaching a level that has led scholars to 

designate the present biological epoch as the sixth mass extinction. The world’s biodiversity is 

being threatened at many fronts. Sixty percent of the world’s ecosystems are degraded or managed 

unsustainably (IUCN, 2006).  Commercially desirable fish stocks have been depleted by 90% 

(Myers, 2003; Yumiko Kura, 2004).  From 1990 to 2000 mangroves were being deforested at a 

rate of 1% a year and it is likely that this trend is continuing to this day (FAO, 2006).  It has 

become evident that something has to be done to conserve our environment. 

 The initial response to this global conundrum was protectionism.  World wide, extents of 

land, from the trivial to the unbelievably expansive, were set-aside to be protected.  To insure the 

protection of the ecosystem, local populations were removed from these protected areas and were 

banned from using their resources. Rapidly, the protectionist approach was faced with a wide 

gamut of limiting factors.  Amongst these numerous limits, enforcement became particularly 

important.  Protected areas had to enforce their boundaries with limited resources and were being 

threatened by the displaced communities that now bordered the area.  Furthermore, an ethical 

outcry against expelling local communities from their land grew globally.  The limits of 

protectionism led to a new movement, which was born with the UNESCO Man and the Biosphere 

Program (MAB) in 1970.   

The new movement now considered human settlement and use as part of the landscape and 

focused on community development as the solution to conservation.  This opened the door to the 

concepts of sustainable development and to community-based conservation.  This approach to 

conservation also faced its limits and had its critics, and it was recognized that protectionism could 

not be completely replaced. 

 This project deals with the protected area of Isla Galeta, where the Smithsonian Tropical 

Research Institute’s Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory is located.  This protected area faces the 

same problems that the protectionist movement has faced.  The Isla Galeta protected area has too 

limited resources for efficient enforcement and is in close proximity to many marginalized 

communities that rely on marine resources for livelihood.  Due to declining resources, there is thus 

significant encroachment in the area.  To solve this problem, community development needs to be 
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integrated into the protected area’s mandate, effectively fusing a protectionist approach to a 

development approach.  The problem now becomes how to integrate local community 

development into Punta Galeta Laboratory’s conservation mission.  It was proposed that the 

strengths of the largest worldwide business, tourism, be harnessed.  More precisely, the potential 

of ecotourism for the development of a local community called La Playita, as well as for the 

protection of the Isla Galeta protected area, was investigated.  Thus the purpose of this project was 

to explore whether ecotourism could help integrate the fishing community of La Playita into Punta 

Galeta’s conservation efforts. 

We will start by introducing the context in which this investigation was done, which 

includes the two key locations, the Punta Galeta Laboratory and the community of La Playita. We 

will follow by discussing the methodology we adopted to perform this investigation.  We will then 

discuss what is ecotourism, what place Panama occupies in the world of tourism and what is the 

present tourism situation in Panama.  Finally, we will discuss the aspects relating to the three 

essential parts of sustainable development: environmental conservation, economic development 

and socio-political development, and how the proposed ecotourism project in the protected area of 

Isla Galeta can contribute to these factors.  We will conclude by recognizing the feasibility of this 

project and by giving recommendations for its successful development. 

 

1.1 PUNTA GALETA MARINE LABORATORY 

 

The Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory is one of the two Smithsonian Tropical Research 

Institute (STRI) stations on the Atlantic coast. It is located on Isla Galeta, near Colón, which is 

characterized by one of the only mangrove forests on the Caribbean coast of Panama. The 

laboratory is responsible for the marine reserve around the tip of Isla Galeta and strives, among 

other things, for the protection of the mangrove forests. Its mission is four-fold: first, it supports 

scientific research on marine and coastal ecosystems and has been a key site for the study of the 

biological impacts of several major oil spills that took place in the area. Second, the laboratory is 

dedicated to its educational program, which highlights the importance of conserving the 

environment. It receives local and international groups all year long and has recently inaugurated a 

boardwalk through the mangroves to help in its educational efforts. Third, conservation of the 

surrounding ecosystems is another important priority for the laboratory. This need for conservation 
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is accentuated by the environmentally disruptive projects that have been developed in the area of 

Colón and have led to the destruction of large parts of the mangrove forest. Finally, Punta Galeta 

is an exceptional place for one to reflect upon and understand its surrounding environment, and 

therefore offers an opportunity to connect with nature. 

 

1.2 THE COMMUNITY OF LA PLAYITA 
 

The community of La Playita, Colón, is located on the city’s coast, with an access to the 

Bahia de Limón. It is considered a squatter settlement and has varying and unstable access to clean 

water and electricity. The population of La Playita is very diverse and representative of the 

numerous waves of immigration specific to Colón’s history. About half of the community devotes 

itself to fishing for subsistence and income. The fishermen of La Playita have been involved in 

artisanal fisheries for a very long time, and therefore have a profound knowledge of coastal and 

marine ecosystems, as well as of climatic conditions and estuaries near the sea around Colón. Most 

of the fishermen are organized under the name of “Los Pescadores Unidos de La Playita” (PULP). 

This association is still in the process of obtaining its personaria juridica and consists of a total of 

about 40 members, who meet on a regular basis to discuss the problems of the community. Those 

problems have been identified as land rights issues, low income, insufficient infrastructure, 

organizational flaws and security (Ulysse Bergeron, 2005).  According to data from the MIVI 

(Ministerio de Viviendas), the average income, mostly derived from fishing, is only $168.00 / 

month.  

 The Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory started getting involved with the community after an 

unfortunate incident involving one of the community's fishing boats that was illegally fishing in a 

protected area (pers.comm. Heckadon-Moreno, 2006). The recent decline in fish stocks has 

increased competition for marine resources among artisan fishermen, and this environmental 

pressure has in turn led to fishermen fishing in protected areas. This decline is related to the 

general environmental degradation of the area of Colon, mostly caused by large-scale industrial 

development projects (Benessaiah, 2004).  Mangrove deforestation, viewed as a “necessary evil” 

by most of these projects, impedes the reproduction of many fish species which hatch in that 

specific habitat, thus resulting directly in the destruction of fish stocks (Morais, 2004). The STRI 

feels it is mandate to educate the inhabitants living in the vicinity of the Punta Galeta Marine 

Laboratory regarding issues relating to conservation, as well as to raise awareness about the effects 
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of these phenomena on economic activities, such as artisan fishing. STRI therefore felt that it was 

important to entertain a good relationship with Colon's fishing community of La Playita.  

 

1.3 CURRENT SITUATION 

In order to gain a better understanding of the community's social and economic state of 

affairs, previous interns from McGill University, in 2005, conducted a survey in the community 

and produced a report, “Bridging the Gap: A Situation Analysis of La Playita, Colon, Panama”. 

Their report describes the community's living conditions, economic activities and other social 

indicators. Most importantly, the students' work resulted in two important workshops: one 

presenting the results of the study to the members of the community, and the other (given at the 

Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory) concerning the role of the STRI in conservation activities and 

aimed at introducing the fishermen to the laboratory's facilities. Thanks to the work of Liz Maria 

Hernandez Cordoba, another STRI intern at Punta Galeta, a workshop focusing on the importance 

of ecosystems located in STRI's protected areas was organized in November 2005 (Cordoba, 

2005). The results of these research and environmental education efforts have led to an increase in 

trust between the community and the STRI.  

Since the report from last year’s McGill students was compiled, some changes have taken 

place in the community. The issue of land rights is still omnipresent, but the pressure of expulsion 

has increased since the electricity was cut off earlier this year. Organizational issues remain, such 

as low attendance of meetings, but the process of acquiring a personaria juridicae has progressed 

and this status is expected to be received soon. Finally, to deal with the issues associated with the 

community’s low income which is in part due to the decline in marine resources, viable 

alternatives have to be explored. It is in response to the latter problem that the current project 

therefore attempts to address the task of seeking other income options that could be  merged with 

the necessity of mangrove conservation.   
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2. METHODOLOGY 

 

2.1 FEASIBILITY ANALYSIS 

 

 The first part of the groundwork consisted in performing a feasibility analysis for an 

ecotourism operation specifically involving boat tours of the mangroves guided by the fishermen 

of La Playita.  Several analytical tools were chosen and developed for this purpose.   

 The conceptual tool chosen for analyzing the situation was the SWOT analysis method.  

SWOT stands for “strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats”.  It consists of a two-by-two 

table of categories (positive and negative on one side and internal and external on the other) which 

creates four cells that equate into the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of the 

situation with regards to the proposed project.  This type of structure makes it possible to analyze 

the inter-linkages between these cells and works as a tool for assessing a situation, prioritizing 

needs, and developing an action plan.  Once the necessary information was collected, it was 

subdivided into environmental, socio-political, and economic aspects to make it possible to assess 

the prospects for the proposed project on multiple levels.  

 To test the viability of the proposed project from an economic point of view, a cost-benefit 

analysis was developed to assess how the net income from ecotourism would compare to the net 

income currently derived from fishing, from the point of view of the community.  Revenues and 

costs associated with both types of activities were listed, summed up, and compared.  This would 

help determine what the revenues of ecotourism should be (and consequently what is the minimum 

price to charge tourists) for the fishermen in order for ecotourism to increase their income and thus 

help contribute to the development of the community.  Minimum required revenue thus 

determined was also compared to the other factors such as demand for ecotourism in the area and 

the willingness-to-pay of the tourists to assess whether, from an economic point of view, this 

project was possible. 

 The gathering of pertaining information to assess ecotourism prospects was done through a 

literature review, observations, surveys and interviews with relevant persons as well as through the 

consultation of databases such as that of the IPAT for tourism statistics.  Two surveys were 

conducted during the course of the investigation.  The first was a tourist survey conducted on 

March 23rd at the cruise ship port of Colon 2000 with a semi-random sample of 30 tourists from a 
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Carnival Cruise ship.  The questions were designed to gauge tourist interest in conservation and 

local community participation, as well as to determine tourist preference for a mangrove boat tour 

– in other words to gauge the demand for this type of ecotourism from tourists arriving to Colon 

(please see Annex 3 for a sample questionnaire).  More specifically, two methods were used to 

assess demand: market evaluation (assessing demand factors such as tourist profiles, much of this 

information coming from interviews with tour operators) and measuring willingness to pay 

(through the tourist survey). 

 The second broad survey was conducted in the community of La Playita on March 31st 

among a sample of 10 fishermen interested in the project to determine language ability since 

knowledge of English is important for tours as well as boat ownership and capacity of the 

interested participants (please refer to Annex 3 for a sample questionnaire).  

  Formal interviews were conducted with tour operators, government officials, and other 

persons related to the research subjects.  Please refer to the following table for a list of people 

interviewed and their related organization.  Questions were asked regarding the current tourism 

situation in the area, issues pertaining to ecotourism, the community of La Playita, and the 

situation of mangrove deforestation.  Please refer to Annex 3 for a sample questionnaire as well as 

contact information of the people interviewed.   

 

2.2 FOUNDATION OF THE PROJECT 

 

 The second part of the work in the field involved establishing the foundation for the actual 

ecotourism venture.  This was guided by the theoretical and analytical base established in the 

previous section and involved several different aspects.  Raising awareness about the project in the 

La Playita community was a big first step.  Through regular meetings with members of the 

community as well as the attendance of the monthly Pescadores Unidos de La Playita meetings by 

the study group, ideas about the shape this venture would take were exchanged and several 

fishermen expressed their interest in the project.   

 Once several interested members were found, capacitation was the next step.  On March 

26th, 2006, a trip was made to Isla Grande with two members of the community to go on a trial 

mangrove boat tour with Sr. Oscar.  Sr. Oscar is part of a boat-tour cooperative and was very 

resourceful in informing the study group and the fishermen about the logistics of running a small-
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scale mangrove tour operation.  This trip served to equip the fishermen with the experience of 

what constitutes this type of tour and to provide them with a successful example and thus was a 

first step in capacitation efforts (please refer to Annex 2). 

 The next step was to engineer a pilot tour of the mangroves around Isla Galeta using the 

boats of several of the fishermen as well as that of the STRI.  In addition to the study group, six of 

the fishermen were present, as well as Dr. Heckadon, Benjamin Ordonez, Sr. Hugo from ANAM, 

and Sr. Gusman (the policeman from Punta Galeta).  A detailed exploration of the mangrove 

estuaries was conducted and information and knowledge about the ecosystem and surrounding 

areas was exchanged.  The tour was photographed, an inventory of the estuaries was made (please 

refer to Annex 2), and approximate lengths of the routes were timed.  Information about the 

common plant and animal species of the ecosystems was collected.  This information was then 

synthesized in the form of accessible knowledge that the fishermen would be about to use in their 

work with tourists in the form of a small brochure in English and Spanish and given to the 

community (please refer to Annex 8).  Possible locations for docking sites were considered and 

contact was made with Sr. Chang, the owner of Isla Margarita which seemed a promising place for 

a dock location.  Finally an inventory of necessary equipment (life jackets, fire extinguishers) was 

made and possible providers/sponsors of this equipment were identified. 

 One of the most important founding aspects of the ecotourism project was the 

establishment of a network of contacts for future cooperation.  To this end, the interviews that 

were conducted with the aforementioned tour operators and government personnel were also 

important for ally building.  The possibilities for future cooperation with these various persons 

were addressed and the situation of mangrove deforestation and of the La Playita community was 

brought to officials’ attention.  As well as establishing allies, resources for the future of the 

ecotourism project (workshops about mangrove ecosystems, dealing with tourists, and managing 

finance) were located.  Finally a list of contacts was compiled for future use (please refer to  

Annex 3). 

 The final results were presented on several occasions.  On April 20, a presentation was 

made for representatives from ANAM, as well as to Indira Olmos of IPAT and David Pitti, the 

chief of police.  On April 22, 2006 the final results of the project were presented to the 

community.  The presentation took place in La Playita and included the presentation of the results 
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as well as a slide show from the two mangrove tours undertaken.  The governor of Colon was 

present, as were Indira Olmos from IPAT, and other invited guests. 

 In order to shape project development for the future, a logical framework analysis was 

developed to aid in steering the project towards it designed goal (this can be found in Annex 9).  

The purpose of this was to create a “useful device to test the consistency of project design” that 

could be used over the long term of the project while equipping future study groups with tools to 

help evaluate the project’s progress. (ITC, 2006)  The logical framework analysis is a standard 

organizational tool that consists of a matrix composed of a series of principles. 

 

2.3 VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY OF DATA 

 

 Certain things ought to be noted about the varying characteristics of the data.  With regards 

to the tourist survey, although the sample size was adequate (30 tourists interviewed) all of the 

tourists interviewed were from the same ship at the same port.  This means that they represent a 

specific sub-sample of tourists that come to Colon and therefore the average of their responses 

may be skewed due to the characteristics of this particular group and therefore not representative 

of the average tourist that visits the area of Colon.  It is significant to note that it was a survey of 

tourists, rather than people who consider themselves ecotourists specifically. With regards to the 

community survey, the limiting factor on the data is the very small sample-size (n = 10).  It must 

be kept in mind that only interested fishermen were interviewed, so the results are indicative of 

those interested in the project rather than of the fishermen in the community as a whole (if the 

project is to be expanded in the future to include more community members, this must be kept in 

mind). 

 The general statistical data collected from the World Travel and Tourism Council on the 

other hand appears to be highly reliable as this is data that has been consistently compiled 

consistently by professional economists and statisticians.   

 Finally it is important to note that the research regarding demand for this type of project is 

preliminary and its accuracy will naturally increase as the project progresses and direct contact 

between the fishermen, tour operators, and tourists is made.  
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2.4 ETHICS 

 

As a large component of the research conducted was based upon interviews and therefore 

involved human subjects, an important ethical component was built into the investigation. Several 

ethical guidelines were used.  There was no deception for the subjects involved. Participants were 

major of age and mentally equipped to make an enlightened decision about participating in the 

interviews. Participation was voluntary and based upon an autonomous, self-directed decision. We 

tried to avoid the feeling of authority or power relationship. To ensure that this was respected, it 

was clearly stated that we were students researching information. Care was taken that previous 

knowledge and educational background should not intimidate the subject. Finally, the study group 

attempted to be as neutral during the interviewing process and to avoid value judgments. 
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4. ECOTOURISM 
 

Because it is a relatively recent phenomenon, the definition of ecotourism often eludes 

specifics.  Several things are clear.  Ecotourism is a small but fast growing sub-sector of the 

tourism industry.  The philosophy of ecotourism aims to go beyond simple visitation of new places 

by integrating components of environmental conservation and sustainable community 

development.  Principles that commonly apply to ecotourism involve responsible travel to natural 

areas, minimizing environmental impact on natural and cultural environments, ensuring that 

money brought in going towards local communities and the protection of the natural area, 

increasing environmental education and awareness, and finally respect on the part of the visitors 

towards the natural area and the local community. (Beeler, 2000)  Essentially, it incorporates 

social and environmental components and accounts for their impact on top of the economic one, as 

well as changing certain aspects of the economic component such as scale and distribution of 

benefits.   

 

There is still some confusion as to what, exactly, constitutes ecotourism, however, and 

occasionally the definition is used for situations which do not correspond to the above principles.  

Ecotourism is often used interchangeably with nature tourism or sustainable tourism, but it must 

Figure 1, Ecotourism as sustainable tourism strategy and sustainable 
development:  a model that combines social, environmental and economic aspects.  
(Beeler, 2000) 
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be kept in mind that the two do not always refer to the same things.  It is especially important not 

to confuse ecotourism with nature tourism as the latter does not incorporate the principle of 

conservation but refers rather to the more general travel to view nature (without the associated 

responsibilities towards it that ecotourism prescribes).  However, industry representatives and 

governments often regard ecotourism as equivalent to nature-based tourism.  (Brandon, April 

1996) This can be problematic and leads to cases of “greenwashing” – “the activity of giving a 

positive public image to putatively environmentally unsound practices” (Wikipedia, 2006a).  

Greenwashing involves enterprises defining themselves as “eco-friendly” and as catering to 

“ecotourism” in order to tap into the growing markets of travelers with pro-environmental and 

social values, without actually changing the way they operate in any important manner to take 

away from their negative environmental and social impacts.  Thus care must be taken when using 

the “ecotourism” label and such projects must be approached with a critical eye to assure that the 

principles are actually being met.   

In order to clarify the concepts for the sake of this paper, the definition of ecotourism used 

will be that of the Ecotourism Society which defines the concept as :  “purposeful travel to natural 

areas to understand the cultural and natural history of the environment; taking care not to alter the 

integrity of the ecosystem; producing economic opportunities that make the conservation of 

natural resources beneficial to local people” (Brandon, April 1996). Sustainable development will 

be defined as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs."  (WCED in (Beeler, 2000)  

 A final issue to address is the appropriateness of ecotourism in different situations.  

Ecotourism has often been touted a panacea, but the reality is that it has different degrees of 

applicability in different situations.  There are certain situations where a very careful analysis is 

necessary before the term and process of ecotourism can be applied such as cases of large-scale 

resorts or in locations where there has been no tourism in the past.  However, this concept has been 

deemed appropriate for this project as the circumstances of La Playita and its surrounding 

ecosystems show a high potential for a successful ecotourism development (as long as the above 

principles are followed).  The following sections will deal with tourism in Panama, as well as with 

the environmental, economic, and social aspect of ecotourism, and will tie together both the 

theoretical concepts and the practical results of the field work undertaken. 
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Index Value  Ranking

Price Competitiveness 37 83

Human Tourism 65 24

Infrastructure 67 30

Environment 91 4

Technology 42 107

Human Resources 58 74

Openness 50 94

Social 53 80

Table 1 Panama’s tourism competitiveness as 
calculated World Travel and Tourism 
Council’s competitiness monitor: Panama was 
tagged as average for all indexes with the 
exception of price competitiveness for which it 
was below average and for environment for 
environment for which it was above average.  The 
ranking is on 212 countries monitored (WTTC, 
2006a). 

4. PANAMA AND TOURISM 

 

 An essential part to researching and developing a tourism-related project is understanding 

that the tourism context in which this project will evolve.  This context is best viewed and 

understood at varying scales, from the global perspective down to the local or even individual 

perspective.  Travel and tourism, as we shall see further on, is the largest economy in the world.  

To further the context of our community-based ecotourism project in Panama, we will now focus 

on the position Panama occupies inside this worldwide business.  We will then explore tourism 

inside Panama.  We will conclude by a briefly overview of Panama’s policies concerning tourism. 

 

4.1 PANAMA IN THE GLOBAL TOURISM MARKET 

 

Panama does not rank as a global tourism power.   

The World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) 

ranks Panama’s travel and tourism economy as 93rd 

on 140 reviewed countries (WTTC, 2006b).  

Panama does not rank very high in terms of the 

number of tourists it is host to.  In 1996, Panama 

hosted only 442 720 tourists, less than one percent 

of the number of tourist welcomed by the United 

States of America (U.S.) in the same year.  The 

importance of Panama in the world of tourism is 

significantly more important in terms of income 

generated through tourism, though it is still not a key player on a global scale. In 1996, Panama’s 

revenue from tourism, 343 million U.S. dollars, was equivalent to more than five percent of the 

revenue from tourism in the U.S., which was 64 373 million at the time (authors calculations from 

data of the World Tourism Organization in (Segura, 1998).  This lack of importance in terms of 

share of the global amount of tourism and of the amount of revenue from tourism prevents Panama 

from having much weight in international organizations researching, regulating and developing 

tourism such as the World Tourism Organization and the World Trade Organization. 
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Figure 2 Number of tourists and income from 
tourism in the six countries of Central 
America: Panama is outranked by Costa Rica and 
Guatemala for the number of tourists hosted and 
comes after only Costa Rica in terms of income 
generated through tourism (OAS, 2006). 

Furthermore, Panama does not rank as a very 

competitive country in terms of tourism.  The World 

Travel and Tourism Council has developed a 

competitiveness monitor to track countries 

competitively for tourism using a number of 

indicators (WTTC, 2006a).  Panama was tagged as 

average for all the indicators, with the exception of 

price competitiveness for which it was below 

average and for environment for which it was above 

average (Table 1).  However, the results given by 

this specific set of indicators must be taken lightly as 

they do not reflect the specific conditions that make 

Panama an attractive competitive tourism 

destination. For instance, the environmental indicator does not recognize touristy appeal of the 

impressive percentage of Panama set aside as protected areas, nor does the social indicator or the 

openness indicator reflect the positive impact of the 

great cultural diversity present in Panama on 

tourism.  Furthermore, Panama has a competitive 

advantage in tourism’s most dynamic sector, 

ecotourism, due to its exceptional endowment in 

terms of natural and cultural heritage (Tribaldos, 

1998). Contrasting with these somber world 

rankings, Panama does rank amongst the top per 

capita earners from tourism in the world, which 

denotes the importance of tourism for the country. 

 Contrasting further with the global ranking 

of Panama for tourism, Panama does represent a 

regional strength.  Panama ranks third in Central 

America in terms of number of tourists for the years 

Figure 3: Yearly number of tourist and value 
of tourism in Panama for 1987 to 1996 and for 
the years 2003 and 2004: the blue line represents 
an exponential growth curve for number of 
tourists and the green line is an exponential 
growth for income generated by tourism, the 
regression tighly correlates to the data in both 
cases with a high R2 value of 0.83 (as compiled 
by the author from (IPAT, 2006; Segura, 1998) 
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Figure 5 Number of visitors to Panama 
National Parks as compared to number of 
tourist arrivals in Panama for the years 1994, 
1995 and 1996:  we can see that for this period, 
the number of visitors to national parks is 
growing faster than the number of tourists 
entering the country (compiled from (Segura, 
1998). 

1995 and 1996 and second in terms of income generated through tourism for the same years 

(Figure 2).  For the years 1995 and 1996, Panama accounted for fourteen percent of tourism entries 

to Central America and twenty-three percent of Central American tourism revenue (OAS, 2006). 

 

4.2 TOURISM IN PANAMA 

 

 Though Panama does not represent a 

global strength in the domain of tourism, tourism 

remains an important socio-economic sector in 

Panama.  In 2006, tourism in Panama, is expected 

to account for 11.5 % of GDP through direct and 

indirect income, a dramatic hike up from 4.23% in 

1996, and will be responsible for 129 000 jobs 

(10.9 % of total employment) (Segura, 1998; 

WTTC, 2006b).  Tourism now outranks bananas, 

sugar, shrimp, meat and coffee exports combined 

for export value (Tribaldos, 1998). Furthermore, 

tourism in Panama, in terms of number of tourists 

and income from tourism, has sustained a healthy, 

possibly exponential, growth for the past 17 years, 

at a yearly rate of increase slightly higher than the 

global increase in tourism of 4.6 percent per year for 

this period (Figure 3). 

 The extent of information on tourism inside 

Panama is almost solely limited to information 

gathered at the entry and exit of the country.  One of 

the interesting trends that can be observed through 

this data is the overarching importance of tourists in 

provenance of North America and South America 

(Figure 4).  We can also note that tourism from 

North America seems to be growing steadily 

Figure 4: Number of tourists in Panama in 
provenance of different regions of the world:  
the importance of South America and North 
America for Panama’s tourism industry is evident 
(as compiled from (IPAT, 2006) 
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whereas tourism from most other regions is either stagnant or growing very slowly.  This would 

indicate that in the development of a tourism project in Panama, one should observe trends in 

North American and South American tourists and should prioritize means to better answer to the 

needs of this group. 

 There is presently no data on ecotourism in Panama.  This data is bitterly missing for the 

better development and management of ecotourism operations in the country.  However, Panama 

does compile the number of entries to its national park system.  It can be safely estimated that 

people entering national parks could be tagged as ecotourists under most of the definitions of the 

term.  Through this data, we can see a trend towards an increase in number of visitors to national 

parks, both in absolute number and relatively to the total amount of tourist in Panama, for the year 

1994 to 1996 (Figure 5).  We must caution that this increase may be due to better monitoring.  

Furthermore, visitors to national parks only represent a small part of ecotourism. More over, 

national parks represent less than a third of Panama’s protected areas (Segura, 1998). Despite these 

lacunas in the data, we believe we can judge that ecotourism in Panama is increasing both in 

absolute and relative amounts. 

 Another sector for which data is painfully missing in Panama is internal tourism. However, 

we do know that Panamanians do travel inside Panama, mostly during the Semana Santa (March-

April) and during Carnival (Februray) (Segura, 1998). 

 In terms of geographic distribution of tourism activities in Panama, activities concentrate 

on the metropolitan area of the capital city.  Most of the investment is done in this region and the 

impact of tourism has only been felt lightly, if at all, through the other parts of the country 

(Tribaldos, 1998).  This contrasts with tourists’ points of entry into the country.  Though fifty 

percent of tourists enter by the Tocumen International Airport, near the capital city, and another 

three percent enter through the Fuerte Amador port in the capital city, forty-seven percent enter the 

country through points more remote to the city.  Most importantly for the development of this 

specific project with the community of La Playita, thirty-nine percent of tourists enter the country 

through ports in or around the city of Colón (author’s calculations from (IPAT, 2006). However, 

sadly for the development of the region of Colón, few of these tourists remain in the area, let alone 

in the city of Colón.  In Panama’s Tourism Institute data, it appears that fifty-three percent of 

passengers of cruise ships stay in the vicinity of their port of arrival.  However, these statistics 

only account for the tours offered by the cruise ships.  Thus passengers that do not choose one of 
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the tours offered by the ship are believed to also stay in the vicinity of the port.  However, as we 

have understood through discussion and observation, most of these tourist simply choose a tour 

that was not offered by the cruise ship and still leave the area of the port, and most often than not, 

leave the cities boundaries. 

 

4.3 THE NEED FOR MORE DATA 

 

 The World Tourism Organization (WTO), presently holds more data on the tourism 

condition in Panama than does the Panamanian Tourism Institute (IPAT).  IPAT presently only 

makes available a small array of statistics for the incredibly small period of 2001 to 2003. This 

would not be an appalling situation if WTO data was freely available, but this is not the case.  

There is presently no extensive tourism data for Panama available freely. This is a paralyzing 

situation for research on tourism development and for tourism development when little or no funds 

are available.  Furthermore, some data is not even available for a fee.  Internal tourism, which 

would be particularly important for the local valuation ecosystem through ecotourism, is outright 

absent of all data on Panama’s tourism.  Also paramount to our present research, data for 

ecotourism activities in Panama is presently thin to inexistent. 

 Panama as a country should rapidly fill this void.  Lack of information paralyses 

investment.  Efforts in providing better statistics on the present tourism conditions may be more 

cost effective at promoting local development and foreign investment than would direct tax breaks.  

Low cost solutions to this information vacuum, such as country exit surveys and gathering 

information from tourism corporations, should be easy to implement.  The alternative, as was 

suggested by Dr, Richard H. Payne, would be to encourage tourism research in Panama’s 

universities (Payne, 1998). 

  

4.4 PANAMA’S TOURISM POLICIES 

 

 Presently, law number 8 of June 14th 1994 “Where by tourist activities are promoted in the 

Republic of Panama” represents the bulk of Panama’s policies concerning tourism (1994).  An 

impressive majority of the articles contained in this law strives to increase foreign investment into 

Panama’s tourism industry, to facilitate the advertising of a tourism in Panama internationally and 
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to promote the stay of tourists in Panama.  This effort consists mostly in a vast array of tax breaks 

on real estate, imported materials and profits.  Only a single series of articles, starting with article 

18, could be beneficial to local small-scale operation not capable of real estate investment, foreign 

material import or large taxable profits.  This is done through the establishment of a Tourism 

Employment Certificate that entitles the holder to twenty-one and half percent of its  gross monthly 

payroll up to a 400$ payment.  However, this series of articles only applies to lodging and 

restoration services, which makes it futile for our present effort.  There is thus no provision in this 

law that could stimulate a project such as the present small-scale community-based ecotourism 

enterprise.   

 Most other legislation relating directly to tourism is concerned with making Panama the 

retirement paradise of the Americas, once more through a series of tax breaks to retirees.  This 

once more can not directly stimulate the establishment of the project we are now concerned with. 

 Ceaser Tribaldos, general manager Instituto Panameño de Tourismo (IPAT) in 1998, 

outlined the governments efforts in tourism in Vision, Mission and Development of Ecotourism 

Plan in Panama (Tribaldos, 1998).  He separates these efforts into four categories.  First, 

providing the economic resources needed for the creation of a national tourism development plan 

through fund from the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB).  At the time of writing this 

paper, this plan was either not finished or the efforts were altogether abandoned.  Second, creating 

regional committees formed by the most important players in ecotourism of the region.  We are 

not aware of any committee for the region of Colón, making this policy irrelevant to our 

prospective project.  Third, strategic alliances for conservation in leisure tourism were to be 

created with the support of consultant services.  Promoting the formation of a strategic alliance 

between PULP and members of the private sector (tour operators) non-governmental sector (non-

for profit ecotourism development agencies) and governmental agencies (ANAM and IPAT) 

would give a substantial stimulus for the development of this project.  Sadly, we have not found 

any branch of the government presently engaged in such activities,  at least not a the small scale 

level. 

 The last policy effort put forth to promote tourism is a massive education program to train 

Panama’s human resources (Tribaldos, 1998).  This is the only governmental effort of which we 

have seen concrete repercussions through our project.  On April 17, 2006, Indira Olmos from the 

IPAT Colón regional office invited five members of the community of La Playita through the 
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intermediate of Benjamin Ordoñez to a conference and workshop on attention to the consumer.  

Two members of the community partook in the event that spanned from April 17 to April 21 2006. 

 The present vision encompassing Panama’s present tourism policies give an uncanny 

advantage to large-scale foreign tourism development over local small-scale operations.  Our 

present project is not notably stimulated by any of Panama’s policies.  As we shall see, this type of 

project, community based-ecotourism projects, should actually be promoted by national policy.  

Panama needs to reduce what Dimas Arcia, the assistant director of INRENARE in 1998, called 

the “institutional delay” and answer the present needs of Panama’s tourism industry (Arcia, 1998). 
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5. ECOTOURISM FOR  DEVELOPMENT IN LA PLAYITA AND CONSERVATION OF ISLA GALETA  

 

5.1 ISLA GALETA’S ENVIRONEMENT AND ECOTOURISM 

 

 The Isla Galeta protected area is home to diverse and beautifully rich ecosystems.  It is 

situated between 9° 26’ 10” and 79° 29’ 42” northern latitude and 79° 16’ 15” and 79° 06’ 56” 

western longitude and covers 6 964,27 square meters (CSP, 2003).  Due to its geographic 

situation, the protected area could represent an important asset to the Mesoamerican Biological 

Corridor (Corredor Biologico Mesoamericano, CBM), though it has presently been ignored as 

such. To explore the potential for ecotourism in this area, certain knowledge about the ecology of 

the area is needed, as the ecological diversity will serve as the main attraction for future 

ecotourists.  It is equally important to understand how this area is managed to know the 

appropriate authorities that need to be advised of the development of this project, for their 

permission to operate and for their potential support.  Despite the care of the present management 

of the area, the ecosystems it protects are being greatly menaced.  We will explore these threats 

and see how ecotourism could contribute to the conservation of the natural landscape.  Lastly, we 

will try to determine if ecotourism, as it is meant to be developed in this project, could have 

harmful impacts on the environment and if these impacts could outweigh the contribution 

ecotourism has made towards environmental protection. 

 

 5.1.1 Ecological Characteristics 

 

 The Isla Galeta protected area is situated on a peninsula to the east of the Panama Canal’s 

Caribbean opening.  It protects a costal reef ecosystem, an intertidal zone and an extensive 

mangrove forest.  All three of these ecosystems are of great interest for nature lovers and thus for 

an ecotourism operation. 

 

 The coral reefThe coral reef   

 Although the coral reef has suffered various assaults, it remains rich and beautiful. Coral 

reefs provide a large variety of ecological goods and services.  Coral reefs are the hatching and 

growing grounds of many commercially exploited species.  They provide a structural resistance to 
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mainland erosion and serve as biological filters for nutrients. Fredrik Moberg and Carl Folke 

provide a more comprehensive and extensive look into goods and services provided by reefs in 

Ecological goods and services of coral reef ecosystems (Folke, 1999).  The importance of these 

goods and services makes coral reef conservation very important.  From perspective of tourism 

development, only during the time of this investigation, many species of touristic appeal were 

directly observed in the reef.  To name a few of the impressive fish species that were spoted during 

snorkeling sessions: barracudas (Sphyraena barracuda), sting rays (Dasyatis Americana), moray 

eels (Gymnothorax funebris and Gymnotorax moringa), needle fish (Platibelone argalus), 

parrotfish (Scarus coelestinus and Sparisoma viride), burrfish and porcupinefish (Chilomycterus 

atinga and Diodon hystrix) and drums (Equetus punctatus) amongst many others.  Juvenile stages 

of hundreds of other species could also be spotted.  Other fauna encountered included the green 

turtle (Chelonia mydas), anemones and small caiman crocodiles (Caiman crocodilus).  The Isla 

Galeta reef was qualitatively compared for attractiveness to reefs at both Portobello (at reefs called 

Lone Rock and Iron Castle) and at Isla Grande.  The reef at Isla Galeta has less sedimentation and 

visibility is equal or better than the three other sites visited.  Species richness is comparable at all 

sites.  Sadly, the reef at Isla Galeta bears the scars of military presence on the peninsula as cement 

blocks and tubing can be found throughout the reed.  There are presently no non-scientific 

operations taking advantage of the beauty of the Galeta reef.  

 

 The intertidal zoneThe intertidal zone   

The intertidal zone surrounding Isla Galeta is formed of a coral platform at sites and sea-

grass beds at others.  As the intertidal zone is exposed half the time, the coral platforme is entirely 

bleached, formed only of dead coral.  Coral platform and sea-grass beds can be explored on foot at 

low tide. Both are teeming with invertebrate organisms with a wide spectrum of sea slugs 

(Aplysiidae), sea cucumbers (Holothuroidea), sea-urchins (Euechinoidea) and britle-stars 

(Ophiuroidea) amongst others.  Pools are also formed in coral shelf, which allow for the direct 

observation of the importance of the coral reef as fingerling raising grown as thousands of larval 

and juvenile fish can be observed swimming in these hollows. 
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 The mangrovesThe mangroves   

The mangrove ecosystem could be considered the jewel of this protected area.  The 

mangroves at Isla Galeta remain mostly intact and are host to 7 of Panama’s 14 mangrove species, 

though three of the seven where introduced (Ordoñez, 2006b). In contrast with the mangrove 

forest near Isla Grande, the mangroves of Isla Galeta do not show signs of clearing for wood or 

land. Though the floral species composition is based around these seven mangrove species, more 

than a hundred-and-four plant species have been identified in the protected area (CSP, 2003). 

Similarly to corral reefs, mangrove forests provide a spectrum of ecological goods and services.  

Travelers in the mangrove forest estuaries can actually see some of these environmental processes 

in action.  Mangroves provide hatching grounds for a great many commercially desirable fish 

stocks and fingerlings and larvae can be seen in the estuaries.  Mangroves serve as physical and 

biochemical filters; this process is made evident by the change in water clarity when traveling 

through mangroves in the estuaries.  C. Baan has compiled a more comprehensive list of services 

provided by mangroves in An economic analysis of alternative mangrove management strategies 

in Koh Kong Province, Cambodia (Baan, 1997). Great efforts have been made to valorize 

mangrove forests by assigning a value to these ecological services (Gilbert, 1998).  However, 

Panama as a country still greatly underestimates the value of its mangroves, assigning them a price 

tag of 10 000 dollars an hectare.  In addition to the visible ecological services and to the 

mangroves themselves, the great faunal diversity of the area will attract tourists.  The mangroves 

at Isla Galeta are host to a diversity of fauna including the three-toed sloth (Bradypus variegatis), 

howler monkeys (Alouatta palliata), caiman crocodile (C. crocodilus), a huge spectrum of birds 

(as examples: Ceryle torquata, Sula dactylatra granti and Ardea cocoi) and 96 species of crabs. 

 The three ecosystems under the protected area’s management all have great tourist appeal 

and are in considerable biological health. 

 

 5.1.2 Management 

 

  The Isla Galeta protected area is one of the few protected areas in Panama that is co-

managed by multiple organizations. The area is designated as a protected landscape (paisaje 

protegido) and is presently co-managed by Panama Environment Authority (Autoridad National 

del Ambiante, ANAM) in collaboration with the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute (STRI), 
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Technological Institute of Panama 

(Universidad Tecnológica de Panamá),  

University of Panama (Universidad de 

Panamá), Mayors office of the district of Colón 

(Alcaldía del Distrito de Colón) and the 

Foundation for Investment and Development of 

Colón (Fundación Pro-Inversión y Desarrollo 

de Colón) (CBM, 2003). 

The ANAM developed a management 

plan for the protected landscape, which 

designates five management zones (Figure 6).  

For the purpose of this project, two major aspects of this zoning are interesting.  First, there is a 

zone setout for the exclusive purpose of controlled ecotourism (ecotourismo controlado).  

However, this zone does not cover any of the peninsula’s estuaries or any area where boat tours of 

the mangroves could be performed (CSP, 2003).  Second, the region of the estuaries and lagoon, 

where boat tours could be done, was covered by a concession to the National Secretary of Science, 

Technology and Innovation (Secretario Nacional de Ciencia, Tecnología e Innovación, 

SENACYT), which later reverted back to the Interoceanic Region Authority (Autoridad Regional 

Interoceanica, ARI) and is thus presently managed outside of the protected landscape management 

plan (Ordoñez, 2006a).  However, ANAM behaves as the acting administrator of the this zone. 

Despite this complicated management scheme, ANAM, through it’s officials, act as main, 

if not sole, administrator of the Isla Galeta protected area.  However, these ecosystems are 

presently under considerable pressure and can be considered outright threatened (Annexe 1). 

  

 5.1.3 Environmental Threats 

 

 The three ecosystems of Isla Galeta have either already been damaged or are being 

threatened by a large number of human activities (Annexe 1).  To better understand how 

ecotourism can contribute to their conservation, a better knowledge of these threats is essential. 

 

 

Figure 6, Zonification of the Isla Galeta protected 
area: notice the green section for ecotourism and 
the fushia concession to ARI (CBM, 2003). 
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 Oil spillsOil spills   

  There is a defunct oil refinery, which used to be Refinería Panamá, in the vicinity of the 

Isla Galeta protected area.  During its operations, two oil spills contaminated the region, one in 

1968 when the tanker Witwater sank and one in 1986 when one of the tanks of the refinery burst. 

Both spills caused extensive damage to the regions coral reefs (Héctor M. Guzmán, 1990) and to 

the regions mangroves (Norman C. Duke, 1997).  Though the refinery is no longer in operation, 

the area is still vulnerable to oil spills from tankers transiting through the Canal or towards the 

transisthmic pipeline in western Panama. 

  

  ScrScr ap metalap metal   

 Scrap metal has represented a major threat to the region’s mangroves.  During the 

American military presence in the area, infrastructures of different purposes were installed 

throughout the region.  After the withdrawal of the Americans in 1999, many of these 

infrastructures were abandoned.  A few efforts to recuperate the scrap metal, a reletively lucrative 

activity in Panama, contained in these infrastructures were undertaken.  One of these ventures led 

to the creation of large trails for heavy machinery in the vicinity and possibly inside the protected 

area, destroying tracts of mangrove forest.  Though this threat can be considered past, its impact 

has not been negligible. 

 

 Canal transitCanal transit   

  Due to its geographic position, the Isla Galeta protected area is vulnerable to all 

ecologically harmful aspects of the high large boat traffic in the Canal Zone.  The environmental 

impact of this large boat traffic has been little, if at all, studied.  There are many potential impacts 

of this traffic on the protected area.  The first threat to the area may be ballast water and the 

potential species invasion.  Both fauna and flaura, aquatic and terrestrial, individuals can be 

transported from almost any place in the world in ballast water and released upon exiting the 

Canal, near the Galeta area, making this area specially prone to species invasion.  The second 

potential threat from large boat traffic is the fuel and other chemicals, from anti-rust paints or from 

cleaning products, which boats leak out into the sea.  Further studies need to be done to understand 

the impact of heavy boat traffic on costal ecosystems. The three ecosystems could be equally 

affected by the boat traffic. 
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 DevelopmentDevelopment   

  The mangrove forest of the protected area and of the fringing unprotected area is being 

threatened by development projects.  Already, the initiation of the expansion of the Colón airport 

and of a multimodal industrial and services center (Centro Multimodal Industrial y de Servicios, 

CEMIS) project has caused substantial mangrove deforestation, despite the fact that the project 

was put on hold and remains on hold at the moment of writing this report.  The expansion of the 

container lots would also threaten the mangrove and already, the edge of the mangroves nearest 

the lots has been cut back.  Any activity that threatens the integrity of the mangroves also threatens 

the intertidal zone and the barrier reef through increased sedimentation and siltation, reduction in 

hatching grounds for reef fish, reduced filtration of chemicals, among other effects of reduced 

mangrove cover on these ecosystems. 

  

  LitterLitter   

 At the moment, the mangroves represent a remote place where few people go.  It has thus 

been seen by some as an ideal place to dispose of unwanted waste: out of sight, out of mind.  There 

are thus mounds of garbage at certain sites in the mangroves.  The litter threatens the mangrove 

ecosystem through chemical contamination, physical disturbance of the milieu, but also as a 

source of potential chocking or strangulating material for the fauna in the region. 

 

 FishingFishing   

 Fishing is actually the detrimental activity that led to the initiation of this project.  

Fishermen from the community of La Playita and from other surrounding communities where seen 

or caught fishing in the protected area.  Though the artisanal fishing techniques used by the 

fishermen of the La Playita probably do not significantly harm the reefs, they do apply a 

harvesting pressure on the reef’s fish that is not desired inside the protected area.  One of the fears 

for the artisan fishery is that there is no selection between mature and juvenile individuals, 

potentially reducing some species’ reproduction rate, effectively lowering the sustainable harvest 

limit. One of the forms of fishing that does however have greater ecological impact is fishing 

targeting threatened species such as octopus fishing on the reef and in the intertidal zone and 

langouste fishing on the reef.  The effect of this illegal and undesirable impact of octopus and 
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langouste fishing is compounded by the fact that juvenile individuals represent a great proportion 

of the catch, limiting the species’ survival potential in the region.  Octopus and langouste fishing 

were observed many times during the course of this investigation. 

 There is happily no industrial fishing in the area at this time.  However, one of the 

proposed development projects for La Playita was the establishment of an industrial fishing port.  

The development of industrial fishing in the region could be catastrophic for the regions fish 

stocks and the coral reefs health. 
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 5.1.4 Contributions of Ecotourism to Conservation 

 

 It is now clearly recognized that ecotourism, and more specifically, community-based 

ecotourism can contribute significantly to conservation.  Many of the international conservation 

organization now promote or recognize community-based ecotourism’s potential for conservation 

(as examples: (CI, 2006; NC, 2006).  However, ecotourism has been flaunted as a panacea, both 

for tourism and conservation’s ills.  We will thus avoid theoretical discourse on the benefits of 

ecotourism and concentrate on the specific project at hand and how it could concretely contribute 

to conservation. 

  

  Financing source for conservationFinancing source for conservation   

  Traditionally, the main contribution of ecotourism to conservation has been seen as the 

funding ecotourism activities can provide to conservation efforts.  Ecotourism revenue can be 

captured for conservation use through user fees, concessions, sales and royalties, taxation and 

donations (Brandon, April 1996).  In the context of this proposed project, entry fees to the 

protected area collected by ANAM, which now stand at one dollar for Panamanians and three 

dollars for foreigners, would be the project’s contribution to conservation in this traditional mind 

set.  However, there are many weaknesses to this approach of ecotourism for conservation.  The 

first is that fees will intimidate the development of the project and possibly force the community to 

operate outside of the protected area.  Second, this approach is the most indirect way in which 

ecotourism financial contribution could be used, as the funds provided by entry fees are not 

directly invested into the Isla Galeta protected area, but rather are worked through the heavy 

bureaucratic machinery of ANAM, greatly reducing the effectiveness of this contribution. 

 We believe that the economic contribution of ecotourism to conservation through fees 

should be used with caution, or at best, ignored. 

 

  Harvesting pressureHarvesting pressure   

 The most obvious contribution of the proposed project to conservation is in itself the first 

objective set out at the start of the project: reduce the fishing incursions into the protected area by 

the fishermen of the La Playita community.  Providing an alternative source of income to the 

fishermen, effectively reducing their need for fishing, contributes to reducing the harvesting 
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pressure.  This is a positive alternative to simple enforcement, as positive reinforcement of good 

actions is widely accepted as more effective than punishment.  Providing incentives to perform 

ecotourism, the financial gain of the endeavor, will be more effective than warnings, fines and 

arrests for poaching. 

 

PP resence and Enforcementresence and Enforcement   

  The fishermen of La Playita never were the sole transgressors into the Isla Galeta protected 

area.  As we have said, one of the major harvesting threats is langouste and octopus fishing which 

is done by actors outside of the La Playita community.  Other transgressors also included the 

people who dump trash in the mangroves and the people collecting scrap metal.  As we have seen, 

the ecotourism will reduce the incursions of fishermen involved in the project, but it will also 

contribute to reducing the transgressions of other poachers and trespassers. The establishment of 

an ecotourism project will have a two-fold impact on transgressions into the protected area by 

people not involved in the project.  First, the tourism project will increase the traffic in the area.  

This will probably intimidate trespassers and poachers.  Second, an ecotourism project in the 

protected area will give a much needed tool to the local enforcement personnel.  Presently, the 

people responsible for the enforcement of the area’s rules and borders have no means to get to the 

offenders.  Through the course of this investigation, we have been witness to many occasions 

where security guards and local police were left powerless in front of poaching on the protected 

area’s reef because they did not have a boat to go and warn, fine or apprehend the offenders.  

Police officers could accompany some of the tours, providing the tourists with an extra sense of 

security and giving the means to the officer to perform his duty of protecting the area.  Already, 

during the first pilot tour of the mangrove, this theory was successfully put to the test.  A police 

officer of the national police’s environment protection division (Policia Nacional) accompanied us 

on the tour.  This effectively allowed the officer to catch two people illegally fishing for octopus, 

confiscate their catch and some of their equipment and give them a stout warning. The catch of 

these fishermen were eight juvenile octopuses, a substantial loss to the local octopus population 

viability (Annex 1). 

 In this specific proposed project, ecotourism has had and will probably continue to have a 

positive impact through increased presence and contributions to the protected area’s enforcement. 
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  ValorizationValorization   

  It is clear that both Panama’s government and the local communities undervalue the 

mangrove forests.  As we have seen, the government of Panama, through ANAM, values 

mangroves at 10 000 dollars a hectare.  Though no economic valuation has been done of the Isla 

Galeta mangroves, we believe we can safely assume that these mangroves are worth more.  We 

believe that ecotourisms will contribute to the valorization of the Isla Galeta’s mangroves and 

other ecosystem in two ways.  First, an ecotourism project will contribute to the recognition of the 

present value of this ecosystem.  Ecotourism in the protected area will help educate the local 

public, through the local guides reaching out in their community and through tourists from 

Panama, and international public, on the value of these ecosystems.  Second, ecotourism will 

actually add a direct economic value to the mangroves.  Local communities will actually profit 

economically from the pristine state of these mangroves. 

 Increasing the recognition for or directly increasing the value of the protected area’s 

ecosystem will contribute to their conservation.  Though ecotourism will contribute to the 

recognition, a formal economic valuation such as that performed by Suthawan Sathirathai in Surat 

Thani in South of Thailand is desirable for better recognition at the policy level (Sathirathai, 

2003). 

  

  Information and MonitoringInformation and Monitoring   

  Increased information on the protected area’s ecosystem is essential for their conservation.  

There are many ways in which the development of an ecotourism project could contribute 

information on these ecosystems.  Both guides and tourist can provide a significant amount of 

information and this can be done both voluntarily or as a requisite to enter and enjoy the protected 

area.  Guides or tourists could be ask to voluntarily hold a log of the birds seen every tour.  The 

Breeding Bird Survey is an excellent example of volunteer surveys contributing significantly to 

science and conservation (M.J. Raven, 2003).  Guides could be asked to take samples on a regular 

basis for specific research purposes or track specific changes through time.  We believe there is 

almost a limitless potential for the integration of this potential ecotourism project to be integrated 

into scientific investigation of the region.  Furthermore, monitoring of the environmental impact of 

the ecotourism project could be done with enough reliability through detailed surveys given to 
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tourists.  The surveys could also allow monitoring of the evolution of the project and of the 

protected area’s general ecological welfare. 

  

  RestorationRestoration   

 An ecotourism project could indirectly contribute to the restoration of the Isla Galeta 

ecosystems.  For instance, the fishermen partaking in the first pilot tour demonstrated their disgust 

for the mounds of litter.  They understood that such unsightly spoiling of the ecosystems would be 

very detrimental to tourism and pledge to help clean up the mangroves.  Ecotourism could also 

contribute to the restoration of the reef if scuba diving becomes popular in the protected areas, as 

divers could collect harmful detritus such as pieces of nets and ropes. 

  

5.1.5 Environmental Risks of Ecotourism 

 

 Though most of the present reticence to ecotourism revolves around the use of ecotourism 

principles to curb the negative impacts of industrial scale tourism as seen, for example, in the 

World Wildlife Fund’s  (WWF) postings on ecotourism (Isaacs, 2000; WWF, 2006), there remains 

environmental risks associated with even a small scale project such as the one being analyzed by 

this document. 

 The greatest environmental risks come sprout from potential irresponsible behavior of 

either guides or tourists.  Such irresponsible conduct could include discarding litter overboard, 

removing or harming plants or fishing in the area.  Though the harmful impact of ecotourism may 

not be completely eliminated, following a set of norms could greatly reduce the risks.  These 

norms maybe the simple adoption of guidelines set up by international organizations or the 

creation of guidelines by the community. 

 Also, the importance of monitoring the impacts of the tourism operation on the 

environment must not be neglected.  As we have seen, a certain amount of monitoring information 

gathering can be done internally through surveys.  Further monitoring could be done by studies 

performed by STRI staff or local university students. 

 Despite the potential environmental cost of the proposed project, we believe that the 

conservation benefits heavily outweigh these potential costs. 
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5.2 ECONOMICS OF ECOTOURISM 

 

5.2.1 Introducing the industry 

 

 The basic economics idea behind community-based ecotourism is that by creating an 

economically self-sustaining project, it will contribute to community development while at the 

same time providing an economic incentive for conservation.  In the specific context of this 

project, it should, theoretically, increase the incomes of the La Playita fishermen involved in the 

project as well as adding productive economic value to the mangroves around Isla Galeta thus 

creating further incentives for their conservation. 

 Certain theoretical aspects about the economic side of tourism in general and ecoutourism 

more specifically first need to be addressed before moving on to the practical implications of this 

in terms of the context of the project. What, then, are the economical arguments for ecotourism 

and what is the theory behind them?  Travel and tourism are the world’s largest industry.  

Estimates for 2006 indicated that travel and tourism would generate 3.6% of world GDP ($1.754 

trillion in USD), contribute 9.3% ($1010.7 trillion) of the world’s capital investment and generate 

8.7% of total employment (234 million jobs worldwide). (WTTC, 2006b) 

In Panama, estimates for 2006 indicate that travel and tourism demand has accounted for 

$2203 million in USD and has experienced 5.7% in real growth.  The country’s travel and tourism 

sector accounts for 4.5% of the industry GDP and 11.5% of the economy GDP for the country. Its 

profits account for 11.2 % of exports (since tourism profits generated within the country from 

international tourism contribute to foreign exchange, they are counted as exports).  Finally, the 

industry receives 4.8% of the national government’s expenditure. (WTTC, 2006b) 

The market forces that have led to an increase in tourism have been the increases in real 

income and leisure time (especially in developed countries), as well as advances in transportation 

technology that have made travel more affordable to greater amounts of people.  The net outflow 

of tourism money is from the global North to the global South.  (Brandon, April 1996) 

 As mentioned previously, ecotourism is a small but fast growing sub-sector of this 

industry.  The typical ecotourist, according to market profiles, tends to be wealthy, well-educated, 

and older (in 45 – 65 yrs old category).  Men and women are equally represented in this type of 

tourism.  There are further distinctions within this profile:  that of the “hard” versus “soft” 
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ecotourist which influences the types of services that are expected.  “Hard” ecotourists are more 

likely to spend money at small and locally owned enterprises and are more accepting of basic, as 

opposed to luxurious, types of services and tourist activities. (Brandon, April 1996) 

 

5.2.2 Supply and Demand 

 

Demand 

 

The results of the interviews and surveys have shown that there is a demand for ecotourism 

in Panama, as well as for boat tourism of the mangroves more specifically.  This demand 

originates from a subset of the tourism sector as a whole and is highest among people that consider 

themselves “ecotourists” and book tours with tour operators specializing in eco-tours.  The results 

from the interview with Ana Cecilia Young, owner of Ecocircuitos on (eco-tour operator) show 

that most of these tourists tend to be European (“they tend to be more aware of sustainability”) and 

before coming to Panama book circuits that are 7 days or longer.  Many of these tourists are bird-

watchers, above 45 years of age (although there are some honeymooners).  On average the tour 

operator sends about 5 – 8 ecotourists a week to the Colon region.  There is also some demand 

from both international and local school and university groups for eco-tourism, which can be 

extrapolated from the elevated school group visitation levels of the Punta Galeta Marine 

Laboratory as well. (Ordoñez, 2006c)   

Demand from cruise ship tourists is intermediate and, according to Henry Josephs, the 

director of operations of Shorex Panama, varies by cruise ship line.  Tourists from luxury cruise 

ship lines such as Cunard or Seabourne (which Shorex most frequently works with) have a higher 

demand for ecotourism activities than those from the Carnival Cruise Lines.  According to Henry 

Josephs, there is definitely some demand as shown by the tourist choice of cruise ship route 

(passing through Costa Rica, which is a world-famous ecotourism destination).  Meanwhile the 

interview with Dagmar Novey of Aventuras 2000, which often deal with the Carnival cruise ships, 

confirmed the fact that interest in ecotourism on the part of those tourists was small but growing.  

The demand for cruise ship tourists also tends to be for higher-capacity activities, which doesn’t 

correspond to the scale of the planned project.  However, some tourists are known to venture out 
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of the port on independently and look for activities, and this may be a possibility for 

circumventing the issue of scale.   

Demand from internal tourism in Panama is low.  This is not necessarily due to a lack of 

interest in ecotourism, as the interview with Robert Caicero of ANAM indicated that many people 

of all ages and education levels visit Panama’s protected areas.  Its is more an indication that 

internal tourists do not deal with tour operators but rather visit sites dire ctly. Avery different 

approach must be taken to incite these types of tourists to come.  Finally, IPAT is currently 

working on promoting internal tourism so there is potential for demand in this area to change in 

the future. 

 

Results of tourist survey:  demand indicators 

 

The tourist survey conducted at the port of 

Colon 2000 with tourists from a Carnival cruise 

ship gives important indicators about the demand 

for mangrove ecotourism, as well as of what kind 

of tours the demand is for. The majority of 

respondents (58%) considered themselves to be 

ecotourists (Figure 7).  However, as mentioned 

previously, this could also be due to the vague and 

multiple definitions of ecotourism that exist.  As 

the respondents were asked this but were not given 

a standardized definition, potential for variability 

is high since different people may have different definitions of the concept.   

 Responses about the importance of environmental conservation and community 

participation in choice of tour or activity also indicated that some of the tourists shared the values 

of ecotourism.  In terms of environmental conservation, the most frequent category picked was 5, 

indicating high importance (Figure 8). 

 

 

 

Would you consider yourself an 

ecotourist? (figure a)

Yes

58%

No

42%

Figure 7 of tourists that consider 
themselves ecotourists (from tourist 
survey) 
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Figure 8 Results of tourist survey: 
importance of environmental 
conservation in choice of tour activity 

 

Community participation was also an 

important factor for many respondents.  A word of 

caution needs to said about these findings, however.  

There is often a discrepancy between words and 

action.  Due to issues of social desirability, tourists 

may have given higher priority to these values in 

theory than they actually attribute to them when 

actually choosing a tour activity.  Other factors 

listed as important to the respondents in this type of 

tour included seeing flora and fauna, an interesting 

and  knowledgeable guide, a reasonable price, a 

safe boat and secure location, group size 

(preference for small), the chance to learn about local culture, and beautiful sites where there is 

clear water and no pollution.  Factors that would discourage respondents from taking this type of 

tour included bad weather, unreasonable costs, lack of comfort, lack of time, the reputation of the 

tour providers (if bad reputation), lack of time, 

and bugs.  All respondents preferred to take part 

in tour activities with a small groups size –a 

positive factor for demand for this type of project.  

None of the respondents would take a tour given 

in Spanish, which indicates that there is high 

demand for English in the tour.  Finally, none of 

the respondents have previously taken a boat tour 

of the mangroves, which can be positive for 

demand since it represents a new and original 

activity. However it is there also important to 

provide a good explanation as to what mangroves 

are all about to garner interest, especially since several of the respondents did not know what 

mangroves were.  Several respondents indicated that air conditioning and shopping were important 

to them as part of the tour, which is clearly not what this project entails.  Thus it is fair to conclude 
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that demand on the part of the sample surveyed (which is itself only a sub-sample of the tourists 

that come to Panama) for the proposed project is medium.  

 

Supply 

 

 There is very little current supply for this type of project in Panama.  The one other known 

case of mangrove tourism by boat is the cooperative in Isla Grande.  From a broader perspective, 

although there are a few ecotourism operators in Panama, they provide a diverse range of 

activities, many concentrating on bird watching and the culture of indigenous people.  There are 

also many protected areas in Panama, which constitute a type of ecotourism.  However few of 

these concentrate on mangrove protection. It is thus fair to conclude that there is definitely a new 

niche from mangrove boat tours to be made that should not take away from other ecotourism 

activities. 

 

 

5.2.3 Management issues in ecotourism from an economics perspective 

 

 Ecotourism is seen as an important source of financing for conservation.  The following 

section will explore the different economic and management issues related to making ecotourism 

both environmentally and economically viable. 

 

Linkages/leakages, multipliers and the trickle-down effect:  implications for ecotourism 

management 

 

Many economists argue about the benefits of the “trickle-down” effect of tourism profits – 

the idea that profits of the industry “ultimately trickle down to lower-income individuals and the 

rest of the economy.” (Wikipedia, 2006c)  This was also seen in interviews with tour operators.  

For example, Henry Josephs mentioned that “tourism is an important part of development strategy, 

because the money that it brings trickles down, although most people don’t get paid directly by the 

tourists.” (Josephs, 2006)  This theory is further expanded on by the idea of “multiplier effects”, 

which addresses the indirect economic effects of the tourism industry.   According to this theory, 
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tourist expenditures “ripple throughout the local economy, through transactions from laborers to 

local markets, benefiting the whole community.” (McLaren, 1998) This means, for example, that 

on top of every job created directly by the tourism industry, many indirect jobs are created as well 

(hence the idea that jobs are multiplied).   

 However, in the context of developing countries such as Panama, these theories are quite 

problematic if we examine the way the tourism industry operates and its implications for 

development. Economically, the biggest problem is that most of the supply chain is owned and 

controlled by developed countries. (Brandon, April 1996)  This means that a lot of the money 

brought in by tourists does not remain in the 

local economy but rather leaks back to the 

countries that have supply ownership; this effect 

is known as leakages.  (McLaren, 1998) Thus 

leakages often negate the ideas of “trickle-

down” and multiplier effects since the money 

never makes it to the lower levels but rather is 

returned to the country of origin. 

This leads us to ask the question of who 

actually benefits from the income generated by 

tourism?  According to Rodrigo Noriega, the director General of Economic Affairs in the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of Panama, studies shows that on average 68% of this income remains in the 

developed countries, whereas in some areas of the world such as the Caribbean this number climbs 

to 80%. (Noriega, 1998) This means that leakage rates are very high. 

 This crucial issue was also encountered during the field work undertaken by the study 

group.  Interviews with tour operators and cruise ship tourists showed that there were high 

leakages in the flow of money from the tourists to the actual tourist-activity providers.  Contingent 

valuation surveys of the tourists conducted at the port of Colon 2000 by the study group showed 

that the most frequently cited range for tourist willingness to pay “for a three-hour boat tour of the 

mangroves conducted by members of a local community” was between 60-80$ (12 responses) 

(Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10, Results of tourist survey:  
willingness to pay for a 3 hour boat tour 
of the mangrove forest 
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However, interviews with tour operators showed that the cruise ships kept as much as 50% 

of the money paid by tourists as profit.  Naturally the tour operators also keep a share, so the result 

is that the fishermen would get something from 5 – 15$ per person for the tour.  Dagmar Novey of 

Aventuras 2000, a tour operator that works with the port of Colon 2000, specified that the guides 

would get no more than 10$.  This shows that in the current project, levels of leakages may be 

high as well, especially when working with tourists from cruise ships since an extra step is added 

in the leakage chain (Figure 11). 

 

The leakage chain: how the money flows down 

 
 

 

 

 

 It must also be kept in mind that this refers only to the direct leakages.  Indirect leakages 

must be considered as well (such as food and beverages consumed while at the tourist activity as 

well as souvenirs, which are often imported as well).  In the context of this project, it can be seen 

that with this type of structure, only very little money would trickle down and thus the “trickle-

down theory” does not hold true. 

 What are some of the solutions to this problem?  According to Kreg Lindberg, a research 

associate of The Ecotourism Society, it is important to try to reduce leakages and improve linkages 

(the opposite of leakage) within the local economy, which would result in actual economic 

development for the community. (Kreg Lindberg, 1993)  This means that training programs need 

Tourists 

Cruise ships 

Tour Operators 
 

Profits ($) - 
leakage 

Fishermen 
 

Profits ($) - 
leakage 

Figure 11:  leakage of profits in the vertical chain 
from cruise ship tourists to fishermen 
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to be developed so that local residents are able to fill skilled positions such as guides and 

managers.  For example, the fishermen should have access to more capacitating workshops to 

allow them to be active in complex roles such as nature guides (as opposed to, say, boat drivers).  

Another way to strengthen linkages with the local economy would be to improve linkages with 

local agricultural producers (for example to serve fruit bought from the local fruit market as a 

snack).  In terms of this issue, the study group finds it unadvisable to attempt to make a linkage 

with fishing, as the increased demand will lead to over-fishing thus contributing to the 

environmental problems that this project was designed to address.  Most importantly, carefully 

planning the intermediary structure between the tourists and the fishermen in an attempt to 

minimize middlemen, as well as to negotiate a fair percentage of the total tourist payments for the 

fishermen, should be a priority.   

 

Issues of scale 

 

 A mention must be made of the trade-off existing at different levels of scale.  At a small 

scale, environmental impact due to ecotourism would be minimal; however the economic benefits 

may not be sufficient to provide an incentive to continue with the project.   As scale increases, 

profits increase but other problems arise such as increased environmental impact as well as the 

potential increased interest of larger companies to get involved in the process which could 

potentially threaten the fishermen’s ownership of the project.  Thus scale must be kept in mind and 

the optimum scale must be found whereby the best combination of economic income and other 

impacts can be achieved.  This balance between economic and other impacts, as well as the 

potential over-ruling of economic benefits in case the environment is threatened is key to the 

meaning of ecotourism from the management perspective. 

 

Pricing issues 

 

 There are many issues to consider when it comes to setting price levels.  First is the 

question of equity and accessibility.  On the one hand prices are often set low to keep the 

area/activity accessible to local people with considerations of equity. However, this often does not 

produce enough income for cost-recovery (the idea that minimum fees should offset capital costs, 
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start-up and maintenance) and therefore for economic self-sustainability.  One management 

strategy that addresses this issue while aiming both for social equity and economic viability is to 

set up a two-tiered price system for domestic and foreign residents.  Another issue is that of 

seasonality, with more tourists coming during peak holiday periods (peak tourism season being 

from mid-December to mid-March), as well as more tourists coming in the dry season than in the 

rainy season.  (Kreg Lindberg, 1993)  Therefore, prices should be adjusted to season as well to 

capture more of the consumer-surplus. 

 One must also understand the difference between profit-maximization and revenue-

maximization (attracting the maximum number of visitors) and, in the case of ecotourism, strive 

for profit-maximization since the “financial, ecological and social costs of ecotourism can increase 

more quickly than revenues at high visitation levels.”  (Kreg Lindberg, 1993)  In the case of the 

fishermen, one must also keep in mind limited boat capacity when applying this concept.   

 Lindberg also warns that although there is a reverse relationship between price and 

visitation levels, current fees are so low for most ecotourism attractions that even substantial 

increases will likely have little impact on demand in terms of choosing a destination.  (Kreg 

Lindberg, 1993)   

 Finally, prices need to take into account supply and demand factors, prices of similar 

attractions and travel cost, and need to be adjusted to the quality of the attraction.  One must also, 

in a sub-sector such as mangrove ecotourism, be careful of how new facilities will affect supply 

(potentially putting downward pressure on prices for existing and new facilities).  In terms of 

control, price must be controlled by market-based reactive management – this means that despite 

the usual factors, if the number of visitors increases rapidly price must be adjusted accordingly and 

vice-versa.  (Kreg Lindberg, 1993) 

 
Cost-Benefit Analysis: 
 
 A cost-benefit analysis is necessary to establish the opportunity costs and thus, as 

mentioned above, the minimum income (and price) that must come from ecotourism for it to be a 

viable economic alternative.  Below is a study and comparison of the revenues and benefits of 

fishing and ecotourism. 
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Fishing 
 
Table 2: Cost and revenues from fishing 
Gross Revenue Costs 

• Average Fishing Income: 
o Per day of fishing : 

 Upper estimate: 
37$/day 

 Lower estimate: 
20$/day 

• Fuel costs: 
o Upper estimate: 14$/day 
o Lower estimate:  10$/day 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 • Fishing equipment (hooks, etc…) 
 • Invested in equipment (sunken 

cost):  3000$  
Non-Monetary benefits: Non-Monetary costs: 

 freedom, independence  instability due to: 
o weather 
o variability in abundance 

of fish 
 flexibility  environmental: depletion of 

resources 
 traditional, uses traditional 

knowledge (thus has its own 
inertia, parents can teach 
children, techniques are 
known, etc…) 

 

 
NET INCOME = GROSS REVENUE - COSTS 
The net daily income from fishing has been calculated to be a range between 27$/day and 
6$/day 
 

Notes on the table and the calculating of net income 
 

First a note of caution:  the numbers in this table are tentative, based on several interviews 

and data from “Bridging the Gap” (Ulysse Bergeron, 2005), and have been included for the 

purpose of getting a general picture of the situation.  However they are by no means conclusive 

and further research on the subject remains to be done.     

Because fishing equipment costs, according to the interviews, tend to constitute a minor 

expense (the occasional fishing hook at 0.15$/ hook) and the details on this expenditure were 

unavailable, these have not been factored into the calculation of the net income.  Nor were the 
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sunken costs since these are not paid on a regular basis and are easily transferable to boat 

ecotourism.  These have been included in the table, however, in order to paint a more complete 

picture of the costs involved. 

In order to calculate the net daily income, two calculations were performed.  Because the 

interviews gave a range of typical gross revenues and fuel expenditures, the range in possible net 

daily income was calculated to show the possible extremes: 

 upper net daily income = upper gross revenue – lower fuel cost =  

37$ - 10$ = 27$/day 

 lower net daily income = lower gross revenue – upper fuel cost =  

20$ - 14$ = 6$/day 

This method for calculation was chosen in order to show the range of possibilities. However, one 

must keep in mind that these numbers are the extremes and that the incomes of most fishermen lie 

along the lower-middle of this range.   

 

Ecotourism 
 
Table 3: Revenues and costs for ecotourism 
Gross Revenue Costs 

 ecotourism revenue 
o per day of tour (1 tour/day): 

 X$/day 

 Fuel costs: 8$/day (average) 

 tips  tax? 
Non-monetary benefits: Non-monetary costs: 

 Greater income stability?  Less independence (need to work 
with tour operators, etc…) 

 Contributes to conservation   
 Greater network of allies   

 
X – COSTS > NET FISHING INCOME 
Upper range:  X > 35$/day 
Lower range:  X > 14$/day 
 
Notes on the table and the calculating of net ecotourism income 
 
 This table examines what the possible net ecotourism revenue must be in order for 

ecotourism to be economically viable (ie. greater than its opportunity cost – fishing).  Once again 

only gross ecotourism revenue and fuel costs are taken into account, as it is difficult to predict tips 

and little information was available about the possibility of taxation and whether or not it would be 
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applicable.  This extra information was included as possibilities to explore and questions to answer 

for future research, as well as to once again give a more general overview of the situation. 

 X was specified as the income earned per day of boat tours (assuming one boat tour per 

day).  The minimum for this number is crucial to consider when setting prices, and naturally this 

number must also take into account all of the aforementioned considerations.   Finally X is itself a 

function of price charged to visitors and the number of visitors and can be divided whichever way 

among these. 

 

Distribution of benefits 

 

 In order for ecotourism to truly lead to conservation and community development, the way 

in which it is designed is extremely important.  Sufficient incentives must be generated to ensure 

the actual safe-guarding of an area in terms of conservation.  This depends on the type of 

employment generated (which depends on the way tourism is managed and the level of local 

control) as well as how widespread the benefits of ecotourism are within a community.  As 

Brandon describes in her report, “for ecotourism to promote conservation, local people must 

clearly benefit and understand that the benefits they receive are linked to the protected area.” 

(Brandon, April 1996) If the benefits flow out of the local economy or are narrowly distributed 

within the community, the economic incentive may not be enough to reduce people’s livelihood 

dependence on the protected area/endangered environment.  In terms of jobs generated by the 

protected area, one must ideally ensure that these jobs are not only well-paying (and accessible to 

most community members), but also interesting.  This is crucial as the tourism industry has a 

history of creating many menial, un-skilled jobs for local communities while bringing in better-

educated labour from other regions for higher-paying positions. (McLaren, 1998) 

Achieving the equal distribution of benefits among the community can be challenging, 

however, as the actual economic benefits of ecotourism to communities often tend to be rather 

small.  This was articulated in the literature as well as in our interviews.  Robert Caicero of 

ANAM mentioned that an obstacle to tourism is that “it gives a relatively low income”. (Caicero, 

2006)  In terms of the benefits’ distribution within the community, it is difficult to control without 

interfering directly in the internal dynamics of the community, which is often not a desired 

approach in development projects.  To address these challenges, it is important to be very careful 
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when setting appropriate prices, to encourage ecotourism as income diversification (rather than as 

a replacement of traditional sources of income) and to build-in mechanisms into the project that 

would encourage team work and a wider capacity for participation (for example by creating a 

rotation for tour guides and boat operators, presenting to the project to the entire community rather 

than just the community leaders, etc…).   

 

Capital and credit:  present and potential 

 

 This section will address the current situation in terms of what is had and what is needed, 

and then discuss approaches to obtaining the latter in the future as well as the obstacles to this 

goal.  Capital will be treated both as physical assets as well as knowledge and experience (human 

capital). 

 Presently the community of La Playita has 

much to work with.  To begin with, the 

community has its fishing boats, some of which 

are in a good state of repair and are easily 

transferable to use for boat tours.  From the 

sample of 10 interested fishermen surveyed, the 

results in terms of boat ownership were as shown 

in figure 12 (boat capacity is indicated in 

quotation marks whereas the percentage refers to 

the % of people from the sample within that 

category).  This shows that there are several 

fishermen that have boats of large-enough capacity (5, 6 or 8 people) to be used for boat ours.  

According to “Bridging the Gap” (Ulysse Bergeron, 2005) as well as observations, most of the 

boats also have a motor.  Another useful tool for tours would be a certain kind of pole, perch or 

paddle used to push off the ground in the shallower areas of the mangrove estuaries.  This is both 

to avoid damaging the motors, as well as to create a more pleasant environment where birds could 

be heard and there is no smell of fuel.  At least several of the fishermen have this tool and it can 

easily be shared.   

Boat Capacity of La Playita Fishermen

no boat

20%

"2 people"

10%

"3 people"

10%

"4 people"

20%
"5 people"

10%

"6 people"

10%

"8 people"

20%

no boat

"2 people"

"3 people"

"4 people"

"5 people"

"6 people"

"8 people"

Figure  12.  Distribution of varying boat 
capacities of the La Playita fishermen 
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 The community has much in the way of human capital as well.  This takes the form of 

experience and knowledge.  Being fishermen, the members of the community have a deep 

knowledge of the sea, the tides, and many other aspects.  They are experienced boat drivers and 

can find their way into areas that may be different to reach otherwise.  They are also familiar with 

marine and other animals of the mangroves and the inter-tidal zone and know where to find them.  

This knowledge was further complemented by a first workshop given by Dr. Juan Mate last year 

about the mangrove ecosystems.  During the course of this project, several fishermen also received 

an introduction to mangrove tourism by boat from Sr. Oscar of the mangrove boat tour cooperative 

of Isla Grande (as mentioned in the methodology section).  This has definitely provided them with 

some knowledge about how this type of operation works.  Finally they are very familiar with the 

area around Isla Galeta and know its various sites of interest.   

 In terms of what is needed, this can also be defined in terms of the physical and the human 

capital.  When it comes to physical capital, several things are necessary.  First of all, although the 

community already has some lifejackets, this is an area that can definitely be improved in order to 

meet safety standards.  Along the same lines, fire-extinguishers are needed for safety.  Insurance is 

necessary as well.  Interviews with the tour operators indicated this may be something that the tour 

operator can provide – for example Ana Cecilia Young of Ecocircuitos mentioned that their 

company provides the insurance when working with communities.  Naturally these insurance 

companies would also have safety conditions that must be met.  In terms of publicity and 

information provision, copies need to be made of the tourist information brochure designed by the 

study group (Annex 8).  Finally either an office or at minimal a phone number where the 

fishermen can be contacted by tour operators and tourists needs to be clearly established. 

 Although much exists already from the human capital perspective, several more things 

should be done to further build upon this aspect.  This involves further capacitation in several 

directions.  One aspect is a general capacitation on how to work with tourists.  Several fishermen 

are currently participating in a several-day long workshop provided by the IPAT on this subject.  

Henry Josephs of Shorex also mentioned that their tour company provides this type of training to 

the communities they work with.  A second aspect that should be further pursued is training in 

English.  As will be discussed further in the section on socio-political aspects of the project, the 

fishermen already have a base in English but this can always be improved.  One possibility for this 

is to work with the teacher Elisabeth Cooper who will be working on teaching English at the STRI 
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during the month of May 2006.  Finally, in order to further knowledge on the scientific aspects of 

the mangroves, another workshop with Dr. Juan Mate would be very helpful.    

 It is likely in the future that funding will play an important role in filling what is needed.  

Several sources are possible.  As we have already seen, certain needs, especially with respect to 

human capital aspects such as training, can be provided for through tour operators or other 

contacts.  It is thus important to coordinate this and develop a coherent schedule for capacitation.  

A second possibility for funding to be looked into is to search for sponsorship.  Potential sponsors 

may be companies such as the Zona Libre or Manzanillo International Terminal (MIT), which 

have contributed funding towards environmental projects in the past.  There is an ethical aspect to 

consider with the latter option.  For example, although MIT has previously sponsored scientific 

and conservation related efforts, they have also been directly responsible for much of the 

mangrove deforestation on Isla Galeta.  This is an example of “greenwashing” – of how some 

organizations donate funds to environmental protection and community development programs to 

shift the focus away from the environmental regulations they violate and to short-term support for 

local people and projects.  (McLaren, 1998)  Plus, this may lead to inconsistencies as it may 

appear odd for a conservation project to be sponsored by a corporation that is actively involved in 

deforestation.  A third potential source of funding may be the NGO sector, this is a possibility to 

be explored for the future.  A final source of income may be a loan, however there are many 

problems involved with this approach.  The lack of secure land tenure on the part of the fishermen 

leaves little that could serve as loan collateral.  On top of this, an interview with AMPYME 

(government office for small and medium-sized businesses) has convinced the study group that 

this is not a good option for this project due to its many legal complications. 

 This discussion has can be summed up in Table 4 which distributes what is still needed in 

the future as start-up costs and potential sources of income: 

Table 4:  Inventory for the future 

Potential start-up income: Potential start-up costs: 
o sponsor donations  Fire extinguishers 
o Investment by tour operator  Lifejackets 
o NGO grants  Paint for boats: 

  English lessons 
 Nature lessons for mangroves 

  Insurance costs:  
  Brochures: 
 o Phone line/office: 
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5.3 SOCIO-POLITICAL ASPECTS 

Another important component of sustainable development finds its roots in the social and 

political dimensions that are brought about by any type of project. In the case of ecotourism, what 

can be the effects of socio-political factors on the development of the community and how can the 

community affect the project through those same vectors? More specifically, some aspects of the 

suggested ecotourism project present significant advantages and disadvantages to the community, 

but it is also true that various social characteristics of La Playita must be taken into account for the 

development of an ecotourism venture.  

 

5.3.1 Community-based ecotourism management (CBEM) 

 

One of the most important critiques addressed to tourism, stated in the Manila Declaration 

on World Tourism (1980), refers to the unequal distribution of benefits derived from tourism 

operations. This is especially the case, as we have seen, in developing countries, where local 

communities often never see the colour of the money that is made from the natural resources 

around them. (Noriega, 1998). One could argue that this is true in many cases of economic 

development projects, and that growth never really “trickles down”. In order to deal with this 

major flaw, new approaches to international development put a lot of emphasis on community 

participation and integration. The “bottom-up”  or “grass-roots” approach has since been an 

important base for policy-making. (Molyneux, 2002) 

The suggested ecotourism project puts forward strategies of community-based ecotourism 

management (CBEM), defined as “enterprises owned and managed by the community using 

ecosystem goods and services to increase their welfare” (Foucat, 2002).  Tourism is a growing 

industry that can definitely bring economic benefits. One of the factors influencing whether the 

outcome is to be positive or negative for communities is often the degree of control that they 

exercise over the enterprise. (Brandon, 1993).  

Community-based ecotourism management is an opportunity for the small communities to 

re-appropriate for themselves the local culture and traditional knowledge that is often exploited 

economically by larger-scale operations (Foucat, 2002). For the fishermen of La Playita, we have 

seen that their experience in artisan fisheries has provided them with a profound knowledge of the 

sea and of coastal ecosystems. The knowledge of the fishermen is an important asset for 



 46 

community-based ecotourism management and is, with the exceptional resource that is the 

mangrove forest, one of the strengths of the suggested project.  

The ecotourism project put forward has a two-fold mission, in the sense that it aims for 

both the conservation of the coastal ecosystems and the creation of an alternative source of income 

for community development. Community-based management creates an additional incentive for 

the former objective to be successful. Having the community involved or entirely responsible for 

the management of the enterprise helps put a halt to the environmentally damageable practices to 

the resources that are used for ecotourism (Brandon, 1993). By having communities manage their 

own ecotourism projects and benefit from the activity, an added value is associated with the 

endangered resource –here the mangrove forests- and conservation goals are more logically 

attainable. In the case of La Playita, if community-based ecotourism management results in 

successful income diversification, benefits will therefore be larger than an increase in standards of 

living and should also bring about an increased valorisation of mangrove ecosystems.  

 

5.3.2 Community empowerment  

 

Community control implied by CBEM involves decision-making power over planning and 

over the direction taken by the development of the ecotourism venture (Arnstein, 1996 in (Hall, 

1994)). Participation must be encouraged and promoted and communities need to be empowered 

to be able to take part effectively in the suggested project (Brandon, 1993). While traditional 

tourism may only allow members of local communities to benefit here and there from economic 

growth, a more participatory approach means that people have the opportunity to be actors in their 

own development and to build upon their capacities, directly affecting the outcome of the activity 

(Cernea, 1991 in (Brandon, 1993)). This distinction highlights the very important differences 

between participatory and beneficiary approaches.  

The current project and its following development must keep this distinction in mind and 

remember that we are aiming for an ecotourism venture that would be managed entirely by the 

fishermen of La Playita. The fact that we are currently capacitating the fishermen and establishing 

contacts with a network of tour operators that specialize in ecotourism keeps our approach from 

being completely participatory, since the initiative did not come from the fishermen but from the 

Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory. That does not mean that the community will never exercise full 
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control over its activities and it needs to be fully understood that support is needed in the present in 

order to help the fishermen become independent and in control of their ecotourism activity. The 

role of this feasibility analysis is in fact to evaluate the potential of a viable community-based 

ecotourism management project in the future. However, the risk remains, especially in the case of 

collaboration with one or many tour operators, that control over the project will not be in the hands 

of the community. Rules must be established clearly so that the price that the fishermen receive is 

fair (in accordance, for example, with a cost-benefit analysis such as the one presented previously) 

and that no dependency relationship is created between the fishermen and tour operators.  

The World Commission on Protected Areas of IUCN presents a spectrum of different 

degrees of people participation in the management of protected areas that can be used to represent 

the transition that should preferably occur in the case of the establishment of an ecotourism 

venture (Table 5). According to that diagram, the support of an agency or organization (such as the 

Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute) can be and sometimes is necessary at the beginning of 

the operations, but the following steps show that there must be a gradually be transfer of 

responsibility, but also authority, to the interested stakeholder, in this case the fishermen of La 

Playita (Lorena Aguilar, 2002). We believe this gradual transfer of responsibility can lead to a 

more complete participatory approach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5: Participation in the management of an ecotourism activity from (Lorena Aguilar, 2002) 
 

Full control by    Control shared   Full control 
agency in charge        by agency in charge         by 
stakeholders 

active       seeking    negotiation         shared authority              transfer 
consultation  consensus   (involvement       and responsibilities     of authority        
      in decision-          in a formal way        responsibilities     

       making) and              
     development of   
     specific agreements 
 
         
 
         Increasingly high stakeholder expectations, contribution, commitment and accountability 
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Finally, there are four levels of community empowerment that have to be accounted for 

(Friedmann, 1992 in (Scheyvens, 1999)) to achieve positive control over any kind of development 

activity. The first level, economic empowerment refers to the income associated with the activity, 

if it can be sustained on a longer term and if the benefits are equally distributed among members of 

the community. Moreover, increasing income should result in a better infrastructures and standards 

of living. Economic empowerment attained through an ecotourism project, in the case of La 

Playita, could help tackle two of the five most important problems identified by the community, 

low income and poor infrastructures. The second level of community empowerment presented by 

Friedmann is the psychological level. This level specifically addresses the improvement in self-

esteem and the valorisation of the community’s culture and knowledge, through an activity that is 

recognized as successful. The fishermen of La Playita, as it has previously been mentioned, are 

very knowledgeable but their marginalization in Colón definitely affects the view they have of 

themselves. Such a project could increase their self-confidence in their capacities. The third level 

refers to social empowerment and relationships among community members. It is hypothesized 

that a successful community-based ecotourism initiative can help people come closer together and 

revive associational life. Finally, the last level of empowerment is political. In the best of cases, 

power dynamics among the community will favour democratic settlements of conflicts and 

decision-making. The problems potentially associated with each of these empowerment levels in 

case of failure of the initiative should not be neglected and are presented in Annex 1, along with 

the impacts of a successful process.  

 

5.3.3 Social Capital 

 

Another important characteristic facilitating participation comes from the vibrancy of associational 

life both within a community and with external actors. What is referred to as “social capital”, 

networks and forms of associational activity, has often been considered a crucial tool for the 

success of development projects based on the “bottom-up” approach.  (Molyneux, 2002). This is 

so because this approach relies on working with organized groups in established communities and 

on civil society associations, in order to make targeted groups more autonomous earlier in the 

process and because the monetary and non-monetary resources that can be found at the grass-roots 

level can be used more efficiently than government resources (Molyneux, 2002). Social capital can 
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be considered internally, by measuring the strength and vibrancy of associational life in a 

community, and externally, in terms of the links with peripheral organizations and agents. (Jones, 

2005). Social capital is both a factor facilitating development and an effect of a successful project. 

(Jones, 2005).  

 

 Internal social capital 

 

In the case of La Playita, internal social capital is already well constructed. The fact that 

the fishermen are already organized, under the banner of Pescadores Unidos de La Playita (PULP), 

is a strength for the development of the project and is an additional incentive for commitment. 

Moreover, the group already has an efficient hierarchical structure, with a clearly defined 

executive and members meet regularly. This association was the principal channel through which 

we worked with the community, and it is planned that it would also be the social and 

organizational base for the ecotourism project. As seen in the Ecotourism Development: A Manual 

for Conservation Planners and Managers, “a successful structure allows benefits to accrue 

directly to the community and the community controls how tourism occurs” (Drumm 2004). 

Another strength that can be found in the community is that many fishermen are familiar with 

English. According to a survey that we asked formal leaders of the association to conduct, up to 

80% of the fishermen they interviewed have some knowledge of English, which would make them 

better nature guides for tourists that do not speak Spanish (Figure 13).  

 Although the community shows impressve 

strengths that could facilitate the development of 

the project, some concerns relating to the internal 

dynamics of the community need to be addressed. 

First, there is a significant gender imbalance 

between the members of the association. 

According to what we know, there is only one 

woman in the association, Clara Brooks, and 

although she is the president and plays an 

important leadership role, representation of women is crucially lacking in the group. It is key to 

note that there are more men than women in La Playita (Table 6), but there is a high risk that  

English Ability of La Playita Fishermen

Some know ledge of  

English

80%

Don't speak English

20%

Figure 13, Number of English speaking people 
in a sample of from the community of La 
Playita: we can note that the majority of people 
have a certain proficiency in English. 
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gender inequality will be reflected in the project and we feel it is a problem that must be 

addressed, since development projects should try to target women as much as possible, as women 

represent one of the social groups that is the more affected from poverty (Molyneux, 2002).  

 

 

Age group Male Female Total Sex Ratio  
(years) Individuals (%) Individuals  (%) Individuals (%) Men:Women 
0-18 21 36.8 17 50.0 38 20.9 1.2 
19-35 15 26.3 5 14.7 20 11.0 3.0 
36-60 18 31.6 11 32.4 29 15.9 1.6 
61 and up 3 5.3 1 2.9 4 2.2 3.0 
all ages 57 100.0 34 100.0 91 50.0 1.7 

 

Our contacts with the association has also allowed us to work with the community leaders 

and rely on their network in the community to disseminate the information about the project. The 

presence of community leaders has therefore been a useful tool for the feasibility analysis and 

should be kept in mind for future work relating to the project (Brandon, 1993). In La Playita, we 

can identify both formal and opinion leaders. Formal leaders refer to persons who have a formal 

role in the association, such as the president or vice-president, while opinion leaders are mostly the 

people who voice their concerns and ideas more clearly and more often than others(Brandon, 

1993). The problem in La Playita is that there are often conflicts between leaders and those 

differences in opinions tend to divide the association. As Reed (1997) puts it: “power relations 

may alter the outcome of collaborative efforts or 

even preclude collaborative action” (Reed, 1997). 

Another potentially divisive factor is that not all 

fishermen involved in the project reside in La 

Playita (Figure 14).  

 This is in part due to the fact that the 

government in the context of their plan to gentrify 

the area has expropriated many people from La 

Playita. Yet, since most of them do not have a 

formal education that would allow them to get a 

well-paid job unrelated to fishing, many come 

Residence in La Playita

resident

40%

non-resident

60%

resident

non-resident

Table 6, Age distribution and sex ratios in La Playita, Colon, MIVI, 2003.(Wermenlinger, 
2005) 

Figure 14, Number of people living from a 
sample of fishermen living in La Playita: 
many people that are active in La Playita do not 
live in La Playita 
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back to fish in the community, because of its key location. In the view of future economic benefits 

associated with the ecotourism project, we have some concerns that this situation might lead to 

problems of benefit-sharing.  

 

 External social capital 

Our work with the community has enabled us to develop links with key “change agents” that will 

facilitate the development of the project in the future. Change agents are defined by Brandon 

(1993) as “outsiders affiliated with conservation, development or tour operator groups who are 

interested in introducing nature tourism in communities”. In the context of our research, we have 

established links with many change agents, such as representatives of IPAT (Instituto Panameño 

de Turismo), ANAM (Autoridad Nacional del Ambiente), and various tour operators. A contact 

list can be found in Annex 4. The possibility to have a workshop given to the fishermen of La 

Playita by Dr. Juan Mate, a STRI collaborator, about the coastal ecosystems, has also been 

arranged. External social capital is key for resource provision and one of the strengths of the 

current suggested project is that such links are being well established between the community and 

important change agents.  

 

5.3.4 Land Rights 

 

It has been mentioned previously that one of the principal issues for the fishermen of La Playita 

comes from the insecurity of the land rights situation. At the first meeting with the study group, all 

members of the association have mentioned this problem as their principal preoccupation. The 

issue has been investigated and three principal stakeholders were discovered: the fishermen of La 

Playita, the Panama Railroad Company (vaguely identified as the owner of the land), and the 

Government of Panama.  Three central conflicts regarding land tenure were also identified: that 

between the fishermen and the government, between the fishermen and the PRC, and finally 

between the PRC and the government. In reality, other actors also claim the right to the land, and 

the threat of expropriation has been a constant fight for most of them, in the past years. 

The issue of land ownership is therefore omnipresent in the community.  The problem 

arising in the case of La Playita is due to the contradictory systems of land tenure that are uneasily 

coexisting next to each other, not only in this specific community but in many areas of the 
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developing world as a whole.  The first is the informal, albeit socially and culturally acceptable 

system of land tenure which is widespread among poor communities.  The majority of the 

population of Panama resides on small parcels of land owned by the national government (whether 

land occupied for past generations or land acquired by the State for agrarian reform purposes) and 

enjoys possession rights, but does not have legal titles(Paul Trapido, 2003).   There are many 

reasons for people to employ this system:  a centralized and inefficient bureaucracy, unclear 

norms, the need to pay to acquire land, long and complicated procedures, and the threat of taxation 

are all factors that encourage people to stick away from the formal, government-administered 

system of land tenure. 

A contradiction occurs when both systems are simultaneously and divergently applied to 

the same piece of land, which tends to happen more and more frequently as the globalized market 

economy puts pressure on governments to develop, standardize, and adhere to the dominant 

economic model.  When this scenario arises, the superior power and resources of the government 

and large private interests tend to push out the informal tenants of the land, especially in the case 

of marginalized people such as the squatter community of La Playita.   

This creates a situation of serious land instability for people living in these communities, 

which lead to a cycle of underdevelopment, since the impetus to invest in community 

improvement, housing improvements, infrastructure, and community institutions such as schools is 

stalled by the persistent uncertainty about the future of the community.  The result is increased and 

sustained poverty, which in turn further marginalizes the community and as land prices rise 

increases the likelihood of their expulsion.  This is why the issue of land rights is crucial to 

consider in any development project involving squatter communities.   

It appeared that this issue was going to be a major obstacle to the development of the 

ecotourism project. The threat of eviction the fishermen are constantly makes complete 

involvement in any kind of development project difficult. However, it is hypothesized that thanks 

to links established through external social capital, the community will be valorised both in the 

eyes of the authorities involved in the land rights conflict but also in the eyes of the fishermen. 

Moreover, it has been observed in previous studies that tourism development, in certain cases, 

depend on specific arrangements with political authorities, and that new bases for power and 

lobbying are therefore created (Hall, 1994).  
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6. SWOT ANALYSIS 
 
In order to conceptualize the results of the research into a coherent analysis, a SWOT analysis was 

conducted. Right from the start, it was crucial to determine what the objectives of the project were, 

in order for the SWOT to be sound and appropriate to the situation. The Swot analysis presents 

strengths and weaknesses that are internal to the project and opportunities and threats that come 

from external factors. In order to facilitate the analysis, we divided those attributes in three 

aspects: environmental, economic, and social. Table 6 therefore presents the results of the 

feasibility analysis in a concise form: 

 
OBJECTIVE: develop an ecotourism project managed by the fishermen   
                          of La Playita in the protected area of Isla Galeta 
 
 INTERNAL EXTERNAL 
 Strengths  Opportunities 
Environmental 
aspects 

▪ Unique ecosystems 
o Mangrove forest 
o Coral reef 
o Sea grass bed 

▪ Mostly intact 
▪ Natural routes (estuaries) 
▪ Proximity to Colon  

▪ Cooperation with conservation oriented 
governmental and non-governmental 
organizations 

▪ Mangrove valuation 
▪ Growing interest in conservation 
▪ Tours’ relatively low impact on 

environment 
▪ Cooperation with local landowners 

 
Economic 
aspects 

▪ Fishermen already have capital 
(boats, motors, oars) 

▪ Low opportunity cost of activity 
compared to fishing 

 

▪ Tour operators may invest in capacity-
building activities 

▪ Potential sponsors: Free Zone, MIT 
▪ Income from activity has potential to be 

higher than fishing 
Socio-political 
aspects 

▪ Community is organized (PULP) 
▪ Knowledge of estuaries, routes and 

the sea 
▪ Interest of community in project 
▪ Empirical knowledge about 

mangroves 
▪ Some fishermen have a good 

knowledge of English 
 
 

▪ Support from ANAM 
▪ Support from IPAT 
▪ Potential workshop by Juan Mate 
▪ Support from tour operators that have a 

sustainable vision 

Table 6: SWOT analysis of the ecotourism project with the community of La Playita 
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 Weaknesses Threats  
Environmental 
aspects 

▪ Partially polluted and contaminated 
region (oil spills, electric plant, 
refinery, etc.) 

▪ Strong currents during dry season 
(high season for tourism) 

▪ Some estuaries become 
impracticable during low tide 

 

▪ Development projects (CEMIS, container 
lots, Free Zone) 

▪ Contamination and pollution (from plant 
and refinery, or potential oil or chemical 
spills, canal traffic) 

▪ Hindrance by local developers and land 
owners 

 
Economic 
aspects 

▪ Little capital for investment =  high 
risk 

▪ No insurance policy 
▪ Some boats may be in need of 

repairs, painting 
▪ Little capital for insurance 
▪ Lack or phone/ office 
▪ Lack of dock 
▪ Lack of credit, bank account, etc. 

▪ Taxes/ payment to private land owners 
▪ Large tour operators capture high % of 

price paid by tourists = high leakages 
▪ Hard to compete with large tour operators 

that might take-over small-scale initiative 

Socio-political 
aspects 

▪ Gender inequality in the community 
(unequal gender participation in 
economic activities) 

▪ Community members do not all 
speak English 

▪ Lack of scientific knowledge about 
mangrove ecosystems 

▪ Division of the community 
(moradores and fishermen, 
residents vs. non-residents and 
PULP and non-PULP members) 

▪ Lack of personaria juridica 
▪ Problem of land rights creates 

instability and insecurity 

▪ No infrastructures (water, waste disposal, 
electricity) 

▪ Bad reputation of La Playita and 
marginalization 

▪ Threat of eviction by: 
o Panama Railroad Company and other 

private interests 
o Government 
o Other interests… 

 
It is believed that strengths outweigh weaknesses and that opportunities present powerful 
counterbalances to threats.  
 
Once the results of the SWOT analysis are carefully studied, a recommendation shall be that future 
steps should adopt USED method (Wikipedia, 2006b): 
 
-How can we Use each strength? 
 
-How can we Stop each weakness? 
 
-How can we Exploit each opportunity? 
 
-How can we Defend against each threat? 
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

7.1 LESSONS LEARNED 

The achievement of such a research project presented significant challenge and the study group 

feels that important lessons have been learned. First, the research had to be conducted in a limited 

timeframe of fours months, and our introduction to the community was not done as early as it 

could have been. Second, in the earlier stage of the process, we focused a lot of energy on the land 

rights situation, which is, as we have mentioned, an omnipresent concern among members of the 

community. We considered that the insecurity that this situation brings to the community was a 

significant obstacle to the success of any kind of development project, and that it was irrelevant to 

give false expectations if the community was to face expropriation in the end. However, as further 

research into the problem was conducted, it was realized that the situation had reached a status quo 

for quite a long time and that developing an ecotourism project could, instead of starting on an 

unstable base,  revalorize the community and give them an important role in Colón. The lesson 

learned from that first mistake is that optimism is key in the development of such a project, despite 

the fact that work in developing countries can present numerous obstacles. Moreover, we have 

come to understand that the project presented not only economic and environmental benefits, but 

also socio-political advantages, constructing new bases of power for the fishermen of La Playita, 

who absolutely need to entertain dialogue with the local authorities. 

The third important lesson we have learned is the importance of creating networks and entertaining 

good relationships with resource providers, be they tour operators or government agencies. The 

development project put forward can definitely count on the knowledge and dynamism of the 

members of the community, but is was an essential part of our work to understand that outside 

agents are also necessary, and that the involvement of both the public and private sector are crucial 

components for the success of this work. 

Finally, working with government institutions has been an important challenge and we have 

learned the importance of patience, flexibility and adaptation. Developing countries’ governments 

are famous for their complicated bureaucracy and for the prominence of political linkages, and 

since their support is necessary in many cases (for example for the authorization from ANAM for 

the fishermen to use the protected area), tactful approaches are recommended. 
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7.2 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 While this report entails the conclusion of the first step of the greater ecotourism venture, 

there is much more to be accomplished.  Future work on this issue will be undertaken by Aris 

Delgado, who will continue to serve as a link between the STRI and the fishermen of La Playita 

and who will facilitate the continuation of this work.  This step also brings with it a transfer of 

ownership and responsibility from the study group to the fishermen.  The study group hopes that it 

has compiled together the tools to give the fishermen the power to put this venture together with a 

greater degree of independence than seen up to date.   

 There are several steps which still need to be undertaken in the future before the actual 

venture can get started.  The most crucial is to ensure contact between the fishermen and interested 

tour operators so that the two can begin to collaborate, with the hope of eventually phasing out 

STRI intermediaries.  It is recommended that the fishermen concentrate on contact with 

specifically ecotourism tour operators such as Ecocircuitos, Nature, and Ancon Expeditions.  

While some of these such as Ecocircuitos have already been contacted about the project, with 

others the first contact remains to be made.  With respect to tour operators dealing with cruise ship 

tourists, it is the study group’s recommendation that the fishermen wait until a later date after work 

with tourists from ecotourism operators has occurred, for the reasons discussed in this paper.  The 

fishermen are also encouraged to further network with ecotourism hotels and lodges as a potential 

way of directly accessing future customers.  Finally another possibility to look into, in terms of 

finding clients, is mangrove boat tours for school and university groups.  To help facilitate all 

these future efforts, the study group has presented the fishermen of La Playita with a contacts list 

of external change agents. 

 It is also important, keeping in mind the transfer of responsibility, that the fishermen meet 

within their community and agree upon internal issues such as who, exactly, will participate in the 

project, how the distribution of benefits will work, and other organizational questions.  As we have 

seen, a strong internal cohesion and a clear idea of demands and process is crucial before 

negotiations with external parties such as tour operators can begin.  The study group also strongly 

encourages the presence of a STRI facilitator (such as Sra. Aris) at negotiations with external 

parties in order to help arrange more favorable conditions with respect to contracting and legal 

issues.  
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 Another step that needs to be undertaken in the future is the completion of the inventory of 

what is needed (the detailed list of which was seen in the Capital and Credit section of economic 

aspects).  Possibilities for credit and sponsorship need to be further explored, keeping in mind the 

guidelines that this paper has discussed. 

 Finally, the contacts and networking with external agents such as government institutions 

that have already been set up need to be maintained, and there is much potential to expand this 

network.   

It is our hope that this venture will reach a successful conclusion due to the high potential 

for ecotourism of the community of La Playita and its surrounding ecosystems. 

 

7.3 THE NEED FOR CAUTION AND MONITORING 

 

 As we have seen, the purpose of ecotourism is three fold, combining environmental 

conservation with community economic and social development.  Inside the optic of ecotourism, 

the proposed project of a mangrove tour enterprise operated by the fishermen of La Playita also 

has three main purposes, contribution to the conservation of the Isla Galeta protected area and its 

ecosystems, provide an alternative or supplementary source of income for the community and 

contributing to the beneficial evolution of the socio-economic situation of the community.  We 

have reviewed and discussed many of the foreseen contributions to these three aspects, however, 

many conditions must be met in order for these contributions to be realized and many may never 

be attained.  We have also discussed environmental, social and economical risk associated to the 

development of this project.  The lack of knowledge of the true outcome of the project and the 

potential for negative repercussions requires the solid establishment of two mechanisms, the 

cautionary respect of strict norms and the close monitoring of the project’s outcomes. 

 There are many possibilities for the creation and implementation of norms for this project.  

Many international organizations have set out norms and guidelines for both tourists and tour 

guides operators so as to enter the ideal of ecotourism and sustainability. However, in the context 

of this project, these sets of guidelines, as they are drafted to apply to most forms of tourism 

activities, may better serve as inspiration for the establishment of specific norms for this project.  

We would highly recommend that the community of La Playita work towards the establishment of 

norms to be respected by guides in this project and by tourists partaking in the activity.  The 
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guidelines for the guides should include the enforcement of the guidelines for the tourist by the 

guides.  We believe that the community is most able to draft the economic and social guidelines, 

both for themselves and for the tourists.  However, IPAT may be of significant help in this 

endeavor.  For the establishment of environmental guidelines, the community could lean on the 

vast knowledge and experience in conservation of both ANAM and STRI.  These guidelines 

should be elaborated despite the fact that tour operators with which the community may work may 

have their own guidelines as those set up by the community may be more stringent and better 

adapted to the specific situation.  The implementation of these norms must be insured by an 

internal mechanism of the community. 

 Monitoring the project will provide information on how the conditions impacted by the 

project evolve over time and provide information on weather the positive impacts continue to 

outweigh the negative impacts, in other words, weather the project remains environmentally, 

socially and economically sustainable.  The monitoring should be both internal, done by 

community members partaking in the project, and external, done by students, researchers or 

officials.  One of the monitoring structures that can be used and has been started in the course of 

this investigation is the  Logical Framework Analysis (LFA) (Annex 9).  LFA allows keeping long 

term, short term and immediate goals in perspective and should contain empirically verifiable 

means to test the progress towards or achievement of these goals.  Empirical verification can range 

from changes in income to changes in responses to surveys, from changes in mangrove cover to 

changes in reef health.  A close monitoring, such as in the framework of a LFA, will not only help 

determine the sustainability of the project, but will also provide pointer on how the project should 

be redirected to better attain the long term, short term and immediate goals of the project. 

 We believe that both norms or guidelines and close monitoring are essential parts to the 

success of this project.  All actors that will partake in this project should try to contribute to both 

these elements. 
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7.4 CONCLUSION 
 
In conclusion, it has been seen that, for the Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory, the necessity to build 

better relationships with the community of La Playita has helped the two interested parties to be 

more attentive to the key issues of the community. It has been suggested that one of these issues -

the low income derived from fishing- could be partly solved by the establishment of an ecotourism 

project. Such a venture would benefit from and promote the conservation of mangrove forests in 

Isla Galeta and would stimulate economic and social development in the community. In order to 

understand the advantages and disadvantages of ecotourism, and a literature review was carried 

out. Moreover, the bases for the establishment of the project were related thanks to interviews and 

network building with key resource providers, from both the public and the private sector. Finally, 

an pilot tour of the mangroves allowed the study group to provide the fishermen as well as the host 

institution, the Punta Galeta Marine Laboratory, with a map of the mangrove trails of Isla Galeta 

and a central location for the boarding of tourist on the fishermen’s boats that could be used during 

an eco-tour of the mangroves by the fishermen of La Playita. A brochure was also designed in 

order to promote the enterprise. These theoretical and practical results allowed the study group to 

come up with a complete feasibility analysis of the suggested project, incorporating both types of 

components in a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis. 

The final results were that the advantages that could be brought by an ecotourism micro-

enterprise for the fishermen of La Playita would outweigh the disadvantages. Technical difficulties 

can be resolved by the support of private and public resource providers, and it has been 

highlighted that one of the possibilities for financing is sponsorship by the enterprises of Colón, 

either in the Zona Libre or in the commercial and cruise ships ports. Relevant government 

agencies, such as IPAT and ANAM are willing to give their support, given that some conditions 

are cared for, such as the registration of members of the community to the IPAT and the 

maintenance of control from ANAM over the protected area. Moreover, the Smithsonian Tropical 

Research Institute has agreed to have a tourism student work on the case full time. 

Ecotourism is a promising sector of the tourism industry, but any development involving 

local communities and threatened ecosystems must be carried out carefully. The purpose of 

sustainable development is to be able to benefit from today’s resources without compromising 

tomorrow’s livelihood. It is the study group’s opinion that an ecotourism venture in La Playita 

could become a perfect example of sustainability. It could also become a very popular attraction, 
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given the rarity of this type of activity in Panama. Many tourists, today, are looking for a lot more 

than beautiful sights and service. Globalization may have brought an increase in international 

travel and tourism, but it has also increased consumer awareness, through, among other things, 

better access to information from all over the world. Development projects have already started to 

take advantage of this trend, for example with the establishment of the fair-trade market, and 

sustainable ecotourism in developing countries can definitely use this new form of social action to 

its benefit. 
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CLACDS/INCAE. 

TRIBALDOS, C. A. J. (1998). Vision, Mission and Development of Ecotourism Plan in Panama. In 
Panama Conservation and Ecotourism Workshop. Conservation Panama: Exploring 
Options for the Future, Panama City, Panama. 

ULYSSE BERGERON, L. S., DAPHNÉ WERMENLINGER. (2005). Bridging the Gap: A Situation 
Analysis of La Playita, Colon, Panama, pp. 71. McGill University. 

WERMENLINGER, U. B. A. L. S. A. D. (2005). Bridging the Gap: A Situation Analysis of La 
Playita, Colon, Panama, pp. 71. McGill University. 

WIKIPEDIA, C. (2006a). Greenwashing, vol. 2006. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 

WIKIPEDIA, C. (2006b). SWOT analysis, vol. 2006. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 

WIKIPEDIA, C. (2006c). Trickle-down effect, vol. 2006. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 



 64 

WTTC, W. T. A. T. C. (2006a). Competitiveness Monitor. WTTC. 

WTTC, W. T. A. T. C. (2006b). WTTC 2006 Tourism Satellite Accounts: Country Reports: 
Panama. WTTC. 

WWF, W. W. F. (2006). Ecotourism must become responsible tourism. 

YUMIKO KURA, C. R., ERIKO HOSHINO AND GREG MOCK. (2004). Fishing for Answers: Making 
Sense of the Global Fish Crisis pp. 152. World Resources Institute WRI. 

 
 



 1 

 


