
THE IMPACT OF TOURISM ON SELECTED AREAS OF THE 

WEST INOIES~ 

Prerequisite to the planning of a revamped West Indies geography 
curriculum is a knowledge of important political changes and socio
economic forces. To acquire such fundamental information, it is o f ten 
necessary to research facts from documentary source materials and 
have first-hand travel experiences to the geographical study area 
under consideration. True, this is a theoretical goal , for there are 
geographers who have spent much of their lives studying and living 
i n regions of West Indies and who would be first to admit that one 
region or country cannot typify the whole of the West Indies . 

However , as Professor Oarnbaugh advocates , it may be best to 
introduce areas of West Indies to the student first in terms of 
gener alities, t hen work toward the refinement of geography concepts. 
This wr'ter agree s with Darnbaugh and during the last two summers 
v i sited several regions of the Antilles and gathered statistical 
da t a along the way. (Table I ) 

Most of the Greater and Lesser Antilles offer a tropical ~ 
climate without ~xtremes of temperature excellent beaches, rugged 
vo l canic peaks, rainforest areas, and scenic coral undervlater 
formations. These natural advantages have resulted in a year-round 
tourist expansion during the last few decades. United Natlons 
statistics reoresent a dramatic increase of visitors for many of the 

~ 

Caribbean islands . Tourism is now recognized as one of the most 
important sectors of the economy for many island countries. 

To develop a general overv~ew of this significant growth one 
may observe (A) Tourist Development Goals and (B) Tourism Factors 
at Selective Sites. These two sections will help one to survey 
planning differentiations and current economic status . 

TOU~IST DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

The development of an area for tourism has given rise to 
several distinctive economic geography positions. A pro-tourist 
posi t i on is held by many planners of marginal economies who look at 
tourism as a new way of making money. 

An anti-tourist position is often held by urban llberals and 
natural environmentalists who question the value of touristic 
development for the indigenous people. They point out how tourism 
irreversibly alters local tradition, and the capital that is 
generated is often siphoned off by the large corporations, for 
example: hotel chains, airlines, and cruise ship companies. Much 
of the tourist dollar is thus returned to its point of origin in 
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the affluent countries and cities. Perez has stated that t o uri sm 
a ge n cie s seek exoneration by invoking the r hetor i c o~ developrnent~ 

The pro-tourist position is sometimes ill-conce lved . One maln 
mistake made by pro-tourist planners is that they see t ouri sm only 
in traditional economic terms as a new kind of i ndus try, us u a lly 
called the tourist industry. They try to build tourist " f actori es " 
called resorts, amusement parks, and historical attract i ons , th rough 
which people are run assembly-line fashion and strippe d of the i r 
money. Some Caribbean resorts come close to i mpri soning their 
v is itors by makinq the trip to town almost i mp ossible to arrange 
or even more expensive than the inflated charges for servi c es wi t hin 
the resort compound. This kind of tourism is exploitative o n bot h 
sides : (1 ) the tourist gets little for his money and ( 2) the local 
peop l e do not see the money that is generated. Mac Ca nne l l and 
Young call this "plantation tourism" and they demonstrate emp irical ly 
that it is found in societies with rigid, dualized class s ystems and 
already exploited peasant masses. 

This kind of planning for touristic development errs by 

failing to take into account the degree to which touri sm can grow 

and develop "naturally" within regional social structure. If the 

local people develop regional self-consciousness that tra n s c e nds 

their immediate social situation and cultural structures , t he 

tour ists come in advance of the entrepreneurs, and ~ "cottage 

t ourist industry" of the sort found in Wales and Ireland creates a 

more direct link b;tw~ ~y from ~urism and lo~al economic 

development_ . 

The two main strategies of anti-tourist campaigns involve 
stating flatly that tourists are not wanted, and publicizing negative 
attributes of the locality. This type of approach is somewhat risky 
and it can backfire. Many tourists and geographers l isten to t he 
negative propaganda and then they want to be the first to see such 

a place. 

Both the pro-tourist position and the anti-tourist pos i t i on 


are ultimately based on the same fact: tourism has deve l oped at a 

rate much faster than have its support institutions. Too many 

tourists are concentrated in insufficient facilities wh i ch are 

themselves unevenly distributed among the regions of the wo r ld. 

Hany island nations fall into the broad category of "e me r g ing" 
countries. They are subject to certain swings of the p o litical 
pendulum that reflect the newness of self-determination and the 
legitimate effort to stabilize an island infrastructure that b e t t e r 
represents the desires of its citizens. The islands selected for 
brief discussion are Bahamas, Virgin Islands, Barbados, Martin i que , 
and Antigua. 

TOURISM FACTORS AT SELECTIVE SITES 

Tourism is economic and entire nations such as the Bah amas 

are economically dependent on it. The Bahamas have two principal 

ports-of-call, Freeport on the island of Grand Bahama and Nassau, 
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on the island of New Providence. They are popular year-round 
resorts with excellent golf courses , hotel complexes, elaborate 
casinos, and international shopping arcades. During 1964, the 
Bahamas hosted only 399,900 visitors; but ~ 1980 well over one 
and a half million tourists arrived. 

It has been estimated that the United States Virqin Islands 
also totals over a million and a half tourists every year. 
St. Thomas, the main island, has become a must-stop for cruise ships. 
As a United States territory with special status, U.S. residents 
who call there are able to bring back double the amount of thei r 
duty-free allotment ($600.00 per person or $1200 for a couple), 
as compared to other places of the tourist world. 

The United States purchased the Virgin Islands from Denmark 
in 1917 for $25 million, or about $295 an acre. Today, visitors 
spend hundreds of millions of dollars each year. 

Charlotte Amalie, the island's historic capital, has risen 
to the challenge. Even on days when the port is full of ships, it 
has created one of the most attractive shopping areas in the 
Caribbean, where 17th and 18th century buildings have been made 
into designer boutiques and shopping plazas that offer luxury goods 
from around the world. 

Within the Caribbean region, there is an ever-growing 
awareness of problems which have been brought about by increasing 
population pressures and limited ' economic development. Barbados 
with over 1,500 persons to the square mile is one of the most 
densely populated countries in the world. Tourism has become an 
important contemporary industry in Barbados. The tourists have 
increased from approximately 68,000 in 1965 to over 235,000 in 
1977. Barbados was a British colony from the 1620's until it became 
independent in 1966. Sugar-cane growing has been an important 
industry for more than 300 years. This enterprise has led to 
manufacturing of molasses and rum. About one-fourth of the working 
people farm or work on sugar plantations. (Table II) 

Barbados has one of the highest literacy rates among the Black 
nations of the world. About 97 per cent of the people can read and 
write; primary schools and vocational secondary schools are free; 
and the Church of England still has the largest church membership 
in Barbados. 

During the spring of 1981 , Prime Minister Tom Adams stated, 
"Tourism is ~ recognized as ~ far the most important sector of 
our Barbados economy, both as contributor to national income and 
an earner of foreign exchange." 

Martinique is still an overseas department of France. The 
i sland suffers from several disadvantages. There is little arable 
land because of the rugged terrain; it is like Barbados, heavily 
populated for ~ small island; unemployment is common: there are 
periodic hurricanes and very destructive volcanic eruptions and 
earthquakes. {The most famous volcano, Mont Pelee, suddenly erupted 
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in 190 2 and destroyed the entire city of ?ain_~~P i~E!e , a pproximately 
30,000 people died within a few minute s .) The n umbe r of tourists 
dropped from 171,000 in 19 76 to about 153, 000 in 19 77, becaus e fewer 
cru ise ships visited the island, and political p rob lems. Martinique 
tourists totaled an all-time high in 1981 with almost 200, 0 00 vis i tors. 

Francois Mitterand's election ~ president will affect 
Martinique and other French overseas departments, namely in t he 
decentrali zation of the government. The Fr e nch Co mmu n is t party has 
been strong in Martinique, but its links are clos er to Eu r o p ean 
style commun ism than to that offered by Castro. One c a n e xpect to 
see increased rhetoric about independence for t he peop l e of 
Martinique, but benefits from mainland France, in t he form of 
subs i d ies and public aid, will be too good to t urn down . 

Finally, Antigua and Barb uda gained their i nde pen dence from 
t he Unite d Kingdom on Sunday, November 1, 1981 . Th e y both acquired 
~ p ro-tourist image many years ago. Prime Min i ster Bi rd and hi s 
son, Lester, who serves as deputy prime minister, are supporter s 
of tourism. The island has sparkling beaches and a y a c ht harbor 
orig inally famed as a dockyard of the British navy. Large, ne w 
hote l s have been built. The challenge now will be to fill t hem. 
A new ai rport terminal financed by Canada has been dedica t ed . 
Ant igua had 29,000 tourists in 1961; 105, 295 in 19 71 ; a nd c l ose to 
20 0 ,00 0 tourists in 1981. 

Except for St. John's, the capital, the majority of peas an t 
fa r mer s live in tiny wooden houses and are living in rural 
settlements that began as sugar-cane plantation villages. The 
scarcity of water has always been an enigma to Antigua's agricul tural 
expansion. Sugar cane yields are low and drop dangerously in the 
dry years. Many islands of the west Indies have lost sugar c a ne 
acreage during recent decades. Hence, Antigua's 19 82 e conomic 
prob l e ms are severe, with unemployment estimated over 20 per cent 
a n d per capita income calculated at only $1100. 

After th i s overview of tourism and other e c onomi c factors 
within regions of the Caribbean, one can foresee con t inuous 
depression and economic prospects that are b l eak for s e vera l i sland 
nat ions. Conversely, several areas such as the Bahama s, Uni ted 
State s Virgin Islands, and Barbados continue ~ s Ubs t antial tour i sm 
growth. 

To urism and government planning remain a c rucial e c onomi c 
a s p e ct for the countries of the Caribbean. West Indian po lit i cians 
state: many nations have little else as a source of hard curr ency 
or employment. (Table III) 

Conversely, Perez believes that tourism has contr ibuted l ittle 
t o economic development in the West Indies. The industry i s mo s tly 
fore i gn-owned and controlled from abroad; air and sea c a rriers, hotel 
c o r porations, entertainment and restaurant facilities , and l oca l 
~utomobile agencies are dominated by foreigners. Tou r ist e xp endi t u r es, 
l n short, do not remain within the region but are repatriated t o the 
fore~gn m:tropo~itan centers. Malcolm Caldwell refers to this type 
of sltuatlon: the development of underdevelopment." 
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TABLE I 


ES'l'IMATt::O IOPUT.l\TION OF ~nDDr.E l'J1ERICl\, 1982 


Antigua and Barbuda . . . 80,000 

Aruba (Netherland Antilles) See Curacao 

BahaMas . 240,000 

3arbado5. 280,000 

ncu 2C. 160,000 

Bonaire (~etherl'nd Antllles) See Curacao 

Cayman Islands. 16,000 

Costa Rica. 2,300,000 

Cuba. . 10,000,000 

Curacao (Netherland Antilles) 275,000 

Dominica. 85,000 

Dominican Republic. 5,600,000 

El Salvador 4,800,000 

Grenada .. 115,000 

Guadploupe. 330,000 

7,561,LJUU 

lIai ti . . 5,700,000 

Honduras .. 3,900,000 

Jamal..::a . 2,300,000 

Martinique. 381,000 

Mexico . . . 75,000,000 

Nicaragua 2,800,000 

Panama .. 2,000,000 

Puerto Rico . 3,500,000 

St. Lncia . 130,000 

St. 1u' rten , 22,000 

St. Vincent 125,000 

Toba~0 and Trinidad 1,200,000 

Virgin Islands (U.S.) 100,000 

ESTI'1..l\TED TOTAL 129,000,000 

*SQvcr~l small r islands and th~ir population are 
n tIle: ' 
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TABU II 

SELECTIVE loII DDLE AMERICA TOURIST TRAVEL 

Country of 
Ar r ival Number of Tourists: Thousan ds 

1965 1966 1967 

Bahamas 494 531 576 

Barbados 68 79 88 

Grenada 14 18 20 

. Ha iti 20 12 15 

Jamaica 189 228 235 

Ma rtinique 

Puerto Rico 1254 809 

St . Maarten 61 

Mexico 1198 1329 1445 

TAB LE III 

1975 1976 1977 

903 939 942 

221 224 235 

21 24 28 

77 86 96 

395 327 264 

141 171 153 

1339 1372 1474 

255 269 302 

3217 3106 3338 

SELECTIVE MIDDLE AMERICA TOURIST RECEIPTS 

Country of Tourist Receipts: 
Arrival Mi llions of Dollars 

1965 

Bahamas 60 

Barbados 15 

Grenada 2 

Haiti 1 

Jamaica 64 

Martinique 

Puerto Rico 119 

St. Maarten 

Mexico 782 

1975 

313 

77 

8 

22 

129 

42 

424 

2171 

Source: Statistical YeJrbook of United Natio~c. 1970 and 1980. 
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