
CHAPTER 11

The Meaning of the Manatee: An Examination 
of Community-Based Ecotourism Discourse 

and Practice in Gales Point, Belize

J i l l M .  Belsky

The whole community ecotourism thing is very funny. I t ’s as i f  Gales Point has 
become this make belief [make-believe] (hjog or image. But it's  a shaky image, like 
a house o f cards that i f  you blow w ill fall right over.

D o lo K s  C o d fvy . fo rm e r  executive director, Belize Audubon Society

Community-based conservation (CBC) in  general, and ecotourism in  particular, 
arose to  correct human injustices and social impacts wrought by a p rio r model o f 
protected area management that subordinated resident peoples' welfare and rights, 
and local econom ic development, to  envirorunental preservation (West and Brechin 
1991). Proponents o f  community-based ecotourism defend i t  as a loca lly  beneficial 
w ay to  use ru ra l landscapes and cultures, especially relative to  tim ber o r mineral 
extraction, that contributes to  both local economic development and the conserva
tio n  o f  threatened habitats and species (Boo l99Ch Whelen 1991; Lindberg and 
Hawkins 1993; H orw ich et al. 1993; Western and W righ t 1994),

However, despite good intentions and high hopes, community-based ecotourism 
is  not necessarily benign, nor is i t  always benevolent. In  the case o f  the Gales Point 
Manatee C om m unity Conservation project in  central Belize, cottununity-based eco
tourism  is an invention o f  and intervention by conservationists and the ir allies in  
government m inistries and nongovernmental agencies, and rural elites. Rather than 
resolving contradictions between environmental protection and use, com m unity- 
based ecotourism has reinforced h istoric p o litica l struggles w ith in  the community 
and w ith  im peria l national and g loba l forces, and i t  has intensified human injustice 
in  the process. I  o ffe r the case o f  Gales Point as a  cultural and po litica l critique  o f 
community-based ecotourism, and as an example o f  the need fo r  greater attention to 
po litica l struggles and outcomes.
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POLICY AND THEORETICAL CONTEXT

The th in  slip o f  a peninsula nestled between the Caribbean Sea and the Southern 
Lagoon situated in  central Belize has been associated w ith  the manatee* since the 
place was firs t settled and named (figures 11-1,11-2). As people in  the v illage  te ll it, 
Gales PoiTit was named by a Belizean man, M t. Gale, w ho took refuge there during 
a particularly nasty sionh. W h ile  rid ing  out the storm, he witnessed a l a ^  number 
o f  manatees sw im m ing offshore, so he called the place Gales Point Manatee after 
h im self and these large aQuaiic “ sea cows,“  “ We owe a lo t to  the manatee, “  explained 
an elderly Gales Point resident. ‘T h e  manatee g ive us plenty to eat, and something 
to  focus the m ind on when we s it and th ink and look  out at the lagoon."  The great* 
est conceniration o f  the endang&ed West Indian manatee (Jrichechusmanatus) in 
Central America exists In  the Southern Lagoon surrounding Gales Point. They have 
become the focus o f  a m ajor international conservation program. As a result, the 
importance o f  the manatee as a source o f  local sustenance— both material and 
cultural— has taken on new and often contradictory and contentious dimensions, 

Ecotourism (otherwise described as responsible, alternative, caring and green 
tourism) has brought a new cachet to  Belize, which was v irtua lly  unknown two 
decades ago as a Bridsh colonial backwater, and to  the Inremational traveler fo r  whom 
the experience has become a key commodity and cultural good (Patullc 1996). M ost 
o f  the literature on ecotourism in  general and Belize in  particular focuses on its value 
as an economic com m odity and conservation approach, emphasizing the material 
constraints and contradictions yet to  be worked ou t to  implement it. Observers sug*
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gest that local peoples and physical environments continue to  bear the cost o f  eco- 
lourism  w h ile  benefits accrue to  affluent national and foreign entrepreneurs (Boo 
1990; Woods e i al, 1992; L indberg and Enriquez 1994; Place 1995). Yet fo r  eco- 
lourism  CO act a.s a  catalyst fo r  conservation and development, local communities must 
benefit from  the in flux  o f  tourists and participate in  nature-based tourism. Th is Is nec
essary to  correct past human injustices and social impacts a.ssociaied w ith  centralized 
models o f  protected area management and tourism, w hich paid litt le  attention to  res
ident peoples' welfare and rights, and local economic development (W ells and Bran
don 1992; Wells 1994). B u ild ing  on  the community-based conservation movement,
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i l  puiports 10 p riv ilege the concerns o f  rural communities, indigenous culture, and 
nature in  the business o f  ecotourism (Western and W righ t 1994),

However, i t  is un like ly  that the rise o f  community-based ecoiourisn rectifies the 
injustices associated w ith  “ o ld  tourism ,”  F irst, there have been too  few empirical 
case studies to  judge whether the model provides the material benefits to  local com
munities and environments that it  claims to  make.

Second, “ new”  ecotourism appears to  continue— indeed accentuate— the sub
ordination and dependency o f  T h ird  W orld “ peripheral”  people?, and places, no t only 
in  a material political-econom ic sense but cu ltu ra lly  as w e ll (M unt and H ig in io  1993; 
Patullo 1996), By th is I  mean the way local communities— and their cultural and 
physical environments— are socia lly constructed and offered up as international des
tinations and experiences fo r  affluent tourists from  “ metropolitan”  advanced capi
ta lis t econorrues. I f  we accept that i t  is p rim arily  experiences and symbols, o r cu l
tural goods (Bourdieu 1984), that are being created and consumed, v̂ 'e need to  ask 
whose visions construct these cultural goods fo r  whose benefit, and at whose 
expense? G iven th is approach, a new w indow  o f  cultural and political critique  can 
be opened in to  how we conceive o f  and examine conununity-based ecotourism, and 
the justice  o r injustices that result from  it.

There is much to  suggest that “ new tourism”  (as ecotourism and com m unity- 
based ecotourism themselves are constructed in  Belize) represents a fo rm  o f  “ new 
co lon ia lism ," A s  a new cu ln ira l fo rm  o f com m odity exchange, the Belize tourism  
industry ( itse lf composed o f  many North Am erican expatriates and “ eco-Iodge”  
owners) .restructured its e lf to  meet the desires o f  international tounsts, w ho were 
once satisfied to flock  to  the beaches and coral-rim m ed coasts bu t now w ant to  ven
ture inland fo r a nature- and culture-based experience. In  response, the Belize tourist 
industry has demassified, repackaged, and relabeled its holiday prodact to  cater to 

these presumed desires,^

There has been a  m arket sh ift f io m  the trad iiiona l mass packaged holidays, ty p i

c a lly  described as the "sun, sea, sand and sex.”  M ore  f le x ib ly  packaged— in d iv id 
ua lly  oriented— tourism s are now  o f  increasing significar>ce, catering fo r  a  more 
“ authentic”  experience and chajacieriaucally. environm enta lly and cu ltu ra lly  

sensitive.

M u n i and H ig in io  (1993:61)

W h ile  ecotourism literature labels its e lf as supporting “ sustainable develop
ment,”  “ nature.”  and “ cu ltu re ," analysts rarely confront the ambiguous meanings o f 
the words used to  describe and market the experiences offered. M ost critica lly , they 
do no t exp lic itly  recognize the p o litica l and economic ways in  which words and 
images take on  meanings (DuPuis and Vandetgeest 1996). The ir meanings are more 
than jus t points o f  view : they have consequences as people act on their understand
ing  o f  key concepts such as ‘Tural,”  “ nature.”  and “ wilderness,”  and orient them to  
meet their own self-interest.
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Siories about nanire, the human commujiity and history. . .  a jt crucial because they 
shape our ideas o f what were, are. and should be human relationships with the 
natural world. Moreover, when stories about nacure and the human commuoity 
are linked to power and funding, they have Important ethical, polibcal and legal 
consequences.

Zemer (J994a;6^)

W ith  regard to  comniunity-based ecotouriam, i t  is helpful to  consider how 
others have analyzed the words often used to  describe and promote these projects. A 
separaliDn— o f  rural from  urban, managed from  w ild , and human activ ity from  nat- 
iKaJ processes— remains the basis fo r most development projects and suggests an 
im pottan i d irection o f  inqu iry  fo r  critica lly  examining community'based ecotourism. 
‘ 'B iod iversity '’  (habitat, flora, fauna, ecological process, and genetic resources) is spht 
from  the sphere o f  human pracdcea and becomes the privileged subject matter, while  
human groups and their rights are devalued o r penpheraJized (Zemer 1996). The con* 
sotfcuon o f  boundaries ber^een these categories creates coRiradictions w ith the daily 
activities o f  rural people who^e everyday Uvea do not adhere to  these separations or 
whose understanding o f  these categories may d i^ e r from  that o f  the people w ith  power. 
When land use and resource managers conceptualize and plan biodiversity conserva- 
cion programs on the bases o f their abstract categories and imaginings, they orieo need 
to  resort to  coercion o r  violence to  implement regulations based on these views (Peluso 

1992a; DuPuis and Vande^ecst 1996). These have entailed attempts to  change dietary 
habits, restrict resource use to  designated “ zones,"o r prohib it people fn>m using tbeir 
lands, forests, and reefs completely (Zemer 1996),

Given that a “ wilderness”  experience has become a b ig  seller in  community* 
based ecotourism. how  is k  con<xi\'ed7 M any  have written that the tendency is  lo  
approach the '\vUdeniess experience”  as p itting  the human against the nonhuman, 
and to  assume an almost rel ig ious meaning and conviction that can JusQfy harsh con* 

sequences local peoples.

However much one may be attracted to such a vision, it  entails pioblematic coose-
quences. For one, i t  makes wilderness ibe locus fo r an epic struggle between malign 
avihzaiion and bencgn nsture. cuirfpatted ubicft slJ other sociai. political, and 
moral concerns are tr iv ia l.. . .  I f  we set loo high a slock on wilderness, too many 
other corners o f the earth become less than natural and too many other people 
become less than human, thereby giving us perTuisslon not to caie much about their 
suffering or their fate.

Cronon (1995:84)

A  tendency to  idealize wilderness and its iahabifams (when ihe ir physical exis
tence is acknowledged) and to  care U iile about social and p o litica l impacts is  par* 
tlcu la riy  germane to  outsiders' v iews o f  tropical and neotropical rainforests— the 
m odem ‘day Gardens o f  Eden. Yet these are also the places where ecotourism dis
course claims to  be appropriate and effective.
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This b rie l look at po licy  and theory raises many queslions. Does ecotourism. 
and comrDunity‘base4 ecotourism more specihcaJly, move beyond simple dualisms 
and conceptions o f nature as sacred, timeless, and located in  the past and the trop i
cal periphery? Are affluent urban recreationists (inc lud ing  biodiversity planners) p it
ted against o r w orking w ith  rural people w ho actually earn their liv in g  fh^m the nat
ural resources? H ow  does each group view  nature, ecotourism. and themselves and 
one another? How is '*trad itionar’ Creole culture constructed, valued, ar.d offered as 
an international cultural experience? These queslions ate h igh ly  relevant i f  we con
sider that “ p rim itive ”  peoples in  trop ica l areas are often idealized, even sentimen
talized, u n til Ibe moment they do something unprim itive, moderti, and unnatural, 
thereby fa lling  from  environmental grace (Cronon 1995). W hat do analyses o f  con
crete efforts te ll us about the cultural frameworks u tilized by planners, and the con- 
g ru ity  between them, the ir activities, and the histories and lives o f  people in  partic
ular rural areas?

The case srudy that fo llow s, although not e xp lic itly  about laws and rights, is 
nonetheless a story about justice. The justice  question here revolves around the pol
itics and power o f contro lling  images and cu ltura l meanings in  the production o f 
communiry ecotourism, and the profound impacts, however unexpected o r un in 
tended, they have had on the lives o f people, especially these w ith  litt le  pow er I t  is 
also about new possibilities fo r  struggle and resistance to these controlling images 
(Escobar 1995),

GALES POINT HISTORICALLY

The village o f Gales Point is a four-hour boat ride f io m  the nation's capital. L ik e  the 
rest o f  the country, the area has been largely undeveloped, and exploited m ostly fo r  
its natural resources— by Spanish, B ritish, and, more recently. American inceresLs\ 
In  the early part o f  the century, few  people lived  on the peni nsula. There was no road, 
only the r ive r fo r  passage, and that was not navigable during the d ry  season. The 
peninsula remained a nameless settlement fo r  shipwrecked and escaped slaves w ho 
were able to  remain hidden because o f  its  remoteness, at least u n til M r. Gale arrived.

A fte r the w orld  depression in  the 1930s, Creoles (the descendants o f  European 
colonists and A frican  slaves) came from  Belize C ity  to  settle in  Gales Point. A  m ajor 
draw was the ava ilab ility  o f  w ork created by foreigner Paul M e rritl, who owned and 
operated a lumber m ill near Soldier Creek beginning tn  the early 1940$, In the 1950s, 
Gales Point was an economically active v illage w ith  income derived from  logging, 
bush farm ing, hunting. Ashing, and revenue from  m iddle lo  upper cbss  B e lize  C ity  
residents w ho b u ilt vacation bungalows along the shorelines.

Lum ber operations closed after hurricane H attie  destroyed most o f  the structures 
in  1961. A fte r that tim e, residents faced severe economic hardships. Social programs 
financed by the government focused on the concept o f  basic needs: in  Gales Point 
they worked to  promote home gardens, hygiene, and cottage industry (e.g,, fru it pro
duction and preservation). However, in  the 1970s, government monies fo r  social

The Meaning of the Manatee
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welfare programs dried up as the country fo llow ed  sm iciura i adjusinteni mandates 
set fo rth  b y  the International M onetary Fund (IM F ). In  the absence o f  economic 
alternatives, residents o f  Gales Point depended largely on forests and sea resources 
fo r  the ir subsistence. Residents (inc lud ing  the .'settlement o f  Soldier Creek, which 
relocated to  Gales Point after the lum ber m ill closed) took advantage o f  the lagoon 
and creeks to  hsh. and to reach the bush and savannahs fo r  farm ing root crops and 
hunting [especially fo r  small rodents known as gibnut (Agouti paca). deer (brocket 
deer), tap ir (white-lipped peccary), arm adillo, om le  (green and hicatee), and the 
large manatee), I lagers also extracted and sold chicle fo r  the manufacturing o f 
chew ing gum, and other forest products such as *‘tie*tie”  vines (Oesmoncus schip- 
pt7)> w h ich  they wove in to  baskets fo r  home use. in  addition to  a  range o f  other plants 
collected as mediciuals.

These activ ities then and now  are carried o u t by a  population characterized as 
“ a skewed m ix  o f  children and the ir grandparents'’  (Manatee A dvisory Committee 
1992:1). M ost o f  the Gales Point working-age population lives in  Belize C ity  o r the 
United Slates, where they can find  employment. In  1994, the population o f  Gales 
Point was approximately 400. composed o f  seventy-seven fu ll-tim e  households and 
sixteen seasonal ones. These statistics conceal the fact that there is much population 
movemetit in  and out o f Gales Point. M any young men leave the village each year 
fo r  a few  months to  earn income in  Belize C ity  and the U nited Slates. They and oth* 
e t t  re turn  to  Galea Point fo r months at a  dm e. o r a t least fo r  holidays.

Th is b rie f history o f  Gales Point suggests the centrality o f  natural resources in
the v illage  economy, seasonal m igrations to  and from  the village, and the long-term
presence o f  fore ign interests. Gales Point has no t developed a diversified economy,
in  large part because o f fore ign dom ination, geographic remoteness, and vulnera
b ility  to  extreme weather. B y  the late 198BS. the ab ility  o f  natural resources to  pro
vide sustenance to  Gales Point residents declined precipitously. Th is has been the
result, not o f  population increase (given the h igh  incidence o f  oui-m igration). but o f
com petition  w ith  foretgmets fo r  land  to d  m a iine  resources. W h ile  many residews
continue to  culdvaie small m llpa farms near So ldier Creek some seven m iles from
the v illage, many more used to  cultivate the fe rtile  land jus t south o f  the village. D ur
ing  the 1970s. these lands were sold by the Belizean government to  an American
couple w ho developed a large citrus plantation known as W hite Ridge Farm, H igh
debt and IM F-im posed structural adjustment policies in  the 1979s had turned the
Belizean economy further toward fore ign trade and ownership. increa.singly w ith  the
U nited States rather than w ith  the ex-B ritish  colonists (Moberg 1992; Shoman
1994). T he  Belizean govenwnerft ave rted  its  tywnership over the property to  w hich
villagers lacked legal title , c la im ing that i t  inherited the land as "em inent dom ain"
from  the Brid.sh colonial regime. The Belize govenunent offered residents other land
to  fann, bu t these lands were in fe rtile  and located fa r  from  Gales Point village. A dd i
tiona lly, w h ile  the plantation provides some local employment, agrochemicals also
run of? from  agricultural helds to  the stream that provides Gales Point’s drinking
w ater (Greenlee, personal correspondence, A p r il 1996).

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

D uring  the 1970s. another foreigner secured title  to  the tip  o f  the peninsula, and
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the M&naiee Fishing Lodge was created. The advent o f  commerciaJ fishing in  the 
lagoons created severe com pelilion w ith  local fishermen. Whereas local fishennen in 
the past fished w ith  rods from  small nonmoiorized dorieti, and largely fo r  home con- 
sumption. iTOth commercial and local fishermen pcKodically used large, finely 
meshed *'g ill nets*' and fiberglass motorized boats, w hich gready expanded their catch 
and range (eight villagers owned g ill nets in  the v illage in  1 99 4 )/ Local fishermen 
m d  they now fish fo r  as much as they can catch to sell in  the local and Belize C ity 
markets. B y  1994, the Manatee Fishing Lodge had changed owners and o ffic ia lly  
dropped from  its name. The name change symbolizes the demise o f  world- 
class sport fishing in  the area, which the lodge had created jus t a decade earlier. The 
lodge now markets its main attractions as spon fishmg and d iv ing o f f  o f  (fie cays 
(islands), the scenic seaside views o f Gales Point, and Mayan archaeological ruins.

As a result o f increasing fore ign investment, Gales Point villagers turned to  the 
sea and bush fo r their live lihood. U nlike  in  indigenous Mayan villages located else
where m  Belize, there were no common-management properties, customs, o r ethics 
regarding resource access, allocation, control, o r use in  Gales Poiiir, Natural re
sources were de facto open access; that is, people could extract o r use nondeveloped 
bush and marine envirotunents as they pleased, w hich they did. A  1994 random 
household survey that m y students and I  conducted in  Gales Point found that 89 per
cent o f  Gales Point residents obtained the ir prim ary food through purchase (con
sisting o f  rice, red beans, and flo o r w  make biscuits known as Joh/my Cakes), rather 
than from  home production. They purchased th is food  from  one small store in  the 
v illage, o r in  Belize C ity , Approxim ately a th ird  o f  the residents earn income lo  pur
chase commodities through wage-work (such as woridng at the W hite R idge citrus 
plantation o r the Manatee Lodge, teaching, postal w ork, o r doing boat repairs/ 
carpentry). A no iher th ird  o f  the households earn income frDco selling bush meat, 
e^jpecially g ib n u t/ The remaining households obtain income from  relatives abroad 
who send remittances and, since 1992. from  provid ing ecotounst services. A  very 
small m inority  earned the ir income pnm arily  from  selling fish o r farm  crops (roo i- 
crops, bananas, vegetables, cashew, and coconuts).

W ild life  to  most Gales P o in t residents has h is torica lly  been valued as an im por
tant source o f  food and income, as have the sea and the lagoons; some are also 
dangerous predators o r annoying pests. W ild  peccary are k ille d  fo r meat but also 
when they root and consume foods cultivated on small farms. Morelet crocodiles are 
k illed  by residents as they float in to  the lagoon during the rainy season, threatening 
small dogs and children. V illagers also hunt g ibnut w ith  no restraint, since they view  
these large rodents as aggressive and capable o f  rapid reproduction. Fre.shwater and 
sea turtle (hicatee, green, haw ksb ill) are also easily hunted and the meat h igh ly  
favored in  Creole cuisine; the haw ksbill shell is also used to  make jew e lry  and other 
ornaments.

Gales Point residents' u tilita rian  approach to nature, however, does not preclude 
their appreciation o r value fo r  nature as noncommodity. The lagoon and sea are 
appreciated fo r  their view, as a place fo r  rest and relaxation, and as a source o f  con-
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tem plation w h ile  watching the gentle manatees. One o lder resident spoke regre tfu lly 
o f  cu tting  buck bush and the resultant loss o f  b ird  species as the v illage Is extended 
so that the wealthy from  Belize C ity  cao purchase and construct vacation homes on 
prim e beach-front lots:

1 ajT) sad that my grandchildren w ill not see the scarlet macaw and curaso that 1 
watched every day as a young child. The big birds have all been killed or disap
peared with the clearing o f the bush to make houses.

In  the context o f  lim ited  economic opportunity and mounting resource scarcity 
brought on by the eiKroachment o f  wealthy nonlocal vacationers and profiteers, 
Gales Point residents have survived by cu tting  the bush; k illin g , consuming, and sell
in g  w ild  game; fishing; and, to  a  lesser extent, fa rm ing. Nature in  this rural Creole 
com m un ity  is  dynamic, resilient, and inclusive o f  human activ ity. Even in  the 
absence o f  local resource management customs (offset b y  h igh  rates o f out-m igra- 
tio n ). nature has, u n til recently, provided. Environm ental degradation and scarcity 
in tensified  w ith  fore ign commercial enterprises that significantly raised the scale o f 
extraction and lim ited  the access o f  local villagers to  fe rtile  land and remaining fish. 
In  the 1990s, competition w ith  fore ign interests have further intensified, this time 
over the meaning and control o f  w ild life .

CONSTRUCTING COMMUNITY-BASED ECOTOURISM 
IN THE GALES POINT MANATEE CONSERVATION PROJECT

M any articles have been published on the orig in , intention, and operation o f  the Gales 
Point Manatee Com m unity Conservation project, most authored by project founder 
Robert H orw ich  and his associates (e.g.. H orw ich 1995; H orw ich and Lyon 1995; 
H o rw ich  e t al. 1993). A  close examination o f pro ject proposals, plans, and brochures 
w i l l  be  provided, w ith  special aitenboo to  the planners' conception o f  Ihe nature, cu l
ture. and com m unity to  be conserved, organized, and marketed fo r  ecotourism, as 
w e ll as the factors they claim  make the pro ject a community-based effort.^

Since 1968. the area suTTounding Gales Point has been proposed as a protected 
area (Zism an 1989), and various visitors have in itia ted efforts to  protect turtles and 
other w ild life . However, the current e ffo rt was begun w ith  a proposal lo  the gov- 
em m ent o f  B e lize  in  February 1991. drafted by w ild life  b io log ist Robert H orw ich 
and Jon Lyon. They proposed that the area, includ ing Ihe village o f  Gales Point, be
designated a biosphere reserve. The proposed reserve encompassed approximately 
170,000 acres o f  a  variety o f  habitats, endangered and threatened species, and prop
e rty  rights (H o rw ich  1995). H orw ich  and Lyon had begun com m unity conservation 
in  B e lize  w ith  Ihe Com m unity Baboon Sanctuary, a project invo lv ing  100 o r more 
priva te  landowners (H orw ich 1990; H o iw ich  and Lyon 1990), and they were eager 
to  bu ild  on what they had learned (H orw ich and Lyon 1998). The proposed Gales

*. 
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Point project provided an oppoftim ity  to  pursue community*based conservation 
across a  mosaic o f  habitats and property rights regimes, together w ith government 
and private actors, and to  g ive  mure attention to  constric ting  v illage support and 
community-based management strictures. According to  H orw ich (1995:8). the pro* 
posal evolved in  the fo llow ing  way;

D u ring  a  crip to  the area b y  H o ra ’ lch and Chris Augusta, a long-term  part-tim e res 
id u it  o f  the area, a  plan was proposed lo  the v illage Jn w h ich v illagers signed a  sup* 
porting documeni. A n  In iria l proposal fo r  a b io a p ^ re  reserve fo r  the area was w r it
ten and submitted to the v illag e  counc il o f  Gales P o in t and ibe  M in is try  o f  Tourism

and the Environm ent Further d l^u ss io n s  w iib  government s ta ff ledco the gov*
em raeni organizl ng a meeung at Calea P o in t w h ich included po litic ians and s ta ff o f  

the Departments o f  Forestry and A icheo logy  as w e ll as members o f  the tourism  
com m unity and v illagers. A  fo Ilow *up  proposal was w ritten  fo r  a  m u ltip le  land use 
protected area to  incorporate the additional ideas from  the various government 

meetings.

C lose ailention was given by prc^eci planners and government agencies to  mapping, 
zoning, and regulating human activ ity  across Ihe Manatee Special Development 
Area (SDA). Using Ihe biosphere philosophy, the plan provides fo r  cere areas where 
human disturbance w il l  be m in im a l, bu ffe r zones where specific human uses are des* 
ignaied, and trajisitioo zones where human activities w il l  be restricted. Human use 
w il l  be lim ited to low -im pact ecotourism in  core areas, which were selected fo r  spe
c ific  endangered species, specific ecosystems, and watershed protection (H orw ich 
and Lyon 1998). “ Proper”  land use was deiertitined through the lens o f  biosphere 
philosophy and scientific w ild life  management.

The Belizean government responded by designating the Manatee Special Devel
opment Area in  November 199 i , and the M in is try  o f  Tourism and the Environment 
beaded by M in ister G len G odfrey committed funds to  begin the project and to  con
struct a hotel that was to  be turned over to  a v illage cooperative once it  was formed. 
The Belize Audubon Society directed by Etolores Godfrey lent its support, as d id  the 
U.S. Peace Corps, w h ich  assigned tw o  volunteers to  the project. Later on, the pro
jec t received grants from  the United States A id  fo r  International Development 
(U S A ID ) and the United Nations Development Program (U N D P) Global Environ
mental Fund fo r b iodiversity assessments and v illage  improvement, Sich as loans to 
improve homes and bu ild  septic systems, administered through the Belizean non
governmental organization (N G O ) known as BEST (Belize Enterprises fo r  Sustain* 
able Technology),

H orw ich et al. (1993) p u l fo rth  three m ain objectives o f  the Manatee Commu
n ity  Reserve (also at limes referred to  as the .sanctuary). These are (1) to  develop a 
loca lly  supported reserve that integrates m ulti-land use fo r  private and government- 
owned lands and ensures sustainable use o f  resources; (2) to  maintain and strengthen 
the local rural culture (based on  farm ing, fishing, and hunting); and (3) to  g ive  the 
v illage a supplementary .source o f  income through tourism , resulting in  economic 
self-sufficiency and less pressure on natural resources.

The Meaning of the Manatee
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The &anctuar> w ill concenlraie on developing iourism around the communiiy 
lifesryle, giving UPiirisTS an authentic experience o f vlJJage life> something like ihe 
exposuiv to Creole culrure at the Conuniinity Baboon Sanctuary, Allovring tourists 
to enjoy an “ interculiural experience" should also relieve villagers o f pressure lo 
invent a sense o f opulence fo r tourists.

Horwich eta). (1993:162)

The planners insist that conservation in  the area w il l  encompasj^ preservation o f  the 
ru ra l lifesty le , and change w il l  occur in  accordance w ith  com m uniiy wishes and 
under co itim un ity  control. The project w il l  “ keep the cu ltura l un ity  and in tegrity  o f 
the v illage  in tact“  w h ile  provid ing opportunities fo r  pleasing tourists.

A l Gales Pol nt, certain areas where manatees and American crocodiles reside would 
please naturalists. Setting up permanent viewing sites such as an anchored raft or a 
viewing tower In these situations would further enhance the possibility o f viewing 
w ildlife. O l^n  things that villagers and local guides take for granted w ill th rill for
eign visitors.

Fmally, with an eye to pleasing tourists. Gales Point villagers should appraise their 
village. W ith viiUge consensus, improvements might include alternative toilets to 
accommodate both village ajid lourist wastes. . , .  Planning and constructing boat 
moorings and piers should be under strict local control.

Horwich et al. (1993:163)

H orw ich  writes that It was the villagers o f  Gales P o in t who formed a coopera
tive  to  manage ecotourism activities, including com m unity a.ssociations focused on 
delivering  the various ecotourism services.

In January. 1992, villagers o f Gales Point formed the Gales Poini Progressive Coop
erative (GPPQ to promote sw^tainable economic development and to conserve the 
natural environment o f die region—  A number o f associations were created under 
ihe Q a ltf Point Progre&MveCooperotive which mcVuded a bed-and-brcakJast as&o- 
clauon. a tour operators association, a riumers association, and a local products 
assoclaiion. Since the community requested help, the Manatee Advisory Team 
(M A T ). . .  was created in mid-July. 1992.

Despite the lead ro le  he and other fbreigoer.'^ plaved in  instigating and impleirienl- 
ing  the pro ject. H orw ich  represents the project effons a& hocne-gcown. c la im ing  that 
the pro ject has had strong village support, "w ith  over 50 percent o f  the adult com
m un ity  getting invo lved  in  at least one o f  the cooperative’s programs”  (H orw ich 
1995:9).

Elsewhere, he and coauthor Lyon w rite  that a prim ary emphasis in  their pro* 
grams was the ertipowennent o f  local people, Thev c la im  lo  have advanced this goal 
ir i Gates P o in t th tough the CFpcration o f commumTy-based programs tha t involve 
local people not o n ly  in  managing ecotounsm-income generation, but in  research 

and conservation activities that promote local conservation awareness. Furthermore.
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they w rite  that local empowerment was also enhanced and strengthened through 
encouraging pajticipanis o f  d iffe ren t com m unity associations in  Gales Point to  in ter
act among themselves, as w e ll as w ith  s im ilar communities, fo r inform ation sharing 
and morale boosting (H orw ich  and Lyon 1998).

IN ANOTHER VOICE: THE CONTRADICTIONS AND IRONIES 
OF COMMUNITY ECOTOURISM

The preceding narratives suggest the la ^ e  role played by Am erican w ild life  b io lo 
gists in  conceptualizing, organizing, funding, and implementing activities in  Gales 
Point around the foreign concept o f  com m uniiy ecotourism. That the project was not 
initia led from  w ith in  the Gales Point community, nor b u ilt upon historic community- 
based resource management traditions, contests its representation as “ community- 
based conservation"— at least by some definitions (e.g.. Western and W righ t 1994), 
How  do planners’  views o f  the communiry. nature, and ecotourism activities mesh 
w ith  the cultural frameworks and daily lives o f  Gale« Point residents generally, and 
b y  class and gender more specifically? I f  there are costs, what are they and how arc 
they d ifferen tia lly  home across the physical and social landscapes?

W hat Community? Whose “ Community Ufestyie?" 

Project proposals, plans, and brochures speak about "a "  Gales Point “ com m unity" 
and “ com m unity life s ty le ," w hich are m obilized in to  “ community associations," 
and generate widespread "grassroots" support fo r  ecotourism and conservation 
activities. W ho is th is assumed community? And whose lifestyle  is the pro ject con
serving. and fo r  whose benefit and at what cost?

The image o f  Gales Point com m unity that is  pictured and marketed to  interoa- 
lional and wealthy Belizean ecotourisls, and which. 1 argue, is an invention o f  and 
intervention by project planners, is presented in  a video on comm uniiy conservation 
produced by ihe Belize M in is try  o f  Tburism and Environment. The text also sug
gests that Belizeans themselves are implicated in  this project, and in  ways that reflect 
their ow n varying identities and positions. A  Belizean narrator introduces Gales 
Point to  the audience w ith  the fo llow ing  words: *‘We drive  in to  Gales Point v illage 
on  the only street in  th is sleepy easy-going v illage ," She boasts o f  the attraction o f 
Gales Point to  tourists v iew ing  “ natural sights," and residents “ valu ing the pristine 
state o f  their fac ility , especially the lagoon where the manatee liv e ."  Aboard a m otor
boat to  v iew  the manatee, she says, “ Now  we are going there to  see i f  Kevin w il l  ca ll 
ou t any o f  his pets." She later concludes "that everyone feels encouraged to  continue
developing Gales Point Conservation o f  the resources w hich makes Gales Point
and its surrounding area unique is v ita l to  the v illage ’s very existence,"

The segment on Gales Point concludes w ith  v illage  councilman and coopera
tive  president Walter G o ff celebrating the project and the income i t  generates. Chair

.  r
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o f  the lo u r guide associalion, K e v in  Andrewm , coocurs; *'] liv e  better. I  love Nvben 
people come and I  take them out and around.”

The words and pictures that accompany the naira iive  paint a picture o f  a quaint, 
clean, seaside ru ra l v illage welcom ing vis itors to  come and enjoy first-hand the ir nat' 
ural and cu ltura l amenities. The economy is presented as dependent on local natural 
resources p rovided from  a suU “ pristine”  physical environment, a Creole culture 
in tact and trad itional, and a com m unity devoid o f  complexity, activity, conflic t, and 
d ive rs ity  (sym bolized by the single d it t  path). The Gales Point in  this gaze is not 
tinged by internal conflic t, poverty, violence, environmental change— let alone 
degradation— nor even human history.

A lternate images and a historical perspective challenge and dismantle this f lc ' 
tion . A s  noted previously, the landscape evolved fto m  the hand o f  human activ ity: 
logging, farm ing, hunting, and Ashing, as w e ll as an unsentimental approach toani^ 
mals. W ild  ankoala have beeti hunted as game oc eradicated as pests, no t reveced as 
symbols o f  wilderness o r  "endangered species.”  That the video's narrator, most 
lik e ly  an urban, upper<lass Belizean, refers to  the manatee as ''pets”  provides a th ird 
meaning o f  the manatee most fa m ilia r to  Belizean c ity  dwellers— neither as untamed 
w ild life  nor endangered species, but as domesticated pel.

A  d iffe reu lly  framed picture o f  Gales Point reveals *'quaint”  houses as rundown 
and broken, beaches as garbage littered and dotted w ith  lagoon outhouses, and an 
“ easy-going”  population preoccupied w ith  surviva l and uneasy relations w ith  each 
other. The feelings produced from  th is alternate angle are decidedly less ijd y  and 
condb tting  than those prompted by the promotional video,

A  jo lt in g  image is the abandoned car parked a fe w  houses down from  Miss 
Samuel's d ry  goods store. The insignia and name “ B loods”  scribbled across th is car 
in  b righ t red pa in t signals that drugs and an international drug culture and economy 
are very present in  remote Gales Poinl, even subsidizing some o f  the most im por
tant elements in  com m unity ecotourism.

W h ile  men in  the v illage la lk  about construction as the w ork  they do when they 
seasonally m igrate to  the United States, a few  share the truth that these trips bring 
cotLsiderable and fast income from  marketing iUegat drugs (m ostly cocaine and mar
ijuana). w h ich  they secure through growers in  western Belize o r by transshipment 
fro m  South Am erica.^ Drugs enter the v illage through other venues as w e ll. A  few  
years back, a group o f  young Gales Point youths found a bag o f  cocaine that had 
wa.shed up on  a nearby cay. They d iv ided the booty among themselves. Some o f  the 
youths im m ediate ly  consumed the drugs, w h ile  others sold them in  Belize C ity  and 
were arrested. S t ill others arranged the marketing w ith  greater caution. One youth 
care fu lly  sold h is portion o f  the drugs, saving the income and eventually purchasing 
a  speedboat, w h ich  he uset today Vo guide ecotouriW i fo r  day tr ip s  to  the Manatee 
watch, the Caribbean seashore, o r ancient Mayan caves.

The seasonal m igrations o f  urban Belize C ity  residents and those from  the United 
Slates to  Gales Point also carry w ith  them w orld ly  connections, material possessions, 
and notions that challenge the lim ited albeit opportunistic v iew  o f  the v illage as
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traditional, n ita l. self-contained, and remote— the perfect place fo r  a “ getaw ay" and 
“ natutaJ”  vacation.* Deeply invo lved in  c ircu its o f  m igration, people fro m  Gales 
Point challenge the ease and s im p lic ity  o f  a spatially and cu ltura lly stable Gales 
Point community. Foreign remittances provide much needed income in  Gales Point 
and Belize more w idely. B u t the ir checks, urbanized dress, occupations, and "'mod- 
e ra " educadon and ways are no t incorporated in to  the image sold to  ecotourists. 
Nonetheless, despite liv in g  most o f  their lives in  Chicago, B rook lyn , o r Texas, many 
seasonal returnees m aintain a strong attachment to  Gales Point, one that also buys 
in to  memories and doiires fo r  a simple, quaint home village. I  had a few  conversa
tions w ith  visitors one Easter morning, w hich spoke to  ihe ir attachment, as w e ll as 
the ir resentment o f  tourists and planners intruding w ith  the ir o w n  projections and 
plans fo r  Galea Point. No doubt, crowded beaches, car-strewn streets, and lounging 
well-dressed urbanites— typ ical scenes during m ajor holidays— are no t the views 
h ighlighted and reproduced m  promotional brochures.

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES AND IRONIES

W h ile  promoting cultural events to  attract tourists to  Gales Point and provide oppor- 
tuni/ies fo r  touris i incom e lo  rcphce  “ onsoslainable" live lihood  practices, some 
unintended and eGvironmemally dubious outcomes have developed These suggest 
not only the comedy im p lic it in  com m unity ecotourism, bu t the ironies produced by 
i t  as well.

In  line  w ith  delivering  an “ authentic C reole" experience, residents are resur
recting an o ld  trad ition o f  evening “ drumm ing.’ ’ For a cost o f around USS45, young 
men in  traditional dress dn im  w h ile  villagers and guests dance around a blazing bon
fire. M any neighborhood fam ilies come ou t to  watch and dance, and sing songs in  
Creole w hich suggest A frican  rhythm s and antislavery lyrics (such as lampooning 
w h ile  masters). W hether o r not the performances are authentic o r  a spectacle pu t on 
fo r  tourists, they have generated rettewed intetest in  drummings and a demand fo r  
drums made by local residents. Drums are made from  various woods, w ith  d ifferent 
animal skins pulled across the top. w hich produce d ifferent sounds. The best ones 
are made from  w ildca t skins, especially ocelot— a species on every conservation
ist’s protection lis t. A  long-term  w ild life  b io logy consultant has suggested that they 
sh ift to  goat skins.

As the planners encourage men and women in  the v illage to  o ffe r tourists an 
"s iH heo iic" ezperieTTce o f  C rw Je  culture, fo r  bed-and-breakfast operators
th is translates in to  the food  they serve their guests. However, many providers are 
confused about what to  serve, as w e ll as about the government’s m ientions regard
ing endangered w ild life . M any o f  the most trad itional o r  "a u lh ^ t ic "  Creole dishes 
involve bushmeat. w hich is no longer legally hunted in  the Manatee S D A  [i.e .. tu r
tle, arm adillo, and iguana (known loca lly  as bamboo chicken)]. A  B & B  provide r 1 
stayed w ith  complains, “ 1 want Ito ] prepare fo r  you real Creole food. B u t the gov-
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emm ent [doesn 't] want us [to ] co llec t cimle eggs o r  k i l l  turtles. How  [are] we sup
posed to  p rovide  Creole culture when we can’ t  serve hicatee and w hite  rice. I t ’s 
rid icu lous."

A no the r residents adds. ‘T h e  goveroment [is ] always pushing advertisements 
on T V  and rad io  about traditional Creole dinner, Celling tourists to  come eat hicatee 
and w h ite  rice . W hat is the government tiy in g  to  push? Is i t  te llin g  people to  k i l l  tur* 
tie  o r  not?”

Instead, tourists are routinely served the same main meal: a stew o f  beans, rice, 
and chicken. Quests frequently recnve unned spaghetti, sardines, o r a sandwich fo r 
lunch^, and. although desired by tourists, few  vegetables, and fresh fru it on ly when 
seasonally available. Although gibnut is traditional food in  Oales Point, "we know  for
eigners d o n 't like  to eat rat so we don’ t  serve it  to  them though this is too bad. because 
g ibnut is good meal, and we can hunt i f  o r buy it  in  the village when we need it ."

Project planiters have also encouraged the production o f  native crafts fo r  sale to 
tourists, a lthough few  "natives" s till retain knowledge about p la iting  baskets. B u ild 
ing  on successes in  other villages w ith  se lling  baskets as "jung le  products," an 
elderly woman named M iss Iris , w ho spends h a lf o f  each year in  Los Angeles and 
is  interested in  renewing pride in  Creole culture, has been teaching a small group o f 
interested women and men to  weave baskets. M iss Iris  explains:

So few people here know how to plait baskets anymore. Back then we all knew how 
to do i t  because there wasn’ t any plastic. But plastic is now cheap, widely avaiUbk 
aod doesn’t leak, so most people do not want to spend the time or money buying 
the vines and weaving baskets. Many too do not want lo invest the time lo  make 
baskets until they are ensured o f a market We do have a |»oblem with marketing.

Baskets are woven exclusively fo r  tourists, and there h^ve been sigothcani prob
lems w ith  poor quality, high pric ing , and littiited  markets. Additiona lly , whether the 
extraction o f  " t ie 't ie "  vines fo r baske t and other handicrafts disrupts local flo ra  and 
fauna, and whether they can be sustainably harvested under h igher collection pres
sures are questions that iKed to  be answered before assuming the enterprise is eco
log ica lly  sustainable (Belsky and Siebert 1997), S im ila rly , promotion o f  local crafts 
has led to  v illagers buying b lack coral and constructing jew e lry  and other handicrafts 
to  se ll to  tourists. A lthough illega l, harvesting o f  coral persists in  Belize, w ith  neg
ative repercussions fo r  reef ecology and efToris to  protect coastal environments* 

Another unintended consequence o f  rural ecotourism  is that capital accumula
tion  fro m  operatitig B & B s and tour boats is being used to  develop a new, locally In i
tiated brand o f  ecotourism. In  1996. residents shared w ith  us the ir dreams lo  con
struct a cabana o r tw o  in  their yard, and even possibly a small restaurant. Some have 
already begun to  live  this dream. A  lesson learned from  hosting B& B s is that both 
residents and fore ign guests prefer a lit t le  privacy and social distance. B u t unlike  the 
com£aurui.y-based n tta l ecotouri&stv project, w h ich  h a i tried  Vc t'acilUare touris t devel
opment w ith in  a broader context o f  laitd-use planning and comm unity participation 
(inc lud ing  a  concern fo r  equity), the privaie-cabana approach w ill be available lo
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only those w ho can afTord i t  and w il l  not be coordinated fo r  any e^ui,ahle d is tribu
tio n  o f f  esouttrej. benefit^ o r service deJivcjy and certainly not fo r  environmental 
conservation o r cultural preservation. In  the cu ircnt po litical economic clim ate  o f 
privatization and export production, i t  is lik e ly  that this uend w ill gam er both 
national and internaiional support.

Indeed, community>based ecotourism (and comm unliy'based conservation 
more generally) suggests an approach at odds w ith  countervailing g loba liza iion 
forces and ideology. G lobalization supports an urban-biased, export-led m odel o f 
development that privileges marfcets and privatization over nonmarftei, socialized. 
o r common-tnunaged approaches to  development, and that entails significant envi- *
ronmental degradation (M cM ichael 1996).

UNEVEN PARTICIPATION AND NEW VULNERABILITIES

Contrary to  claims pu t fo rth  in  the promotional video and publications, widespread 
and grassroots participation in  com m unity ecotourism activities has not developed, 
nor has anything close to  ''em powerm ent" been achieved in  Gales Point. Indeed, 
participation and benefits have been uneven, and f>ew vulnerabilities associated w ith  
com m unity ecotourism have arisen, especially fo r  v illage women.

In  1994, tw o years after the project was up and running, ten women operated 
BdcBs and were members o f  die 6<&B assaciadon; seven women p in e ^  ihe  c n ifl 
association; eight men provided services w ith  the boat operator usoc ia tion , and 
fourteen men were members o f  the fanners' association. Importantly, m ost o f  the 
men and women partjc ipatitig  In these enterprises belonged to  the same five  o r so 
households. The manager o f  the B & B  association, Hortensc Welch, is the m other o f 
the chairman o f  the tour guiding association (K ev in ), and w ife  o f  the most popular 
bush guide (Moses Andrcw in). She is also a long term  member o f  the v illa ge  coun
c i l  headed by W alter GotT. also president o f the umbrella management o ^a n iza iio n . 
the Gales Point Progressive Cooperative, That a few  so called progressive housC' 
holds and individuals dominate v illage p o litica l and economic affairs is no t uncom
mon in  rural development, but its teahfy shatters the frag ile  iH u^ronof com m unity* 
w ide participation.

Additiona lly , in  1996 we found that tw o th irds o f  the women operating B & B s  
were empioyed e ilher by  Ihe Manatee lo d g e , the W h ile  Ridge citrus p lantation, or 
the Belizean government. This patiem is noteworthy fo r a number o f reasons. F irst, 
i t  suggests that a small o ligarchy o f  comm unity residents and households usually 
seizes the opportunity to  access new resources. Second, it  reveals that the Individu* 
als and households that do participate and receive material benefits from  ecotourism  
are not those most dependent on  the “ subsidy from  nature" those v/ho should ben
e fit and w ho in  tum  w ill promote conservaUon, according to  ecotourism discourse 
(H echi e t a l 19S8:25). Log ica lly, i t  is the be iie r o ff households who c m  nieec the 
standards fo r  otTering B & B  services, including bedrooms w ith  specified furn iture , 
and cooking and bathroom facilities w ith  basic sanitation. A nd  th ird, i t  suggests
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added burdens on female B & B  operators s triv ing  lo  combine h ls ioric domestic 
responsibilities w ith  new paid«labor and ecoiourisi related services.

In  the firs t cwo years after tourism  acdviiies began, substantial tourism  money 
was earned fo r  those provid ing B & B  and lo u r guiding services. especiaJly because 
o f  the annual visits o f student groups such as our own. However, income from  B & B  
activ ities declined from  1994 to  1996 as a result o f  reductions in  the number o f  
touriscs. a  rise in  food prices, and the establishment o f  new B & B s  in  the viUage. In  
1996, the price fo r  one n ight o f  lodg ing  and three meals increased from  U S $I 5 per 
person to  $20 to  cover added costs (including a value added lax o f  15 percent insti
tuted in  1996), bu t s till women complained. "Even w ith  the raise i t  don 't bring much 
p ro fit to  p rov id ing  cooked meals.”  B & B  operators also lament that nonasaociation 
members are opening B & B s. provid ing  significant competition, and undercutting 
th e ir prices. The nonassociation members c la im  that they can provide quality 
services w ithout Che assistance (and the obligations) o f  the B & B  association. W ith 
regard to  B & B  management, women raised coocems that the B & B  association 
manager a.ssigned guests on the basis o f  favoritism  rather than fo llow ing  a rotation 
schedule.

These complaints were exacerbated by new debt. In  1994. loans from  the 
Belizean organization BEST were made available to improve B & B  accommodation. 
In  1996. B & B  members were encouraged to  take loans to  construct indoor p lum b
in g  and septic tanks at an interest rate o f  approximately 10 percent monthly. Resi
dents no t a ffilia ted w ith  the pro ject expressed great resentment that they d id  not 
receive assistance fo r  bu ild ing loileLs, Iron ica lly, however, because o f  design choices 
and water shortages in  the village, many o f  the new to ile ts do  not function and can* 
no t be used. The reduction in  loortsis combined w ith  repayment obligations leave 
many B & B  operators worried that they w il l  not be able to  repay loans.

Some B & B  operators are concerned that they cannot combine historic domes
tic  responsibilities w ith  provid ing  ecoiourist .services and new employment, and 
these worries arc leading to new c o n f l ic t  a t home. W ith  employment oppom iniiies 
(and increased debt), B & B  operators are faced w ith  choices such as whether to  trans* 
fe r  B & B  hosting duties to  other fa m ily  members (e.g., keeping young g irls home 
from  school); o ffering Icsser quality service (e.g., serving bagged lunches), o r not 
accepting guests entirely (and forgoing needed income). The costs o f  these choices 
are borne d iffe ren tly  across households, and by m ale and female fam ily  members o f 
d iffe ren t ages w ith in  these households.

REINFORCING COMMUNITY RIVALRIES

That the p ro ject has wrought resentment between households, between local resi
dents and pro ject planners, and between ecoiourisis and the state was strongly com
municated to  us during our last tw o  visits to  Gales Point. In  1994. a small amount 
o f  p ro ject funds was allocated to  bu ild  a com m unity cra ft center in  Gales Point lo  
fac ilita te  marketing o f  locally produced handicrafts. However, labor had to  be hired
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to  build  the center since residents were not w illin g  to  assist in  Its conslrucdun. In 
1995, when the build ing was h a lf constructed, i t  was destroyed by arson by mem* 
bers w ith in  the com m unity as a result o f  disputes over the land upon w h ich  i t  was 
b u ilt, the construction methods utilized, and the perception that the same fe w  fam i
lies were receiving the m ajority  o f  employment opportunities fro m  the p ro ject.' •

Another e:tample involves u tilities . Govenunent o ffic ia ls connected to  the pro
jec t were instrumental in  bring ing diesel generated e lectricity and pumped water 
(from  a nearby rive r) to  the village, and in  fac ilita ting  collection and payment o f  fees, 
w hich has become contentious and even violent. Households are charged a fla t fee 

o f  USSIO per month fo r  water and electricity, rather than an amount based on  ind i
vidual household usage. In  addition to  lacking an incentive to  conserve fue l and 
water, some households refuse to  pay the ir b il l  because they are u nw illing  to  subsi
d ize  the B & B s. w hich consume more water and energy in  the fo rm  o f  refrigerators, 
lights, fans, and other appliances used by o r fo r  overnight tourists. D uring  our stay 
in  1993, there were neither lights nor water available because a m ajority  o f  villagers 
declined 10 pay the b ill.

In  addition lo  not w ishing to  subsidize B & B  services, nonpardcipating com  
m uniry members lament the rise o f  strati hcation in  the village, o r what they express 
as “ no t coming up  together," One woman protested that a riva l had commissioned 
the feared obea man (a specialist in  black magic) to  place a spell on her and her 
household because they generated more income from  ecotourism activ ities and from  
paid employment. One resident 1 knew w e ll to ld  me. “ 1 lam j going to  le t the garbage 
p ile  up on the beach. Th is is  what we do w ith  garbage in  Gales Point. M aybe i f  the 
tourists don’ t  like  it ,  they won’ t  come. And they w ill leave Gales Point to  us."

Refusing to p ick  up h is garbage is th is man's w ay o f  resisting and speaking back 
to  foreign led ecotourism and conservation, the greater capital accumulation o f  his 
neighbors, a loss o f personal contro l, and an a ffront to his ethics and aesthetics asso* 
da ted  w ith  a ll o f  these. H is critique  is lost on  project planners, who ca ll fo r  more 
tra in ing  in  “ hosp ita lity " and provid ing  international standards o f  tourism “ service”  
They miss the point o r  choose to  ignore that the fa ilure to  p ick up garbage, o r  “ im po  
liieness," is no t ju s t the result o f  d ifferent approaches to  service but is  related to  the 
unequal and racist h istorical relationship between blacks and whites, masters and 
slaves, and colomzeni and (he colonized.

Predictably, members o f  households receiving income fro m  ecotourism  are 
more sympathetic to  the pro ject and its environmental conservation princip les and 
suategies, “ I  hunt less because o f  tourism ," acknowledged a tour guide whose w ife 
operates a B & B . “ I  used to  hunt more but now  1 d o n 't fo o l w ith  i t  as m uch because 
staying out at n ight makes me too  tired to  guide tourists during the day ." He hnds 
nature guiding more lucrative and less arduous than hunting fo r  gibnut.

Hoivei'er, households thar depend on hunting fo r  the ir p rim ary incom e and who 
do  not receive income from  ecotourism resent attempts to  impose lin ita d o n s  on their 
hunting activities. They critic ize  govcnim eni o ffic ia ls and fore ign consultants who 
advocate new conservation regulations that require the purchase o f  hunting  permits, 
that restrict hunting o f  particular species to  particular seasons and uses, and that pro
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h ib ii hundng o f  certain species altogether. M any protest what they perceive lo  be an 
insens itiv ity  to  the ir lim ited  maieriaJ resources. ‘“We don’ t  hunt, we don 't eat,'* one 
wom an rem inds a student, “ We [do ] no t get back fo r  ou r loss.”  complained an older 
bosh hunter w ho does not receive any money fro m  ecotourism. “ Maybe others do, 
bu t oot us.”  Aoother man complained that govemment ofhciaJs do oot enforce the 
laws anyway, and after instructing you not to  hunt, they w il l  buy o r confiscate pre> 
cious turtles from  you fo r  the ir meat and shells.

The pro ject has also exacerbated historic p o litica l rivalries. I t  is no secret that 
then minisCer o f  tourism  and environment G len Godfrey hnanciaJly and log istica lly  
supported (he Gales Point comm unity ecotourism pro ject (and the village council 
through w hich i t  worked) to  award and promote patronage fo r  h is polidcaJ party, the 
Peoples U nited Party (PUP), w hich was in  power from  1989 to  1993, AJlhough not 
a ll com m unity members in  Gales Point are aligned w ith  the PUP. most are. Those 
w ho fa vo r the opposing party com plain that they are nor able to  Join com m unity eco
tourism  associations even i f  (hey desire to  do so. Since the country’s other m ajor 
p o litica l party, the United Dem ocratic Party (UD P). regained power in  1993. finan
c ia l support fo r  most project activ ities has ceased. N o  funds have been forthcoming 
Co complete the Manatee Cooperative Hotel. In  1996. there was a v is ib le  vo id  w ith  
regard to  management o f  ecotourist activ ities and governance o f  the v illage  as a 
whole. Some residents, such as Honense Welch, have responded by realigning them* 
selves w ith  the other party, the U D P; others have retreated from  comm unity acdvi  
des endrely.

W hen the new Manatee Road was constructed in  1992 lin k ing  Gales Point v i l
lage to  (he country's (wo m ajor highways, p o litica l patronage was ofTered to  Gales 
Point fe.sidenLs to  support com m unity conservation and ecotourism w ith  the promise 
o f  land titles  to  adjoin ing parcels. O ffers to  provide some fo rty  acres to  Gales Point 
were made by both PUP and U D P polidcians. However, in  neither case d id  residents 
actua lly receive land titles, and in  ooe instance a Gale.s Point resident w ith  estab
lished perennial crops on h is form  wa.s informed that the property had been w ld  to 
a Jamaican. Nonetheless, villagers continue to  clear bush fo r  farms. Th is includes 
clearing fe rtile  parcels adjoin ing rivers and streams, de.spite the riparian couserva  
tio n  regularions o f  planners fo rb idd ing  clearing land unless it  is at least sixty*six feet 
away from  rivers. A  resident summed up the sentiment o f  many villagers:

W e [are] a ll vy ing  to  be clusc to  Ihe govem m ent. B u t i t  lck)esn tl m atter PUP o r UDP. 
E ithe r one [is ) gomg to sell tha t la n d  lo  make b ig  money. B u t w ithou t land  to  farm 
w e m Gales Point [w il l ]  never be able to  get ahead. Food is so expensive and now 

(be govem m ent Idoesn t]  want us to bunt anymore. W hat are ou r k ids  going to  eat?

STATE ACTIONS AND GLOBAL POLICIES

It  is un like ly  that ecotourism can o r should be more than a supplemental source o f  in
come, and planners agree. L ivelihood security is more like ly  the result o f  a diversified 
economy that modifies rather than replaces traditional food* and income generating
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aciiviOes, and that is directed toward local rather than fore ign mariceii. However, the 
poitricai sconomy o f  devchpm ont in  Behze, ip u jrc d  by debt and sQucbiral adjust* 
mem mandates, continues to  adhere to  an export*led, productivist model o f  devel
opment w ith  litt le  o r  no regard fo r  environmental costs (Deere e t al, 1990; Shoman 
1994)> and unequal concentrations o f land ownership (K ing  et a l 1993). These 
trends suggest further contradictions between community-based ecotourism dis- 
coitree and practice, oameJy, thar focusing alicnijoD sole ly on the com m unity ignores 
social and environmental impacts o f  ^tale actions and global policies.

Despite the designation o f  Gales Point and its  surroundings as a Special D evel
opment Area, the Belizean state is  intensifying production o f  commercial exports in 
the SD A that are environmentally suspicious, and Gales Point residents themselves 
observe this and question il. Jn 1994, the government perroined gravel and dredging 
operations in  a major tribu tary to  the Manatee R iver (Soldier Creek] w iih  no regard 
fo r  environmental impacts o r damage to  a farm  cultivated by a loca l Gales Point res
ident  The state has also fa iled  to  respond to  concerns regarding petiochem ica/ con
tamination o f  Oales Point's drink ing  water (Greenlee, personal correspondence, 
A p r il 1996), A nd  in  1996, our group observed logg ing  trucks emerging from  the 
forested headwaters o f the Sibun, w hich drains in to  the lagoon complex comprising 
the Manatee SDA, Mennonltes were hired to  cu t tim ber in  the Sibun drainage w ith  
perm its from  the Belizean govemrnent to  clearcut parcels fo r  a  fla r fee o f  
Blz$30,000 w ithout any p rio r inventory o r environmental impact assessment as 
required by law. Cleared land (readied fo r  conversion to  citrus j  fetches the govern
m ent a higher price than forested land. In  addition to  potential negative environ
mental impacts, logging reduce *  ̂ acce&^ to  forest and bush resources u tilized  by 
Gales Point residents. Conversion o f  fi>resl o r  birsh to  export crop places
more pressure on existing resources (inc lud ing  legally protected areas) fo r  poor res
idents lacking alternative means o f  live lihood. A nd  i l  fuels resentment when scarce 
resources continue to  how  predominantly to  intemaiionul, national, and local elites, 
and to  exports.

VVaiching die process o f  “ dev'elopmenf”  arid reflecim g on ibe ecoiourvin: p ro
jec t in  the village, a Gales Point resident a.sks. "W hy  should we respect the govem
ment and its rules fo r  hunting when they are cutting  in  the reserve? We know  it ;  we 
see i t "

CONTESTED LESSONS: WHOSE MEANING, WHOSE BENEFIT?

The lessons drawn from  community-based ecotourism in Gales Point are not self- 
evident, nor are they unconiested. In  the eyes o f  project coplanner D ale Greenlee, 
then? were problems encoumered in  the Cales Point cnm roujiiiy  ecotouKsm pro ject 
that centered around the fa ilu re  o f institu ting  w ild life  conservaticn, and the blame 
is largely placed on the com m unity iu e lf.  W h ile  acknowledging encroachment and 
other threats created by vacation home development and the construction o f  the 
Manatee Road, he nonetheless chides the com m unity fo r  its inab ility  to  w o rk  "coop
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eratively,”  “ iogicaJly," and pointedly toward the goal o f  “ conservation.”  In  an inter* 
v iew  w ith  ou r srudents m  A p r il 1996, he shared some o f  the fo llow ing  reflections:

ITus village doean't )jk>w  how to cooperate. Gales Poinl villagers want to do things 
on their own.

The buoy system which was set up to protect the manatee . . .  was taken apart and 
taken down by the village immediately after (the landscape archiiectl left. She was 
the one who orchestrated that effort w ith  the fu ll cooperation and consent o f the v il
lage. But as soon as lsbe| left they cut the ropes and took out the buoys. Villagers 
continue to overfish and use g ill nets. Why dco’ t they ride each other to stop? They 
all know its bad but say its not their business.

To me. ecotounsiD and this whole cooperative was about manatee conservation and 
enhancement o f w ild life habitat. The social framework o f this village is interesting, 
fo r outside people to come and experience a Creole village on its own terms. I t  is a 
draw. But the real draw is and has been the manatee, Ihe (unles and the monkeys up 
river.^the whole envirooment. Tlus is an Incredibly diverge ecosystem around here 
where several ecosystem types are joined together In this estuary. It’ s a wonderful 
place aod that whole concept has been swept aside. Nobody Is talking about that 
anymore.

Form er executive d irector o f  the Be liiO  Audubon Society Dolores Godfrey (her* 
se lf o f  M ayan descent) also acknowledges chat a particular cultural context informs 
the pro ject io  Gales Point and Ik  shortcomings. However, rather than focusing on its 
“ uncooperativeness." she emphasizes the com m unity’s construction historically 
from  the m ix in g  o f  escaped slaves, renegades, and urban elites, along w ith  the 
absence o f  common managed property resource regimes and the d ifficu lties in  con
serving species such as the manatee. She is  also sensitive to  the d i0erent optics 
employed by Western environmentalists and the ir gaze on  Belizean nature and com
m unity. She makes the fo llow ing  observations (1994):

Horwich and others were very well meaning, but they were not Ci^able o f com* 
munlcating with villagers about their conservation plans. Tbey tried lo build them 
around a "commuolty lifestyle”  in  Gales Point. Bui in there aie many life  styles 
in  that village, Cullurt is DOT stafic.

The original Idea was that tourists would convey a conservation ethic to B&B 
providers and guides, and In that way people io  Gales Point would be too self  
conscious and stop doing things which hurt the environment. But there was too 
much pressure from the outside to stop collecting cunle eggs, as un example; it  was 
i f  they were always making a religious confession. 1 had hoped that tbe project 
would bring money lo  the commuoity. not salvadon.

Yes. people io Gales Point would talk about the value o f conservation. But i l  was a 
pseudo*cooseTvation ethic. Horwich and the ecotourists always telling the villagers not 
to k ill or hunt, and were actually turning the residents against them and conservation
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v/i(h a i l chelr urging. W ha i was needed re ^ fly  was educating the iourisU  about 
w ild life  in  tha t place, that hunting b  okay.

The Caribbean louris t industry also laments shortcomings o f  “ locals,”  particu
larly ihe ir “ poor a ttitude" and “ service performance gap”  and interprets the problem  
pragmatically as an educational exercise in  w h ich  the burden and lemming process 
is placed on the Caribbean oational rather than on the tourist. But as Dolores G od ' 
frey questions, who rea lly  needs to  be educated?

1 suggest a difTerent optic, P o lly  Patullo (1996) in  U is t Resorts reminds us that 
many o f  the “ problems”  associated w ith  the Caribbean louris t industry can be 
viewed as stemming from  a deep seated resentment o f  the industry at every level o f 
society because o f its h istoric sociocultural associations o f  race, cobn ia lism , and 
slavery. The difference between “ service”  fo r  a wage and coerced “ servitude”  is sub
tle, and echoes o f  th is association m ay be read in to  the dynamics o f  the tourist indus
try today; indeed, the languid behavior o f  black employees evokes the passive resis
tance practiced in  slavery. That in  Gales Point resistance to  ecotourism is louder and 
clearer may be linked to  its escaped slave past and historic ab ility  to subsist from  the 
natural resource base. The a lb w h iic  American planners Ignore this history as they 
impose a fo rm  o f  cooperation and environmental ethic foreign to the place and peo
ples o f  Gales Point.

W h ile  the movement has been “ based" in  the community, i t  was not in itia ted 
there, and i t  involved neither h istoric social traditions o f  cooperution/common man
agement nor local understandings o f  nature and w ild life . When viewed through the 
variable optics o f women and men in  the village, i t  can be seen that rather than 
resolving conflicts between envirorunental conservation aod local development, the 
Gales Point Manatee Com m unity Conservation project has reinforced historic con
flic ts  w ith in  the community, w ith  the stale, and w ith  global forces, and i t  has created 
new ironies and vulnerabilities. The rights and welfare o f  the poorest households, 
those not aligned w ith  the proper p o litica l party o r traditional elite fam ilies, are not 
advanced by th is e ffort. Furthermore, women in  the households w ho rue benehling 
are encountering new w ork burdens and conflicts. The communliy'based conserva  
lion/ecotourism discourse fa ils to  specify class and gender associated impacts.

N o wonder nods o f  approval are replaced by acts o f  outward resistance when 
planners leave, even though they take w ith  them opporun liie ^  fo r  p d itic a l patron
age and development aid. w hich were the reasons the villagers had jo ined the asso
ciations and had taken up ecotourism activities in  the firs t place. Resistance also 
symbolizes rejection o f  factional disputes, which deepened in  Gales Point, between 
those who beneflt from  and thus support rural ecotourism, and those who are le ft out 
o r w ho reject what the pro ject symbolizes.

Thus I  doubt that there ever was “ fu ll cooperaiiott and consent o f the v illage”  
fo r  ecotourist and conservation activities. Rather, 1 suggest that the periodic display 
o f  acquiescence was a  performance necessary fo r  accessing new sources o f 
resources, siKh as loans. I  do  not th ink that residents are unaware o f  (he ecological 
consequences o f using giU nets o r hunting certain species aggressively. On the con
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irar>. they cootinue lo  use the nets and not stop th e ii neighbors from  doing so because 
o f  (1) a deep appreciation o f  the ir mutual lim ited  controf over hshing grounds before 
(he Manatee Lodge began operation (o r over farm land before the W hite Pine citrus 
plantation), and (2 ) a steady decline in  the ir standard o f  liv ing.

There is m uch to suggest that rural ecotourism in  Gales Point particula^y, and 
in  Belize more w idely, has become a key com m odity, packaged and sold largely to 
an international middlC'Class coosumer. W hat is being sold is a Western, idealized 
image o f  trop ica l ru ra lif} ' and exo tic  cu lture  devoid o f  the ugliness associated w ith  
re a lT h iid  W orld  poverty, inequities, and globalizaiioo. In  the ir consumption o f '  uat* 

u ra l"  Belize, intem ational tourists bypass Che rea lity  o f  B ritish  colonialism , slavery, 
racism, and extensive forest extraction, farm ing, and gathering. Bypassing the real
ity  transforms what oorChem vis itors *'see," and enables them to  experience a "nat
u ra l"  forest landscape and a “ natu ra l" Belize. Tourists flock  to  the celebrated Mayan 
ruins w h ile  ignoring tbe liv in g  real*world Mayans econom ically and po litica lly  mar
ginalized around the edges o f  national parks and piotected forests. A lthough 
brochures, promotional videos, and ecotourist B & B s  celebrate and manipulate 
images o f  rural Belizeans and the subsequent emergence o f  a “ new and im proved" 
community based ecotourism, they represent, in  contrast, a new and more subtle 
fo rm  o f  domination.

NOTES

1. Manatees are plant-eating, aquatic mjinmals that can giow to be thirteen feet long 
and weigh up to 4,000 pounds. They have no natural predators.

2. See Belsky (1999) for a more thorough discussion o f the rise c f  ecotounsm in con
servation aod economic development policy in Belize.

3. Belize was granted its pnliucal independence from Britain in  19SI.
4 .1 was told that Paul Merrick, an Aioencan owner o f ibe lumber m ill, brought the gill 

nets to Gales Point fo r his son to use (cost. $400,00). While In the States, villagers purchased 
nets, which they brought back for use in  Gales Point.

5. A  large gibnut can weigh over sixteen pounds, and one pound o f gibnut can fetch 
Bl2$4 dollars in  the village or BIzSS to $6 in  Belize Cicy.

6. See Belsky (1999) fo r a discussion o f the rise and incorporation o f community eco
tourism discourse in  Belizean development planning more generally.

7 In 1996, Bebze was placed CD the U.S. warning list ofcounines known lobe engaged 
in illegal drug trafficking,

S. A  popular tour book on Belize narr>es it  as A Naiural Ekslination (Mahler and 
Wotkyns 1991).

9. LimiTed food self sufhcieocy is a historic outcome o f colonial and currant govern
ment policies. Consequently, there Is a large dependency on imported foods, from England 
and more recently from the United States.

10. See Belsky (1999) fo r a more detailed analysis o f the B&B operations, and the con
tradictions between community-based ecotourism and global political economic forces in 
Belize.

11 A  similar Incident occurred In the village o f Maya Center, which was relocated to its
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present site when tbe Cockscomb Jaguar Pre&erve was created. Assisted b y  B e lize  Audubon 
and others to  develop crafts to  se ll to  tourists w h o  must pass by on the way to  the preserve, 

w e were to ld  by some com m unity  members that the c ra ft center was torched b y  some m em
bers o f  the craA association, w h o  fe ll that the ir products were n o t being displayed and pro* 
m oled as strongly as o thers . D unng  m iervlews o u r group he ld  m  tbe village, w e learned that 

there was great reaenlmeot over the econom ic rise o f  a few  fam ilies, wh ich runs con tra ry  to 
the M ayan trad ition  o f  sharing and homogertelty, and that d iv is io iis  also overla id  deeper arvd 

stronger com m unity  r if ts  based on re lig ious a ffilia tions
12. Before a  b r ie f v is it b y  U D P  o ffic ia ls  earUer in  that year, v illagers weeded and clear>ed 

the grouiKls. hoping m  get additional funds to  fin ish  tbe pro ject. However, a  UDP of!iclaJ said 

he w ^u ld  not provtde funding u n til its  land tenure status cou ld be cla rified . The pro ject p lan
ners expected someone from  the com m unity  to  obtain th is  in fo rm ation , and as o f  now  the 

issue is s t il l unresolved and the bo ie l is le f t  s itting  In the w eeds.
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