
Angling for Inclusion: Marine Conservation, Livelihoods,
Local Knowledge, and Tourism on Utila, Honduras

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Davis, Brittany Y.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:32:54

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/333221

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/333221


 
 

 
 

 
ANGLING FOR INCLUSION: MARINE CONSERVATION, LIVELIHOODS, LOCAL 

KNOWLEDGE, AND TOURISM ON UTILA, HONDURAS 
 
 

by 
 
 

Brittany Y. Davis 
 
 

____________________________ 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 
 

SCHOOL OF GEOGRAPHY AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

For the Degree of 
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 

In the Graduate College 
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 
 

2014 
 

 
  



2 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 
prepared by Brittany Davis, titled Angling for Inclusion: Marine Conservation, Local 
Knowledge, and Tourism on Utila Honduras and recommend that it be accepted as 
fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13, 2014 
Elizabeth Oglesby 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13, 2014 
Keiron Bailey 
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13, 2014 
Margaret Wilder 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 13, 2014 
Paul Robbins 
 
 
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: May 13, 2014 
Dissertation Director:  Elizabeth Oglesby    
 
 
 
  



3 
 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for 
an advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that an accurate acknowledgement of the source is made.  Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in 
part may be granted by the head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate 
College when in his or her judgment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of 
scholarship.  In all other instances, however, permission must be obtained from the 
author. 

 

 

 

SIGNED: Brittany Y. Davis 

 

 

 

 

  



4 
 

Acknowledgements 

 So many people need to be acknowledged because a dissertation cannot be done 
alone or in isolation. First and foremost, I want to thank my mother, Charlotte Johnson-
Davis, Ph.D. Her unwavering support helped me through many rough days and nights of 
work. She is and has always been my loudest cheerleader. Thank you, mom, for 
everything you have done and sacrificed. There will never be the right words to express 
how much it has meant and continues to mean. The rest of my family, especially Brandi 
L. Davis, also deserves thanks, for dealing with the months away (whether in Arizona, 
Honduras, or Tennessee), the stress, and having to listen to countless stories about 
tourists, fishing, and scuba diving. Without your love and support, this dissertation would 
probably be unfinished still.  
 I would be remiss if I did not thank my committee, which includes those listed on 
the signature page and others. Paul Robbins was a tremendously helpful and supportive 
advisor, even after he relocated to Wisconsin in 2012. Elizabeth Oglesby and Margaret 
Wilder were fantastically supportive of my research and helped me develop this project 
and my ideas in their graduate seminars. Keiron Bailey graciously stepped in to offer 
expertise on participation and advice on navigating the academic job market. I also want 
to thank Sarah A. Moore and Phil Steinberg. Though not on the actual dissertation 
committee both have played an important role in my doctoral program, serving on the 
comprehensive exams committee (Sarah) and offering lots of advice and guidance and 
recommendations to read and cite his work (Phil).  
 I am lucky that my community of support includes a rich community of graduate 
students and faculty at the University of Arizona and across North America. At the 
University of Arizona, I had the opportunity to engage in discussion with colleagues in 
geography, anthropology, natural resources, and Latin American studies about my 
research and interests in classes, hallways, offices, and informal locations. These 
conversations helped me refine my ideas, renewed my passion for geography and my 
topic, and gave me the feedback needed to improve my work. Special thanks to those 
who were in my GEOG 695D classes: Jimmy Klepek, Monica Stephens, Zach Sugg, and 
Jeremy Slack. I also want to thank the Graduate Writing Institute at the University of 
Arizona. I was a participant in the summer 2013 institute and it really helped me write, 
get feedback on my writing, and make progress toward completion. I’m really glad I had 
the opportunity to participate as it made me a better and more confident writer.  

Parts of this research were presented at conferences, where I received helpful 
comments, questions, and critiques, forcing me to think more deeply about my ideas, 
return to the data, and get to the point more quickly. The annual geography meeting, 
regional geography meetings like APCG, and specialized conferences like the Critical 
Geography Mini-Conference and the Dimensions of Political Ecology conference all 
proved to be great venues for sharing my work and learning from others. The 
conversations that started several years ago about political ecology and race have been 
incredibly exciting to participate in and have given me far too many ideas for future 
research projects. The network of scholars in this area is young and growing, and I hope 
to remain part of it in the years ahead.  
 The countless people I met and worked with over the years in Honduras made this 
research possible. Without their insights, their willingness to discuss things over a soda, 



5 
 

and their helpful suggestions on who to talk to and where and how to find them, I never 
would have completed this project. Their stories are the ones that hopefully make this 
dissertation interesting to read. I wish I could thank you all by name but, suffice it to say, 
I have and will continue to thank you when I see you. I hope to see you all soon! 
 Last, but certainly not least, I have to thank the multitude of funding organizations 
which made this project possible. I first went to Honduras in July 2009 (just after the 
“coup”) with financial support from the Tinker Foundation and the Center for Latin 
American Studies at the University of Arizona, the Latin America Specialty Group of the 
Association of American Geographers (AAG), and the Cultural and Political Ecology 
Specialty Group of the AAG. I returned in the summer of 2010 courtesy of a Mia J. 
Tegner Memorial Research Grant in Marine Environmental History and Historical 
Marine Ecology from the Marine Conservation Institute to conduct oral history 
interviews with fishers on Utila. While those data are not in this dissertation, they 
provided invaluable insight and background into life on Utila in the past and currently. In 
September 2011, I returned to Honduras to collect the bulk of the data in this dissertation 
after receiving a U.S. Student Fulbright grant and a Pruitt National Fellowship for 
Dissertation Research from the Society of Women Geographers. Completion of this 
project could not have occurred without a dissertation fellowship at Middle Tennessee 
State University for the 2013-2014 academic year. The fellowship, along with its 
accompanying office space, library access, and financial resources, gave me a preview of 
life as a faculty member and the opportunity to meet new people, including some future 
collaborators. It was a very productive year, professionally and personally, and I am 
extremely appreciative of the opportunity. Without this funding, this project would never 
have been possible. I am incredibly grateful for the generosity and backing of all of these 
organizations.  
  



6 
 

Table of Contents 

List of Abbreviations .................................................................................................................... 8 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................................... 9 

Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................................. 11 

Research Questions and Case Study ....................................................................................................... 12 

Tourism ................................................................................................................................................... 15 

Local Knowledge, Conservation, and Tourism ...................................................................................... 23 

Research Methods ................................................................................................................................... 25 

Outline .................................................................................................................................................... 39 

Chapter 2: Setting the Stage: Tourism, Conservation, and Utila........................................... 44 

Conservation for Livelihoods? ................................................................................................................ 58 

Bay Islands, Honduras ............................................................................................................................ 66 

Utila, Bay Islands, Honduras .................................................................................................................. 74 

Backpacker Tourism and the Environment on Utila ............................................................................... 83 

Chapter 3: Going Blue to Be Green: Bringing Geotourism to Utila ...................................... 98 

Geotourism ............................................................................................................................................ 100 

Go Blue Central America ...................................................................................................................... 105 

Local Participation and Tourism Management ..................................................................................... 119 

The Neoliberal Nature of Geotourism .................................................................................................. 130 

Working for “Sustainability”? .............................................................................................................. 133 

The Future of Go Blue Central America ............................................................................................... 137 

Chapter 4: The Environmental Knowledge of Scuba Divers................................................ 141 

Local Environmental Knowledge ......................................................................................................... 145 

Divers’ Environmental Knowledge ...................................................................................................... 150 

Utila’s Diving Community ................................................................................................................... 156 

Areas of Divers’ Environmental Knowledge ........................................................................................ 160 

Limitations ............................................................................................................................................ 169 

Citizen Science ..................................................................................................................................... 175 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 190 

  



7 
 

Chapter 5: Delving Deeper into Divers’ Knowledge ............................................................. 193 

Knowledge and Power .......................................................................................................................... 197 

The Discourses of Divers ...................................................................................................................... 201 

Postcolonialism and Local Knowledge ................................................................................................. 210 

Divers’ Knowledge in Practice ............................................................................................................. 215 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 221 

Chapter 6: Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 224 

Tourism in situ ...................................................................................................................................... 226 

Interventions in Tourism ....................................................................................................................... 231 

Divers’ Environmental Knowledge ...................................................................................................... 241 

Utila’s Future? ...................................................................................................................................... 246 

Appendix: Challenges in the Field .......................................................................................... 249 

References .................................................................................................................................. 253 

 

  



8 
 

List of Abbreviations 

BICA   Bay Islands Conservation Association 
BIRSG   Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide 
CME   Centre for Marine Ecology 
CSD   Center for Sustainable Destinations (part of National Geographic) 
DEK   Divers’ environmental knowledge 
GBCA   Go Blue Central America 
GSC   Geotourism Stewardship Council  
IHT   Honduran Institute of Tourism (Instituto de Turismo Hondureño) 
LEK   Local environmental (or ecological) knowledge 
MPA   Marine protected area 
NGO   Non-governmental organization 
PADI®   Professional Association of Diving Instructors 
UCME   Utila Centre for Marine Ecology 
WSORC  Whale Shark and Oceanic Research Center 
  



9 

 

Abstract 

Over the past two decades, developing countries have recognized the economic value of 

attractive marine resources and the need to actively protect these resources. Many of 

these conservation projects rely on limiting extractive activities to protect habitats, which 

restricts local livelihoods, and promoting marine resource-based tourism to provide 

financing for conservation. Using a political ecology framework, this dissertation 

investigates two connected aspects of tourism and conservation: tourists’ seafood 

consumption and the Go Blue Central America, a geotourism project initiated by 

National Geographic. It also explains the value of considering the local environmental 

knowledge of a diverse group of resource users, with a specific focus on professional 

scuba divers. Given the importance of scuba diving as an activity and tourism attractor on 

Utila, professional scuba divers on the island are well-positioned to serve as a source of 

environmental knowledge data on Utila’s dive sites, including on their condition, species 

sightings, and changes over time. This knowledge is not without its problems as it may 

lead to conceptions of local participation that fail to include those actually from the 

community of concern. Thus, this dissertation calls attention to the possibilities of using 

divers’ environmental knowledge in conservation and environmental management while 

also remaining attuned to the potential complications that may arise from doing so. 

Ultimately, this dissertation calls for the development of additional tourism alternatives 

and more comprehensive tourism planning and management which includes the potential 

for damage done by nonextractive resource users. For Utila, this will entail altering 

existing business practices to increase local ownership, shifting away from backpacker 

and budget oriented tourism toward a more expensive product, and involving more of the 
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local community in the decision-making processes which affect tourism and the 

environment.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

Concurrent pushes for the expansion of the tourism industry and parks and 

protected areas to conserve natural resources have been common for almost three 

decades. These combined pressures leave coastal communities worldwide in a difficult 

position as they struggle to balance the resource demands of tourism with external 

pressures by international conventions, national laws, and environmental organizations to 

preserve their coasts and protect coastal and marine resources. Governments argue for 

managing and protecting marine resources because of the economic value they have as a 

tourist attraction (Wells, Burgess, and Ngusaru 2007). However, the focus on tourism 

may have consequences for local communities and their livelihoods. Valuing tourism 

may result in changes in coastal communities’ access to and ability to use coastal 

resources, such as reefs and fisheries, because these also serve as tourist attractions.  

Increasing marine environmental management and tourism industry growth puts 

pressure on local livelihoods options, particularly fishing and other extractive activities 

which are often deemed incompatible with conservation and tourism, leading to 

restrictions on where, when, and how such extraction can occur. Coastal inhabitants’ 

reliance on marine ecosystems for their livelihoods and sustenance (Lunn and Dearden 

2006) means that changes in their access to these resources—whether due to conservation 

or tourism and the development which accompanies it—can threaten their livelihood. In 

many coastal locations, fishing and tourism are the dominant economic activities, thus 

promoting one industry at the expense of the other can have grave consequences. The 
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development and growth of tourism may lead to sustainable livelihoods if tourism 

complements existing livelihoods, rather than displacing them (Tao and Wall 2009). 

These findings suggest that conservation strategies can produce meaningful benefits for 

local communities, though the particulars of what is needed to ensure positive outcomes 

are achieved must still be elaborated. This dissertation investigates the tensions between 

local livelihoods, tourism industry growth, and marine conservation on a small Caribbean 

island, Utila, in the Honduran Bay Islands.  

 

Research Questions and Case Study 

 This project examines two key issues connected to marine protection, tourism, 

and scuba diving on a small island in the Caribbean Sea: the desire to make tourism more 

environmentally responsible and the potential for local knowledge to contribute to marine 

conservation planning. The focus of this research investigation is three-fold: to elucidate 

how scuba divers and tourists on Utila understand and learn about the marine and coastal 

environments around them; to explain how the discourses around diving obscure the 

underwater and consumption-related damage wrought by tourists diving on the reefs 

around Utila; and to examine why the proposed regional geotourism project failed to gain 

local support and participation among Utilians. The overall aim is to understand how the 

scuba diving industry, one of the dominant marine conservation forces, along with its 

constituents—both customers and employees—affect the compatibility between and the 

viability of marine conservation, local livelihoods, and tourism on the island. 

Accordingly, this project asks and answers the following questions:  
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1) What efforts are being undertaken to improve the environmental sustainability of 

tourism on Utila and by whom and toward whom are such efforts directed? 

2) What do those in the tourism industry know about the island’s coastal and marine 

environment and how do they acquire this knowledge?  

3) How is the knowledge of scuba divers mobilized and utilized in discourses and 

practices around marine conservation and environmental management on Utila? 

4) What are the implications of including diverse knowledges in the planning and 

management of marine conservation and tourism?  

Answers to these research questions reveal how the presence of tourists who 

primarily come to Utila to scuba dive affects not only the tourism industry but discourses 

around marine conservation as well. Taken together, these questions illustrate the 

complexity of tourism and conservation, making more transparent the perspectives of 

diverse stakeholders and the implications these have on tourism and conservation and 

efforts to integrate them. These questions illustrate how conservation works by showing 

how the professed affection for the marine environment of scuba divers, tourists, and the 

local community can contradict their behaviors, rendering effective conservation 

impossible. In simpler terms, this dissertation begins to address the inherent contradiction 

of people saying that they recognize the importance of the marine environment and 

conserving it while their actions work against conservation goals. Connecting these four 

questions is an interest in environmental knowledge and its role in individual and 

organizational actions and practices. Environmental actors rely on their particular 

environmental knowledge to determine courses of action, whether that is selecting an 

ideal dive site or spot for fishing, choosing conservation strategies and where to 
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implement them, or deciding what type of seafood to eat and how much it is worth. 

Environmental knowledge is not benign and it exists within a particular local context. 

The local context for this case includes race, class, history, and personal experience, all of 

which must be understood to understand the acquisition and discussion of environmental 

knowledge. An example is illustrative. If tourists follow the Bay Islands Responsible 

Seafood Guide (created based on scientific assessments of regional fish stocks), then 

some species of fish will experience lower demand, potentially decreasing their value to 

fishers and leading to a reduction in the local catch of that species. But tourists’ desires to 

consume fresh seafood while on an island in the Caribbean and the constraints of their 

budget may lead them to making less responsible choices, even when they say they 

support marine conservation. If tourists are willing to eat whatever fish is available 

regardless of the health of regional fish stocks, then fishers have little economic incentive 

to be more selective in their catch, at least in the short-term. This is discussed further in 

the next chapter.  

 

Research Site 

Utila, a Honduran island in the Caribbean Sea, is an ideal location for studying 

socioeconomic issues related to marine conservation, tourism, and fishing for several 

reasons. It is located along the southernmost edge of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reefs, the 

world’s second largest barrier reef. The island’s fishery has been commercially exploited 

since the 1960s, when fishing became the dominant economic force on the island (Korda, 

Hills, and Gray 2008). In the 1990s, the tourism industry grew dramatically as 

backpacker accommodations were built and Utila began to be known as a destination for 
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low-cost scuba diving instruction. Utila is attractive to tourists because it is 

predominantly English speaking, relatively close to the United States, can be reached 

inexpensively by those already traveling in the region, and offers the opportunity to scuba 

dive at lower prices than other destinations. This industry has subsequently grown into 

the island’s largest economic activity with thousands of tourists coming to Utila for scuba 

certifications at all levels each year. While tourism has become the dominant activity, this 

has not lessened the demand for seafood or the labor of fishers. Fishing is still an 

important economic activity and occurs regularly, with fishers going out every day the 

weather permits. The canneries on Utila’s Cays are still operational due to regional and 

global demand for seafood, providing an economic opportunity for local fishers to supply 

them.  

 

Tourism 

For the past several decades, tourism has been widely viewed as a way to increase 

economic growth while conserving natural resources and improving the lives of local 

residents (Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe 2008). Previous development strategies have 

resulted in social, economic, and environmental consequences that disrupt local 

communities who often bear the costs without receiving any benefits raising concerns 

that tourism as an economic development strategy will be similar (Brockington, Igoe, and 

Duffy 2008; Stonich 1998; Stronza 2001; Stronza and Gordillo 2008). Where they exist, 

tourism’s benefits are unevenly distributed, leading some locals to feel as if they are 

losing access to and control over resources as prices rise, coastal land is bought and 

developed for tourism, and access to beaches becomes scarce (Boxill and Castillo 2002; 
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Diedrich 2007). These consequences face the entire community, even those who do not 

benefit economically from tourism development, and must bear the burdens of tourism 

anyway. Those who benefit do so unevenly, with wealth accumulating to a select few, 

many of whom are outside of the local community (Pattullo 1996).  

These economic inequities are often connected to social inequities. Such problems 

include insufficient numbers of employment opportunities in the tourism industry, 

reduced access to natural resources, and the effects of wage changes on people’s 

livelihoods and livelihood options (Stonich, Sorenson, and Hundt 1995; Stonich 2000). 

While tourism increases employment opportunities, it is often accompanied by 

inflationary pressures and the leakage of profits outside the host community, factors 

affecting some more than others (Duffy 2002; Orams 1999; Pattullo 1996). Social justice 

theorists have raised concerns about the uneven distribution of material goods (Fraser 

1997; Rawls 1976; Young 1990), suggesting a connection between the economic and 

social inequities produced by tourism and social justice that needs to be explored. 

However, there has been little research on tourism or within the field of leisure studies 

explicitly addressing the injustices of tourism. Notable exceptions are recently published 

work by Bricker (2013) and Desbiolles, Whyte, and Tedmanson (2013) focusing on 

tourism and environmental justice. While they touch on some social aspects of justice, 

they leave aside larger questions of economic and social inequalities and their 

distribution. This dissertation addresses aspects of tourism’s social injustices, 

highlighting a recent tourism initiative aimed at increasing participation and making 

tourism more sustainable environmentally and economically (see chapter 3). It shows 

how efforts to involve the local community may reproduce the existing injustices of the 
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tourism industry, leaving the same groups disempowered even through a project intended 

to empower them. Nevertheless, the possibility of identifying locally-specific 

opportunities for bringing justice to local communities and the environment remains, as 

evidenced by the place-based approach of Go Blue Central America, which seeks to 

emphasize local distinctiveness and use that to generate profit while protecting the 

environment. To understand this project, one must recognize the diverse interests and 

ideologies of actors, making their actions and desires more comprehensible. This requires 

an understanding of the local context within which tourism industry growth and 

conservation efforts have developed in the Bay Islands region and on Utila specifically, 

which chapter two discusses. 

Initiatives targeted toward resource conservation and environmentally sensitive 

tourism have often failed to consider the local community’s livelihood needs (Scheyvens 

2002a). Unsurprisingly, this results in conflict. In the Caribbean, tourism development 

and control over natural resources, including coasts and protected areas, are the typical 

source of environmental conflict (Baver 2012). Yet the potential remains for a positive 

relationship because of the appeal attractive natural environments have to tourists 

(Scheyvens 2002a). Hence, the challenge is to develop more sustainable tourism practices 

which protect the environment (Blouet 2007; Duffy 2002). However, encouraging 

sustainable tourism and ecotourism may be insufficient, if not accompanied by other 

changes that consider the livelihood needs of those involved. Research shows that 

households will find ways to meet their livelihood needs if tourism is insufficient through 

noncompliance with protected area restrictions, engaging in illegal fishing practices, or 

identifying additional livelihood alternatives. Thus, social resilience may not result in 
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ecological resilience (Diedrich 2007; Lansing 2009; Pugholm 2009; Tao and Wall 2009). 

A recent global survey found that in 29% of the MPAs, there had been no improvements 

in local economic development since MPA establishment (Hargreaves-Allen, Mourato, 

and Milner-Gulland 2011), suggesting that MPAs may not fulfill the promise of 

conservation to offer economic benefits and alternative livelihood options to local 

communities. These finding indicate that additional research interrogating the 

connections between tourism, conservation, and local livelihoods is necessary to 

understand how livelihoods affect and are affected by changes in the tourism industry and 

conservation regimes.  

 Reducing or eliminating extractive activities is a key component of coastal and 

marine conservation efforts, leading to a focus on fishing and overharvesting as problems 

to be corrected through appropriate management interventions. Scientific research 

supports this, with research showing that even temporary protection of marine 

environments raises biodiversity (McClanahan and Arthur 2001). Their study found that 

elimination of fishing is the principal determining factor for species richness, likely 

because MPAs that prohibit fishing can serve as a refuge for fish populations. They 

conclude that “the establishment and protection of marine protected areas is the single 

dominant factor in predicting abundance, numbers of species, and rarity of fishes on 

shallow East African reefs” (McClanahan and Arthur 2001: 567). Another study 

examining species richness in Kenyan marine reserves found that, at a one hectare 

sampling scale, unprotected reefs had a 50% reduction in species richness of fishes 

compared to protected reefs (McClanahan and Kaunda-Arara 1996). However, the focus 

on fishing restrictions ignores other anthropogenic factors affecting the marine 
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environment. Fishing regulations and MPAs cannot protect the marine environment from 

soil erosion or pollution from land (Francis, Nilsson, and Waruinge 2002). Since factors 

implicated in coral reef degradation and destruction include agriculturally derived 

pollutants, urban runoff, and industrial and sewage discharge (Johnstone, Muhando, and 

Francis 1998), all of which can be heightened by tourism growth and development. 

Consequently, the failure of conventional conservation approaches to manage these raises 

questions about their long-term efficacy.  

The effects of tourism development and marine conservation projects extend 

beyond fishers and their livelihood. The coastal tourism industry—and the diving 

industry in particular—are also affected due to their reliance on attractive marine 

resources to draw in tourists. In Soufrière, St. Lucia, subsistence fishing has been 

marginalized by coastal tourism growth, shifting power relations among resource users 

(Trist 1999). Significantly, as Trist (1999) argues, scuba and skin diving have changed 

perceptions of the sea into that of an ecologically fragile, three-dimensional space and 

have linked conservation and recreation, resulting in a connection between marine 

conservation and the tourism industry that plays a significant role in marine resource 

politics throughout the Caribbean. This linkage hides the fact that the scuba diving 

industry is not a benign resource user of tropical coral reefs. Though scuba diving is 

portrayed as a nonconsumptive tourism activity, research contradicts this. Research on 

scuba divers in the Cayman Islands showed that areas where there were high numbers of 

divers had less hard coral and more dead coral (Tratalos and Austin 2001). This 

corroborates research off the Bonaire coast, which showed that high-use dive areas had a 

lower proportion of massive corals and a higher proportion of branching corals, 
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indicating a change in the overall coral cover (Hawkins et al. 1999). These findings 

clearly demonstrate that intense scuba diving at particular sites can have negative effects 

on the coral reefs which serve as the tourist attraction. They also challenge the 

assumption that tourism is a non-consumptive activity preferable to economic activities 

that are more destructive (Gössling 2003). As a result, researchers have argued for the 

need to improve diver education to limit damage (Barker and Roberts 2004; Dearden, 

Bennett, and Rollins 2007), suggesting that divers lack the environmental awareness or 

knowledge to understand the damage they cause and indicating a shortcoming in the 

existing dive curriculum and practices even as divers consider themselves 

knowledgeable. In spite of these findings, research on Utila suggests that divers are seen 

as benign and because of this diving is not targeted by conservation initiatives for 

restrictions or limitations. The extant set of guidelines on appropriate underwater 

behavior for scuba divers is largely unknown to tourists diving around Utila and 

unenforced by authorities. Therefore, understanding the actual underwater behavior of 

scuba divers, the potential effects of intense scuba diving, and the awareness of scuba 

divers about these effects and how to ameliorate them should be an important component 

of conservation planning, sustainable tourism development, and environmental education 

throughout the Caribbean.  

Co-management, community-based management, and other approaches 

emphasize the importance of the local—of understanding the place and its people. Yet in 

practice, the focus is on local people (those from or of the place), rather than considering 

the local space and its multiple users, some of whom may not be from the local 

community. This dissertation addresses this by arguing for the inclusion of environmental 
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knowledge from various constituencies given their prominent role in the local economy 

and their extensive use of marine resources for their livelihoods. The omission of scuba 

divers and diving as an activity from local resource planning and management affects not 

only the potential success of these efforts but also the local community’s attitude toward 

conservation policies and resource use restrictions. After all, what incentive do they have 

to stop their practices when the local diving industry is able to operate without constraint 

or regulation? On Roatan, research on tourism and conservation shows that island elites, 

the Honduran government, and international interests control tourism development and 

have failed to alleviate the negative effects of tourism on the island’s poor residents 

(Stonich 2003). Similar dynamics are evident on Utila, though the island has failed to 

attract the same degree of national and international interest in tourism development and 

conservation.   

These power dynamics are highlighted using political ecology as a lens. Within 

political ecology, research focuses on relating ecological and political-economic 

processes using a variety of approaches. Through this, political ecology aims to 

demonstrate the role of uneven power relations in struggles over natural resources, their 

use, and their control (Bryant 1998; Mollett 2011). Political ecology makes visible how 

the policies and market conditions desired by authorities can have undesirable impacts 

from the viewpoint of local communities (Robbins 2004). Thus political ecological 

analysis can help identify the costs and benefits of current conservation and tourism 

trends, as well as help identify the relationships between and among stakeholders which 

affect conservation projects and tourism development (Stonich 2003). Using a political 

ecology approach stresses understanding the connections between political, economic, 
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and cultural factors and environmental use and change, offering insights into how tourism 

and conservation heighten inequalities and result in injustices for the local community. 

This dissertation employs a political ecology framework to investigate the interests of 

multiple, diverse stakeholders and their attitudes toward conservation and tourism. This 

framework helps illuminate the unequal power relations between stakeholders and the 

effects these have on tourism management and conservation planning.  

Political ecologists have paid less attention to the role of race and racial processes 

in the social, political, and environmental changes with which they are interested. This 

gap is surprising given Sundberg’s work on race and environmental justice. Sundberg 

explains how “racial imaginaries articulate in and through the environment to produce 

and legitimize environmental inequalities” (2008: 579). Within this framework and 

particularly in Honduras, attention to race and the ways in which whiteness and its related 

cultural practices are privileged becomes important because natural resource distribution 

and racialization processes are rarely coincidental (Mollett 2011; Sundberg 2008). The 

scuba diving industry and the conservation organizations on Utila consist primarily of 

white expatriates from the United States, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere in Western 

Europe who own, manage, and staff most of the island’s the dive shops, visit the island as 

tourists and for diving certification, and direct the local environmental organizations. 

Locals, primarily blacks and “Spaniards”1, find employment supporting the tourism 

industry as cooks, housekeepers, and wait staff, positions in which they work for the 

whites—whether local or foreign—who own most of the bars, restaurants, and lodging on 

Utila. Though race was never an explicit focus of this project, it was impossible to ignore 

                                                           
1 The term “Spaniard” as used by Utilians does not refer to people from Spain. Instead, it describes 
mainland Hondurans who have immigrated to Utila when used locally. I use the term here because of its 
frequent use by research participants. The more commonly used term for this population is ladino.  
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its role in shaping power relations and in guiding the discourses on appropriate resource 

use and conservation on Utila.  

 

Local Knowledge, Conservation, and Tourism 

Local knowledge is a particularly valuable data source because of its inherent 

spatial component, which can improve fisheries management through the provision of 

better information (Close and Hall 2006; García-Quijano 2007). Within collaborative or 

community-based fisheries management schemes, incorporating fishers’ local ecological 

(or environmental) knowledge (LEK) is widely recognized as important because it can 

increase the effectiveness of management schemes (Gerhardinger, Godoy, and Jones 

2009). In coastal areas, small-scale fishers possess vast local knowledge of the complex 

coastal ecosystems they use to pursue their livelihood. Researchers have concluded that 

having fishers produce maps of a fishery results in maps that reveal diverse landscapes 

and communities that are absent in the dominant discourse and in maps drawn by central 

authorities (Schlager and Ostrom 1992; St. Martin 2001). Thus, fishers—and by 

extension other resource users—can be invaluable research participants due to their 

intimate knowledge of resources, conditions, and ecosystem complexity. Including their 

local ecological knowledge fosters the engagement of resource users with management 

plans and can help establish a successful collaborative management scheme.  

While many studies of and in coastal and marine environments have focused on 

fishers as repositories of local ecological knowledge, they are not the only actors 

possessing LEK. Crona (2006) compares ecological knowledge based on people’s 

occupation, finding that knowledge varied among occupational categories and that 
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nonfishers had less knowledge of the seascape’s ecology. Drawing on this, in areas where 

marine resource-based tourism plays a significant role in the economy, tourism operators 

(boat captains and guides) should be expected to possess equally valuable LEK from the 

stance of the researcher seeking information about local resources and the environment. 

Trist (1999) explains that scuba divers also possess knowledge of local marine resources 

and habitats because divers see and experience the sea in a three-dimensional way. 

Because of this, their local ecological knowledge provides an invaluable complement and 

supplement to that of fishers. While it may be assumed divers’ intimate interactions with 

the sea lead to a conservation ethic, it is unclear to what extent this actually occurs given 

the environmental damage caused by divers. Given the heterogeneity and locally-specific 

nature of knowledge, it is important to consider the knowledge of fishers, divers, and 

other environmental actors, which should differ due to variances in their practices, 

sources of learning, and length of time working in or around Utila. 

 To diversify the basis of local ecological knowledge of marine environments, this 

dissertation queries and examines the environmental knowledge of professional scuba 

divers to produce a more comprehensive and inclusive body of knowledge about Utila’s 

marine environment. This knowledge can complement and supplement that of others, 

including those typically included in local knowledge research, such as local community 

members and fishers. Given that all knowledge is partial, as chapter 5 argues, it is crucial 

to incorporate the environmental knowledge of a diverse group of marine resource users 

if the goal is to understand how, why, and by whom the marine environment is used and 

more carefully manage those uses in the future. Most of native Utilians have some 

experience fishing (for example, fishing from the dock as small children or going out in a 
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cayuco with their father in their youth) but do not swim and are not certified as scuba 

divers. This is true of both black and white Utilians, with the notable exception being 

boat captains who are certified as divemasters or instructors but do not actively or 

regularly dive. Divemasters and dive instructors come primarily from other countries, 

though many complete their professional scuba diving training on Utila and subsequently 

work there for a few months or years before moving elsewhere. Because their knowledge 

is acquired and utilized differently than that of fishers, it is reasonable to conclude that 

divers’ knowledge can complement that of fishers and community members. This 

knowledge, which has not yet been written about by the scientific community, may help 

illuminate competing visions about the marine environment as well as areas where 

diving, fishing, and conservation have or will come into conflict with one another. It may 

also help bridge the divide between local actors, scientific knowledge, and complex 

governing systems, an issue that has affected how coastal knowledge is integrated into 

policy (Nursey-Bray 2014). However, this knowledge is similar to that of 

environmentalists in that it largely comes from white, Western-educated young adults, 

whose background and experiences differ sharply from those of the local community, 

making it more similar in some ways to scientific knowledge than it is to local knowledge 

as traditionally conceived. Additionally, because research has indicated that including 

local ecological knowledge may fill gaps in the ecological data which hamper 

conservation planning (Aswani and Lauer 2006), including divers’ knowledge may prove 

valuable for managing the scuba dive tourism industry on Utila and elsewhere.  

 

Research Methods 
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  This research focuses on improving our understanding of the connections 

between nature-based tourism, conservation, and environmental knowledge, with a 

specific focus on Utila, Honduras. The original research plan emphasized understanding 

the environmental knowledge of local fishers on Utila and the Utila Cays, with the aim of 

understanding what environmental regulations they would propose and support to further 

their livelihoods and marine conservation simultaneously. For practical reasons (see 

Appendix), the attention shifted once in the field to focus on scuba divers and the scuba 

diving industry. This shift turns attention to the island’s largest economic sector, tourism. 

An examination of an effort to make tourism more sustainable culturally and 

environmentally, the local environmental knowledge of the tourism industry, and the 

practicality and potential effects of using the tourism industry’s environmental 

knowledge in environmental planning are topics addressed by this project. Examining 

scuba diving tourism from a political ecology perspective highlights how debates about 

control of and access to resources produce tensions between nature and society. This 

research contributes to the literature on the social impacts of tourism in two ways: 

through its use of qualitative methods, which are underutilized in most studies, and by 

trying to understand how the specific actions of tourists, such as their acquisition of 

marine environmental knowledge through scuba diving, affect the local community 

(Deery, Jago, and Fredline 2012). 

 I addressed the research questions above through a multi-method qualitative 

approach following in the ethnographic tradition. I conducted semi-structured interviews, 

engaged in participant observation, attended workshops and meetings, volunteered with a 

local environmental organization, and had countless informal conversations, all of which 
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informed this research. Living on Utila for 16 months from September 2011 to December 

2012 allowed me to acquire important contextual information on Utila, its society and 

culture, and the tourism industry. Data collection occurred in both English and Spanish, 

with the language determined by the research participants. Most interviews were not 

recorded for two reasons. The first was to protect the confidentiality of research 

participants, some of whom have had their identities compromised by tourists or 

researchers in the past. Second, most people were uncomfortable with the request to 

record interviews during previous preliminary fieldwork. Detailed interview notes were 

taken both during and after each interview to record reactions, facial expressions, and 

other physical displays, as well as the participant’s responses to the questions asked. A 

separate journal for field notes was also kept to record observations and experiences 

which occurred outside of formal interviews.  

 The goal of the semi-structured interviews was to obtain information on the 

marine environment, tourism, scuba diving, and conservation. Semi-structured interviews 

use an interview guide, or written list of questions, to ensure that the qualitative data 

collected are comparable and reliable (Bernard 2002). The specifics of each interview 

were determined by considering the participant’s occupation, age, and background. Most 

interviewees can be divided into four categories: 14 scuba diving professionals, 24 

tourists, 10 bar/restaurant staff, and 8 environmental organization staff or volunteers. 

Notably, there is overlap between these categories. Nearly all of the scuba diving 

professionals on Utila could also be classified as tourists at some point. Most came to 

Utila as tourists before deciding to stay and work on the island. In rare cases, these 

tourists later become legal residents of Honduras. Many of the island’s bars and 
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restaurants, particularly those with a large tourist clientele, employ tourists as their 

bartenders and servers, some of whom also work as scuba diving professionals. 

Volunteers with environmental organizations also enter on tourist visas. The director of 

one local environmental organization was employed as a scuba diving professional in 

addition to leading the organization. To accommodate these overlapping subject 

positions, participants were asked an array of questions aimed at elucidating the multiple 

ways in which they acquire knowledge of and interact with the marine environment, their 

relationship to the tourism industry, and their attitudes toward conservation, tourism, and 

local livelihoods.  

 Specific interview protocols were developed for each of the categories of research 

participants described above. Because participants often belonged to multiple categories, 

they were asked the questions from each relevant protocol, with duplicate questions 

skipped. Scuba diving professionals were asked about their diving experience, the habits 

and practices of divers, and their acquisition of information about the local marine 

environment. They were also asked to compare their knowledge to local fishers and other 

divers in these interviews. Questions for tourists focused on why they came to Utila, their 

activities while there, their consumption of seafood, and their knowledge of the Bay 

Islands Responsible Seafood Guide. In interviews with restaurant and bar staff, questions 

focused on their attitudes toward tourists, their purchase and sale of seafood products, 

and their knowledge of the origin of these products. These conversations also typically 

included information about changes in business, patterns of tourist flows, pricing 

strategies, and efforts to stay financially solvent, though there were no questions 

specifically addressing these topics. Environmental organization staff and volunteers 
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were asked about their organization’s work, their personal involvement in conservation 

activities, their engagement in marine tourism, and their consumption of seafood. All 

interviews included questions about the importance of marine conservation and about the 

participant’s awareness of local environmental organizations and their activities. In 

addition, all interviewees were also asked about changes they think are needed locally.  

I analyzed the data from the semi-structured interviews using a combination of 

content analysis and narrative analysis. Content analysis, which systematically analyzes 

texts using coding rules to define content categories, allowed me to examine the 

frequency with which particular topics or keywords appeared in interviews. It also 

showed how participants use words that appear to be synonyms in different ways, 

identify patterns and/or trends in the data, and identify temporal shifts in language and 

understanding (Bernard 2002; Stemler 2001). For example, I quickly realized that 

participants were using “tourist” in different ways. Dive professionals used the term 

tourist to refer to temporary, short-term visitors to the island, typically those there for a 

predetermined length of time (often 4 to 7 days) to dive. By comparison, those from Utila 

often included those same professional divers in the category of tourist because they did 

not take up long-term residence on the island or involve themselves in the non-tourist 

community on the island. Identifying these changes in language and understanding was 

important for understanding the development of local environmental knowledge in scuba 

diving professionals. It also helped make sense of variations between professional scuba 

divers’ views on their knowledge and the need for conservation. Those who had been on 

Utila longer expressed more respect for Utilian fishers and their knowledge, suggesting 
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that this respect is acquired by spending longer on Utila and developing a better 

understanding of the local society.  

Narrative analysis focuses on understanding how interview participants “impose 

order on the flow of experience to make sense of events and actions in their lives” 

(Riessman 1993, 2). Using narrative analysis to analyze the data showed how research 

participants connect their experiences to broader processes, how they make sense of what 

they know, how they came to know what they know, and how they construct and relate 

their experiences and identity to those inside and outside of their community. The 

narrative analysis illuminated how divers create discourses around appropriate use of the 

marine environment and the dichotomies they articulate when asked to compare their 

knowledge to that of others. It was especially useful for understanding how divers have 

come to view diving as environmentally benign despite strong scientific and anecdotal 

evidence to the contrary. This analytical method provided crucial insight into the 

interviews with scuba diving professionals, enabling the analysis of divers’ 

environmental knowledge in chapter four.  

Participant observation for this research took several forms. Because I spent 16 

months on Utila, I was able to engage in detailed observation. I interacted with tourists, 

divers, and the local community in several different ways. I enrolled in scuba diving 

courses, allowing me to experience firsthand the education that takes place during diving 

courses. I also went on “fun dives,” dives that are not part of a formal course, to 

experience dives led by a divemaster. To understand tourist life, I lived in the hostel 

accommodations at one dive shop for five weeks. This offered many opportunities to 

track tourists throughout their stay on the island, accompanying them to restaurants, 
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grocery stores, and bars. Accompanying them allowed me to engage in discussions about 

their overall travel experiences, diving, and their time on Utila in a relaxed setting. I also 

frequently accompanied tourists as they partook in the island’s nightlife, using this as an 

opportunity to discuss their diving, their time on Utila, and their overall travel experience. 

Examining tourist support for conservation, both in theory and in practice, is crucial for 

developing viable marine protection strategies given the island’s economic reliance on 

tourism and the widespread unwillingness to pursue anything that may negatively affect 

the tourism industry. After that time, I lived in a rented apartment near the center of town, 

enabling me to experience life as a long-term tourist and “tourist-local.” 2 

In addition, I conducted five months of formal daily observations at one dive 

shop, spending two to eight hours each day at the dive shop observing and conversing 

with the staff and customers. During previous preliminary fieldwork in July 2009 and 

July and August 2010, I developed a relationship with this dive center by staying and 

diving there. I befriended the owners, who are supportive of environmental research and 

conservation, and with their permission was able to visit the dive center as often as I 

desired throughout my time in the field. Like many, this dive center, Deep Down Dive 

Center3, had a small restaurant and bar on its premises. The associated seating afforded 

me a convenient location from which to observe daily practices. I observed office 

operations, sales pitches delivered to potential customers, instructors leading courses, 

diving preparation and equipment rental, and other aspects of daily shop operations. In 

                                                           
2 In conversations, some lifelong Utilians use the phrase “tourist-local” to describe people who are not from 
Útila but have lived on the island for an extended time, generally more than a year. Many of these tourist-
locals remain off the record because they live and work on 90-day tourist visas and multiple extensions, 
rather than filing for and obtaining residency. 
3 The names of these businesses and specific identifying details have been changed to protect their 

anonymity.  
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particular, I gained insight into business practices and challenges, how problems such as 

bedbugs or bad weather are dealt with by the staff and management, and the discussions 

students and instructors have about diving. My observations began at the end of the 

summer high season in September 2011 and continued through the rainy season (October 

to December) and the winter high season (December and January, centered around 

Christmas and New Year’s), allowing me to observe the ebbs and flows in business and 

the seasonal changes. Because business is slower during the rainy season, I used that time 

to develop a relationship with the staff through long conversations. I also formally 

interviewed dive staff and dive professionals during this time. While the formal 

observational period concluded in February 2012, I continued visiting this dive shop 

regularly over the next ten months while in the field.  

The dive center observational data led to a crucial insight for this research: that 

divers possess detailed knowledge of the coral reefs and other dive sites on which they 

dive regularly and that this knowledge could play an important role in coral reef 

conservation and management. Had I not spent so much time observing and listening 

while at the dive center, I would not have realized what knowledge divers possess and 

how they utilize this knowledge as they pursue their livelihood. I subsequently decided to 

include specific questions about environmental knowledge in my interviews with dive 

instructors and divemasters, who work as professional scuba divers. I also listened to the 

pre-departure dive briefings given by dive professionals, developing a better 

understanding of how they use their knowledge in these briefings and how, through this, 

they educate others about diving and the marine environment. As previously mentioned, I 
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dove with these professionals, allowing me to observe their use of the environmental 

knowledge in situ and supplement interviews with observational data.  

 I selected professional scuba divers to interview about their knowledge based on 

personal relationships established at Deep Down Dive Center and by using the snowball 

technique, asking divers about whom they considered knowledgeable or whom they 

asked when they had questions about the marine environment. Because I had already 

observed them using their knowledge, I was surprised by the reluctance of several dive 

professionals to share their knowledge when directly asked in interviews. While none of 

those interviewed had detailed knowledge of coral reef ecology or the functional 

relationships that are essential to the ecosystem, they did possess knowledge of specific 

species and where within the ecosystem they were most likely to be found, which I knew 

from my observations. It seemed to be an issue of translating the knowledge, which may 

have been hampered by the phrasing and framing of my interview questions. 

Consequently, I shifted my approach to focusing on how dive professionals use their 

knowledge.  

I observed over 50 dive briefings, given by several different dive professionals 

with varying ages, years of diving experience, and time on Utila working in diving, to 

understand the knowledge dive professionals possess and their communication of this 

knowledge to those diving with them. Typical dive briefings include information about 

the characteristics of the dive site, fish and invertebrates likely to be encountered at that 

site, and any other practical information relating to the dive, such as skills to be 

performed or currents to be aware of. I also observed the logging process, where divers 

are debriefed by the dive professionals about the dives, including a review of the fauna 
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seen underwater. In these briefings and debriefings, dive professionals provide divers 

with information about what they will or have seen, requiring them to remember the 

common names for the several dozen species regularly encountered. I would often 

informally ask the instructor or divemaster additional questions related to their 

environmental knowledge after these briefings where their knowledge was clearly on 

display. Taking this approach resulted in professional divers being more open about their 

knowledge and discussing their process of knowledge acquisition.  

 Through my observations of dive briefings, it became clear that there were 

differences in how locally experienced and novice dive professionals conducted their 

briefings. Those with more experience diving in the area highlighted their past 

experiences at a particular dive site, noting its interesting features, what they saw there in 

a previous visit, and providing clear information about the notable characteristics of the 

dive site that the divers with them would soon see and experience. By contrast, those in 

the process of becoming dive professionals or newly arrived professionals often relied on 

the knowledge of the more experienced professionals on the boat or on the published 

guides to dive sites. These less experienced professionals would often speak vaguely 

about the site’s characteristics and the fish to be seen there. This was particularly the case 

when they were conducting a briefing on a dive site they had not previously been to. 

Even when they had been to a site a few times, it was noticeable that they would often 

ask more experienced dive professionals on the boat questions about the site to which we 

were traveling or about certain fish before they provided their divers with a briefing. Yet 

in interviews these less experienced dive professionals expressed more confidence in 

their local marine environmental knowledge than those with more experience diving 
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around Utila. The divergence here between words and actions illustrates the importance 

of both interviewing and observing scuba diving professionals to learn about their 

knowledge and practices. Analyzing these data provides the information needed to 

answer the second and third research questions about the environmental knowledge of 

scuba divers and its use. These contradictions reveal how the practices of scuba divers 

may work in opposition to marine conservation, suggesting a need to move beyond the 

demonization of fishers as the sole or primary damagers of coral reef ecosystems.  

Additional observational data collection occurred by working in two different 

bar/restaurants on Utila, experiencing firsthand the treatment of foreign tourism industry 

workers and learning about business operations from the inside. The first bar I worked in, 

the Quick Stop, was a small bar and kitchen located on the premises of one of the island’s 

dive center, where I volunteered as an assistant for about a month from mid-January to 

mid-February 2012. The space itself was rented from the dive center and operated by a 

Black Utilian family, making it one of the few black-run, tourist-oriented businesses on 

the island. Its primary customers were the dive center staff and the tourists staying or 

diving there. At night and on the weekends, a small group of locals would stop by the 

Quick Stop for an evening drink or to watch a sporting event. The Quick Stop offers 

breakfast, lunch, and a variety of freshly made snacks throughout the day. It also sells 

Honduran beer, mixed drinks, and sodas. My primary tasks were to sell beverages, write 

down and pass out lunch orders, and keep accurate records of sales and of people’s tabs. I 

gained insight into basic business operations, including food and drink orders, the 

relationship between the business and its suppliers, decisions about whether to raise 

prices, and organizing special events to attract additional customers and increase revenue.  
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 I worked at a second bar/restaurant, The Dive-In, from October to December 2012 

as a bartender/server. The Dive-In is a much larger, standalone establishment, unaffiliated 

with a dive center. The owner explained that he deliberately hires staff who work or dive 

at different dive shops on the island because their friends come see them when they work, 

bringing in customers and money. The Dive-In offers a menu of American bar food, beer, 

rum and other spirits. Its multiple entertainment options and location in one of the 

island’s neighborhoods enable it to attract a mixed clientele, including a large number of 

island residents (both Utilians and resident expatriates) who visit for entertainment or to 

enjoy an afternoon drink as well as tourists who come for the bar’s drinking challenge. 

Because I worked at The Dive-In during the rainy, slower season, I frequently conversed 

with the kitchen staff and the bar’s owner about the business, tourism, and related topics. 

Both members of the kitchen staff were originally from the mainland and spoke very little 

English. Through our conversations, I learned their views about the business, the attitudes 

of tourists and other bar staff, and their personal efforts to balance work, wages, and 

family. I also conversed with the bar’s owner, learning more about the business’s 

operations and finances, as well as the challenges he has faced as a business owner. 

Particularly enlightening were the conversations about the lack of business in 2009 due to 

the Honduran political situation and the struggles he has had attracting customers given 

that the bar is not near most of the island’s dive centers.   

 Working in two different bar/restaurants enabled me to compare the working 

conditions between the two for tourist, Utilian, and Honduran employees. The owner of 

the Quick Stop employed his relatives, knowing that they needed work and income and 

that he would have to hire assistance. Wages and tips were higher for bartenders/servers 
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at The Dive-In than they were at the Quick Stop (35 lempiras versus 25 lempiras per 

hour, or about US$1.83 versus US$1.30). Tips were much more common at The Dive-In, 

perhaps because it offers sit-down service where food and drinks are brought to 

customers or because of the number of older Americans who frequented the 

establishment regularly. It also allowed for comparison of how the businesses face the 

same challenges in different ways. There has been an effort on the island to get bars to 

move away from using cheap, disposable plastic cups and instead use reusable cups and 

glasses. The Quick Stop purchased a set of 100 reusable plastic cups in January 2012, 

which quickly began disappearing once they were put into use. Out of frustration, the 

owner declined to purchase more, instead returning to the use of disposable cups for most 

customers. By contrast, The Dive-In had a steady supply of glassware used to serve 

drinks. The owner accepted that some would be broken or stolen as part of the cost of 

doing business and regularly ordered replacement glassware. While The Dive-In still 

used disposable cups, especially when there was heavy business traffic, bartenders were 

encouraged to use the glasses for serving mixed drinks whenever possible.  

 The first research question, which focuses on the Go Blue Central America 

project and Utila’s inclusion, developed in response to changes in the field. In late July 

2012, the Vice-Minister of Tourism in Honduras came to Utila to introduce Go Blue 

Central America as an opportunity for the island to promote itself internationally and to 

recognize and support businesses engaged in environmentally responsible, sustainable 

practices. I joined the local geotourism committee responsible for developing local 

guidelines, drafting a visitor code of conduct, and overseeing the nomination of 

businesses for inclusion in the project. I attended the committee’s meetings, actively 
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involving myself in the decision-making and taking notes on the discussions and actions. 

This participant observation forms the basis of the analysis of why the project failed to 

attract support from local businesses. The connections I made with local environmental 

activists by participating in the committee led to interviews with them about this project 

and other initiatives related to tourism and the marine environment on Utila. I also 

interviewed other active participants about their experiences with Go Blue Central 

America and other local environmental initiatives. More information about this project is 

presented in the third chapter. 

 The triangulation of data through participant observation, semi-structured 

interviews, and working in tourist-oriented bar/restaurants played an important role in 

answering the research questions above. Supplementing these data are documents on 

marine conservation, including the plans for the Turtle Harbour Marine Reserve and 

Wildlife Refuge, collected from or distributed by the Bay Islands Conservation 

Association-Utila (BICA-Utila). Triangulation was especially important for 

understanding the struggles facing the Go Blue Central America project. Through 

interviews with other participants, I gained insight into why perceptions about the 

project’s success differ, largely based on past experiences on Utila and elsewhere with 

environmental initiatives. These data provided insight unavailable by attending 

committee meetings or reviewing the documents produced by the committee. Through 

the interviews, it was clear that the expectations of environmentalists who had 

participated in previous projects were much lower than those that I had as an outsider. As 

a result, participants were able to find successes in a project that failed to adhere to its 

timeline and has yet to bear meaningful results.  
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Through analysis of these data, I conclude that Utila’s scuba divers possess a 

wealth of environmental knowledge, primarily focused on the dive sites on which they 

regularly work. Currently, they use their knowledge to support their livelihood, using it as 

the basis for selecting particular dive sites, showing their divers interesting things 

underwater to increase their tips, and to guide their seafood consumption choices. While 

they are not actively involved in marine conservation, they comment upon the behavior 

of fishers, many of whom they believe are causing environmental destruction through 

their actions. The professional scuba divers recognize that inexperienced divers can harm 

the coral reefs but they do not see this as a major problem. Significantly, scuba divers’ 

knowledge is not being readily incorporated into marine conservation or environmental 

management efforts, which have focused almost exclusively on restricting fishing 

practices. Thus, there is an opportunity available to use scuba divers’ knowledge to 

develop marine protected areas that protect coral reefs from both extractive and non-

extractive use, recognizing the potential for harm caused by tourists. The potential 

broader implications of this are discussed further in the final two chapters of this 

dissertation.  

 

Outline 

This dissertation provides insight into the complex connections between tourism, 

livelihoods, and marine conservation in a small island economy. A political ecology 

approach shows how the actors, whether international, regional, or local, involved in 

conservation and tourism converge and diverge. Chapter 2 makes explicit the 

development and growth of tourism on Utila, showing how tourism development there 
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differs from the precedents established elsewhere in the Caribbean and the Bay Islands. 

As a small island, Utila receives little marketing or publicity, relying heavily on word of 

mouth and travel guidebooks to attract visitors. Its reliance on scuba diving as a pull 

factor for tourists has the potential for negative environmental consequences, raising 

questions about whether and how presumably nonconsumptive activities like diving 

should be incorporated into sustainable tourism initiatives. Through an example of the 

tensions this produces, the chapter argues that tourism as currently practiced is unlikely to 

be a viable means to pay for conservation on Utila because the tourists the island attracts 

are price-conscious backpackers. These backpackers seek to obtain the goods and 

services they desire for the lowest possible price with little regard for the long-term 

environmental and economic effects of these desires. The Bay Islands Responsible 

Seafood Guide is a conservation tool targeted at these and other tourists in the hopes of 

changing their seafood consumption and thus influencing the practices of local fishers. 

However, the guide is minimally effective on Utila because tourists do not use it to drive 

their choices, allowing businesses to ignore it without losing customers.  

The discussion of sustainable tourism continues in chapter 3, which explores 

Utila’s effort to be included in the initial launch of Go Blue Central America, a 

geotourism initiative of the National Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations, the 

United States Agency for International Development, and the Instituto de Turismo 

Hondureño (the Honduran National Institute of Tourism). From the start, it was clear that 

Utila was an afterthought, only included because money remained after the geotourism 

planning process on Roatan took place. Intended to be participatory, the project failed to 

interest the most important actors in the island’s tourism economy, who did not see how 
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they specifically would benefit from participation. Instead, those at the table were mostly 

white and primarily non-locals and/or environmentalists meeting to make decisions about 

the future direction of the island’s tourism industry backed by funding and support from 

the Instituto de Turismo Hondureño and major international groups. Drawing on the 

literature on local participation, political ecology, and neoliberalism, this chapter argues 

that lack of awareness of the specific context of Utila and the belief that what worked on 

Roatan would work on Utila too hindered Go Blue Central America. In the end, the web 

platform was launched without Utila. The project illustrates the potential pitfalls of 

ignoring local knowledge and experience. 

Local environmental knowledge is the focus of chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 4 

expands local knowledge of marine environments by incorporating the environmental 

knowledge of professional scuba divers. Similar to fishers and others who build, depend, 

and utilize their knowledge daily in pursuit of their livelihood, the chapter argues that 

professional scuba divers possess significant local environmental knowledge of coral 

reefs because they regularly use the reefs and nearby areas as they pursue their 

livelihood. These reefs are not exploited by local fishers. Turning to divers can thus be a 

way to expand spatial coverage in marine environmental knowledge. Because coral reefs 

are only one part of the broader marine ecosystem, it is important that we acknowledge 

divers’ knowledge because it provides insight into a spatially separate though 

interconnected part of the ecosystem. Moreover, if the aim is to improve conservation 

planning and management and incorporate tourism and its environmental uses into those 

plans, understanding the knowledge and practices of scuba divers—both professionals 

and tourists—is paramount.  
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The fifth chapter addresses how divers’ environmental knowledge could be used 

in tourism and conservation planning and management. Using divers’ knowledge is not 

without consequences and these should be considered carefully. The professional scuba 

divers from whom the local knowledge data in this dissertation were collected are not 

from Utila, with most being from the United States and Western Europe (mainly 

Germany, Denmark, and the United Kingdom). This raises questions about whether using 

divers’ knowledge is an additional example of the colonial legacy and unequal power 

between tourists and destination communities. These issues are examined using 

postcolonial theory and political ecology. Whether to use divers’ knowledge in spite of 

these consequences is a decision for local communities and their governing authorities to 

make.  

The final chapter returns to these issues to offer some considerations for the future 

of nature-based tourism on small tropical islands. The potential benefits of the 

geotourism program could, if realized, bring much needed economic and environmental 

stability to Utila, allowing the island to use its interesting cultural heritage as an attraction 

and lessen reliance on coral reefs, diving, and being an inexpensive destination. However, 

because this initiative and others operate within the preexisting framework of global 

capitalism, they have limited potential to bring about real, meaningful change in the 

relationship between Utilians, tourists, and natural resources. The project itself will likely 

face ongoing local resistance because the geotourism planning process was not driven by 

Utilians or a broad local constituency. Similarly, the use of divers’ environmental 

knowledge to support additional marine protected areas or livelihood restrictions could 

cause additional resentment towards tourism and diving by the local community. Both of 
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these raise questions about the race and background of those involved, illustrating the 

importance of including local knowledge from a broad base that includes foreign divers, 

expatriates, and those from the local community.  
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Chapter 2 

Setting the Stage: Tourism, Conservation, and Utila 

 

 Tourism is widely considered the world’s largest industry, though precise 

numbers on its size are difficult to obtain. That the industry is geographically diverse is 

clear from arrivals figures. In 2012, international arrivals surpassed one billion globally 

with seventy countries having more than one million each (Sharpley 2014). According to 

the United Nations World Tourism Organization (WTO), export earnings from 

international tourism were US$1.3 trillion in 2012 (UNWTO 2014). However, despite its 

size and scope, the tourism industry receives relatively little scholarly attention. Scholars 

have focused their attention primarily on elaborating the impacts of tourism on host 

communities, particularly the economic effects of tourism development and growth. The 

social impacts of tourism have received less attention, in spite of their importance for 

governments and nongovernmental organizations seeking to lessen the potential 

community backlash against tourism development (Deery, Jago, and Fredline 2012). For 

host communities, the dilemma of whether to pursue tourism often results in the need to 

balance the perceived benefits of tourism they will receive with the negative effects of 

tourism development socially and environmentally (Sharpley 2014). Thus, international 

tourism produces negotiated sites of interaction, where both hosts and guests navigate the 

built and natural environments (Merrill 2000).These social impacts have been 

understudied, particularly using qualitative research methods, leaving questions about the 

local particulars of tourism’s impacts on the diverse actors and livelihoods in the 

destination community (Deery, Jago, and Fredline 2012; Sharpley 2014). Following a 
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brief overview of tourism, its consequences, and its relationship to conservation, this 

chapter uses a political ecology lens to illuminate some of the complex connections 

between tourism, conservation, and local livelihoods on Utila. The analysis shows the 

importance of understanding the context within which tourism occurs because there is 

little research on the effects of race and whiteness on conservation within a tourism 

economy. A closer examination of the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide, a 

conservation initiative primarily aimed at tourists, sheds light on some of these effects.   

 Globally, tourism has been widely promoted as a tool for economic development 

and growth. This growth was fueled by perceptions of it as a clean, renewable industry, 

unlike manufacturing, allowing countries to capitalize on resources that were otherwise 

not considered worth economic exploitation (Weaver 1998). Following the Second World 

War, tourism for economic development played a prominent role in the Caribbean. 

Governments in the region supported beach tourism, believing that tourism based on sun 

and sand would be perpetually sustainable (Ward 2009). Poorer countries in particular 

were interested in tourism because it offers financial incentives for the protection of 

cultural, environmental, and historical resources (Weaver 1998). However, because this 

tourism is reliant on the environment, its success is inextricably linked to the environment 

so questions of how to mitigate tourism’s environmental impacts must be addressed 

(Duffy 2002).  

Sustainable tourism has risen to the forefront in the past two decades in an effort 

to manage the tourism industry’s environmental effects better. An offshoot of sustainable 

development (and its roots in the 1987 Brundtland Report), sustainable tourism has never 

been clearly defined except by its interested parties. Explaining the term, Butler writes, 
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“To the tourist industry, it means that development is appropriate; to the conservationist, 

it means that principles articulated a century ago are once again in vogue; to the 

environmentalist, it provides a justification for the preservation of significant 

environments from development; and to the politician, it provides an opportunity to use 

words rather than actions” (1999: 11). Sustainable tourism has largely concentrated on 

ameliorating tourism’s environmental impacts, leaving aside broader questions about the 

social, cultural, and economic sustainability of the industry. Alternative forms of tourism, 

such as ecotourism, have arisen in response, endeavoring to enhance the positive effects 

of tourism while reducing its negative effects. Sustainable tourism and ecotourism 

emphasize the protection of local resources and culture, while generating revenue for the 

local community with minimal leakages (Fennell 2003; McLaren 2003). This offers the 

opportunity to prevent the repeated instability associated with the colonial economy 

(McElroy and de Albuquerque 2002). In doing so, ecotourism and other alternatives try 

to reformulate the existing linkages between tourism and livelihoods, often by adding 

environmental conservation to the relationship.  

 Given that it has been touted as an economic growth mechanism, it is important to 

understand how tourism affects labor in destination communities. Tourism growth and 

development are often accompanied by promises of increased economic opportunities 

and jobs for the destination community. The industry’s ability to deliver on these 

promises long-term remains questionable. Initial industry development and growth 

produces a construction boom, requiring laborers to build the facilities and infrastructure 

needed. However, after the initial boom, workers may have difficulty finding 

employment depending on their skills and abilities, often having to take menial, low-



47 
 

paying jobs (Cowell and Crick 2002). Moreover, the tourism industry’s seasonal nature 

leads to demand for a large pool of casual, temporary labor available in times of peak 

demand (Ferguson 2010). Thus, workers must be flexible and available when the 

employer needs, though they will face layoffs or reduced hours when tourism is slower 

(Ferguson 2010; Gmelch 2003), leading many to find alternative employment to meet 

their livelihood needs throughout the year. For example, in Belize and Jamaica, 

researchers found that tourism workers turned to fishing when tourism income was 

unreliable or unavailable (Diedrich 2007; Pugholm 2009).  

 Women play an important role in the tourism industry. When the industry grows, 

women are more likely than men to enter the informal economy because many of 

tourists’ needs can be met by domestic duties such as cooking and cleaning, which can 

have a relatively low barrier to entry (Key 2002). Their work is deemed low-skilled, 

limiting their opportunities for promotion or advancement into management. 

Significantly, women are typically not employed as guides for tourists, partially due to 

social reasons where women are seen as unfit to be diving with tourists or leading multi-

day treks in the forest (Carruyo 2008; Ferguson 2010; Schellhorn 2010). Without this 

employment opportunity, women find themselves in a lower job status and receiving less 

income (Schellhorn 2010). Moreover, because of their employment in tourism with its 

varied hours, it is more difficult for women to simultaneously care for their family and 

work in tourism (Ferguson 2010). These findings taken together support evidence 

gathered during this research and suggest that tourism may not be an economic panacea 

for women working in the industry. However, Ferguson’s (2010) research shows that 
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women in Central America perceive tourism work as leading to a better life than existing 

paid work alternatives, such as agricultural labor.   

 

The Inequities of Tourism 

A growing body of literature addresses the inequalities of the tourism industry, 

including the inequalities produced in destination communities through tourism. McLaren 

(2003) argues that enclaves of Western society are created by tourism, which brings rural 

and indigenous communities into contact with new technologies, capitalist values, and 

consumer culture, all of which is typically hidden from tourists. Writing about tourists, 

she says, “As tourists, we consider travel an inherent, economic right. Yet we are 

supporting the loss of jobs, subsidizing corporations, and cooperating with governments 

known for human rights abuses” (McLaren 2003, 20).  

There are three main threads to the literature on the inequalities resulting from 

tourism industry development and growth: tourism as a new form of colonialism, uneven 

economic development, and the industry’s negative environmental effects. While the 

local particulars of how these inequalities play out vary, each is important for 

understanding opposition to tourism and the effects of tourism on local livelihoods. Local 

community resentment toward loss of access to coastal resources, increased costs for 

housing, and limited economic opportunities through tourism creates tension with 

tourism development, raising questions of social and environmental justice. Hence, the 

elucidation of the linked political and environmental changes affecting social justice is an 

area research must urgently address. This section considers some of the social and 
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economic inequalities associated with the tourism industry, focusing on their 

manifestation in the wider Caribbean region. 

Caribbean tourism has roots in colonialism and unequal power and economic 

relationships (Cowell and Crick 2002; McLaren 2003). Founded on colonialism, 

Caribbean tourism retrenches “an economic and social system marked by oppression, 

racism and class discrimination” (Cowell and Crick 2002: 240). Thus, some posit that 

tourism development has left unchanged the powerlessness and poverty of the Caribbean 

peoples (Richardson 1992). For example, tourism spaces have been fashioned and 

reshaped to match the imaginary and expectations of the tourists who visit, an example of 

cultural imperialism (Gladstone 2005), giving tourists power over the local community 

and making the local perspective less visible. Caribbean intellectuals have heavily 

criticized the tourism industry, calling it the region’s new monoculture because it has 

replaced sugar and agricultural plantations. They argue that the singular rise of tourism 

has led to a singular economic system with regional diversity and self-reliance being 

sacrificed in the process (Blouet 2007; McLaren 2003; Pérez 1973). For Pérez (1973), 

tourism produces dependent economies, providing the basis for underdevelopment even 

as it seeks to exonerate foreign hedonistic pursuits through the discourse of development.  

The status of workers in the Caribbean tourism industry is highly reminiscent of 

work during the colonial era. The cyclical nature of tourism employment, wherein 

workers are often laid off during the low season(s) each year, is similar to the seasonal 

work of the colonial agricultural system (Pérez 1973). These similarities are one reason 

why Caribbean intellectuals decry the singular focus on tourism as an economic activity. 

Another key feature reminiscent of the colonial era and slavery is the image of blacks in 
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service to whites (Cowell and Crick 2002). These racial underpinnings were a source of 

outrage in the 1970s, targeted at the depictions in tourism brochures of smiling dark-

skinned workers serving the fair-skinned visitors (Pattullo 1996). Many West Indians 

believe that the best jobs go to those with the lightest skin or non-nationals, replicating 

the colonial situation (Gmelch 2003). Tourists from the United States and Western 

Europe bring with them a racial identity that elevates whiteness (Merrill 2009), 

entrenching the colonial racial hierarchy. The modern tourism industry’s clear similarities 

to the colonial system through its exploitation of workers, seasonal employment, and 

privileging of lighter-skinned locals are indicative of the industry’s pervasive 

inequalities. 

Economically, tourism is associated with greater inequality, wage changes, and 

leakages. Tourism often directly competes with traditional activities, like fishing, for 

limited natural resources (Gössling 2003). As tourism has grown, destination 

communities have faced numerous issues, including loss of access to beaches and other 

coastal resources, increasing economic inequality, and rapid changes to the local culture 

and way of life (Boxill 2002; Boxill and Castillo 2002; McElroy and Albuquerque 2002). 

The revenue generated by tourism is often unevenly distributed through its concentration 

in the hands of the local elite and foreign companies who have invested in the industry 

(Gmelch 2003; Pattullo 1996). Non-Caribbean control is common in the region and 

covers a wide swathe of the tourism sector, including foreign-owned airlines, hotels, and 

tour operators, which directly influences the numbers and types of tourist arrivals and 

contributes to leakages (Pattullo 1996). In the Caribbean, leakages are especially high due 

to the importation of staff, food, and goods (Bélisle 1984; Mastny 2001).  
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Within the tourism industry, the available jobs are often low-wage, seasonal 

positions requiring workers to pursue supplemental livelihood strategies to fully meet 

their needs (Blouet 2007; Diedrich 2007; McLaren 2003). High-paying tourism jobs are 

typically held by foreigners, contributing to further leakage of profits from the host 

community (Richardson 1992). This uneven distribution of tourism’s benefits leads to 

conflict and resentment as locals feel they are losing their access to and control of 

resources (Diedrich 2007). As a result, the economic benefits of tourism industry 

development and expansion are unlikely to accrue to a large swathe of the local populace, 

causing resentment toward the industry and its elites. Furthermore, everyone is subjected 

to the negatives of tourism, while only some experience its benefits and reap the profits 

(Gmelch 2003). As a form of colonization, tourism perpetuates the accrual of money 

outside of the communities where it occurs, resulting in social injustices. The challenge 

facing many regions, including much of the Caribbean, is how to make tourism more 

environmentally responsible while continuing to bring in the revenue on which they have 

grown so dependent. One of the sustainable alternatives proposed is geotourism, which is 

the focus of chapter three.  

Environmentally, the tourism industry’s growth has increased pressures on local 

natural resources, some of which, like fresh water, are scarce. The Caribbean islands have 

relied heavily on their natural resources to drive 3S (sun, sea, and sand) tourism. Yet, in 

their quest for rapid tourism industry growth, these very natural resources have been put 

at risk through rampant environmental destruction, vast resource consumption, and the 

displacement of people from their homes (McLaren 2003). Stories abound about 

environmental destruction, including loss of mangroves, coral reef death, and other 
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pollution, resulting from the tourism industry’s development and growth on what are 

often ecologically fragile islands. As a result, the environment is in need of protection 

from the very tourism that depends on it (Blouet 2007; Duffy 2002; Pattullo 1996). 

Nevertheless, there are two clear potential benefits: improved infrastructure and increased 

environmental awareness. The infrastructure constructed to support tourism can benefit 

local communities, providing them with modern, timesaving amenities, such as running 

water indoors, reducing or eliminating the need to pump or haul water for household use. 

Some argue that tourism enhances environmental awareness as governments and agencies 

become motivated to protect and preserve the areas and natural resources tourists 

appreciate and want to see (Gmelch 2003). Numerous studies have pointed towards 

tourists’ willingness to pay to see and experience natural resources in good condition (for 

recent examples see Birdir et al. 2013; Gelcich et al. 2013; and Schuhmann et al. 2013), 

providing the financial backing for conservation initiatives. However, many destinations 

have failed to capitalize on this willingness, underpricing or failing to charge at all for 

access to their natural resources.  

 

Geography and Tourism 

Within geography, tourism has typically not been the primary analytical object 

(Hanna and Del Casino Jr. 2003). In the 1970s, geographers focused on tourism as an 

event, using it to analyze mobility, economic flows, tourism and spatial planning, and the 

industry’s various impacts. Williams (1998) argues that geography can play an important 

role in examining tourism by providing insight into the links between development and 

tourism processes and the concerns these raise for the visitor-destination relationship. 
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Recognizing the importance of capitalist accumulation in tourism has allowed provided 

insights into tourism’s social dynamics and provided an avenue through which to analyze 

social meaning, space, and place (Britton 1991). Major questions in tourism geography 

address the conditions under which tourism development occurs, where and how tourism 

develops, tourism’s sociocultural, economic, and environmental impacts on destinations, 

and the nature of the tourists and their motivations (Williams 1998).  

Geography, particularly development and postcolonial geography, will benefit 

from closer critical scholarly engagement with tourism. Postcolonial geographers are 

concerned with the connections between colonialism and development, between and 

within formerly colonized spaces, and about how the everyday processes of development 

are embedded in the social, political, and economic ties between regions (Lawson 2007; 

Radcliffe 2005). Some geographers, such as Gregory (2004), have used postcolonialism 

to show how colonialism continues to impose on places in an effort to subvert these. 

Tourism provides a lens through which to consider these subjects, especially in the 

Caribbean where tourism, underdevelopment, and the colonial economy have long been 

linked. Through its deconstruction of the idea of the Western development expert 

(Lawson 2007), postcolonial theory has encouraged geographers to think about 

knowledge production and the political value of different kinds and sources of 

knowledge. These ways of thinking are important for developing tourism strategies and 

alternatives capable of protecting local livelihoods, the environment, and local culture 

simultaneously without sacrificing one for the other.  

The literature on tourism clearly links contemporary tourism to cultural 

imperialism and economic development, situating tourism destinations as important sites 
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for the exercise of power (Mastny 2001; Merrill 2009; Scheyvens 2002a). Thus tourism 

provides fertile ground for extending Marxist critiques of development. While there has 

been a tendency in the literature to speak of the negatives of tourism, Scheyvens (2002a) 

offers a useful intervention by suggesting that we consider how tourism might best 

facilitate development, given that developing countries worldwide have already and 

continue to turn to tourism as a development strategy. This approach differs from the 

main one found in the geographical literature on tourism, which focuses primarily on 

tourism’s spatiality, socioeconomic and environmental effects, and the industry’s 

operation. Stepping away from this to examine how tourism can aid development offers 

the chance to use the insights of economic and development geographers to identify 

particular tourism practices, policies, and spaces that successfully achieve this aim.  

 

Political Ecologies of Tourism 

In tourism, the impacts of developed countries on developing countries are 

asymmetrical and involve an unequal exchange (Shaw and Williams 2002). By 

highlighting how these uneven power relations figure in struggles over natural resources, 

their use, and their control, and offering critiques of policy and policymakers, political 

ecologists draw attention to how power relations between stakeholders influence access 

to and the management of natural resources with the goal of empowering disadvantaged 

groups (Blaikie 2008; Bryant 1998; Mollett 2011; Robbins 2004; Stonich 1998; 

Zimmerer 2000). The focus is on the interests of actors, their ideologies, and the role 

these play in observed developments and processes (Gössling 2003). Political ecology 

affords researchers the methodological and conceptual tools to understand and explain 
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how particular environmental and social conditions result from power relations, rather 

than being “natural” (Robbins 2004). Thus it emphasizes how environmental control is 

reflected in unequal power relations, with some actors able to control the environment of 

others (Bryant 1998), which is vital for recognizing the power of tourism as a 

development strategy and its social and economic effects on destination communities. In 

asking us to pay attention to how a priori notions of the environment and social change 

harm impoverished peoples, political ecology invites questions about the interconnected 

factors contributing to nature-based tourism, including economic development, 

conservation, and (post)colonialism.  

The inequalities we see in contemporary tourism landscapes reflect historical 

processes of unequal distribution of resources and property, which are connected to and 

produced by political institutions (Smith 1994; Smith 2008). Political ecology brings the 

economic and political together to interrogate the production of these landscapes and 

inequalities, which is crucial for turning areas of oppression into sites for contestation and 

activism. Political ecologists have a longstanding interest in understanding who gains and 

who loses due to resource allocation decisions (Neumann 2005). Decisions made about 

tourism development, whether in pursuit of conventional tourism or its many alternatives, 

should thus be a natural concern for political ecologists studying tourism. Political 

ecology’s emphasis on the role of power also highlights the ways in which stakeholders 

have different access to resources and the influences affecting this (Stonich 1998; 

Scheyvens 2002a). Therefore, political ecology provides a useful lens and important 

theoretical framework for the analysis of tourism and conservation development and 

processes and the effects these have on local communities in tourism destinations. Using 
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this framework, this dissertation focuses on local participation and the ways in which 

environmental knowledge is mobilized by various groups of actors to shape discourses 

about appropriate environmental use. These discourses are imbued with racial 

implications because of racial differences between environmentalists, scuba divers, and 

the local community on Utila. 

 The use of a political ecology framework is relatively uncommon in the tourism 

literature. The chapters in Gössling’s (2003) edited volume on tourism and development 

in tropical islands all use political ecology as their framework. Stonich (1998, 2000, 

2003) uses political ecology to analyze tourism and development on Roatan, in the 

Honduran Bay Islands, throughout the 1990s. Her research demonstrates not only the 

significance of analyzing the roles of certain actors, including the local elite, recent 

migrants, and islander families, in the tourism industry and in advocating for marine 

protected areas. This research provides valuable insight into the social, economic, 

political, and environmental contexts of the Bay Islands. It reaches the clear conclusion 

that separating environmental conservation from tourism development is impossible in 

these contexts, arguing for increased participation of the local community in the planning 

processes to ensure that their livelihood needs are met as conservation and tourism 

further develop (Stonich 2003). Nevertheless, more work should be done to address the 

specific discourses used to frame discussions about the environment and the work these 

do. Douglas’s (2014) recent article argues for political ecology’s utility for understanding 

the possibilities and problems of sustainable tourism, demonstrating that the disconnect 

between tourism studies and political ecology remains.  
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Conservation for Livelihoods? 

The connections between conservation, tourism, and livelihoods must be 

investigated and elucidated, rather than assumed. For the past two decades, tourism has 

been widely viewed as a way to both pay for conservation and produce development, 

which are seen as a way of improving the lives of local residents. Caribbean governments 

market their islands based on the beautiful scenery and climate and to generate jobs in the 

hospitality, retail, and construction industries (Blouet 2007). The Caribbean has become 

known for its 3S and 4S—sun, sand, sea, and sex—tourism. Multiple paths exist for 

destinations seeking to economically develop through tourism and protect the natural 

resources on which tourism relies simultaneously. For example, following the 

establishment of a marine protected area, a coastal economy may become diversified as 

tourism and conservation play a more prominent role, which can yield a reduction in 

pressures on fish stocks and direct resource use benefits (Charles and Wilson 2009). 

Alternatively, increased tourism can lead to more pollution and environmental 

destruction as roads and facilities are built to accommodate ever more tourists. 

Consequently, some have argued that tourism is not the solution for development and 

may not help achieve conservation objectives (Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe 2008). 

Additional research interrogating the connections between conservation and livelihoods, 

and the variations in these depending on an individual’s occupation, is necessary. 

Questions remain about whether the new livelihood options created within a tourism 

economy are economically viable over the long-term given tourism’s seasonal 

fluctuations and sensitivity to external factors, if they are equally available to everyone in 

the host community, and whether their benefits accrue more evenly in the community.  
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Marine tourism plays a prominent role in the tourism industry, though quantifying 

or measuring its extent is difficult because coastal zone tourism is not always clearly 

shown in government or industry statistics (Orams 1999). Tourism growth on small 

developing islands complicates goals of sustainable use and conservation of marine 

resources (Luttinger 1997). A key challenge facing the tourism industry is how to 

minimize environmental destruction while further developing the industry (Duffy 2002). 

Multi-use planning based on coastal and marine protected areas (MPAs) has been 

suggested as a strategy for managing the multiple, competing uses of the marine 

environment for food, recreation, and tourism (Agardy 1993). The past two decades have 

seen a rapid increase in the number of MPAs globally, in an effort to achieve the 

Convention on Biological Diversity’s goals and in line with a 2012 target for having a 

globally representative system of MPAs (Chape et al. 2005). MPAs aim to protect 

biodiversity, prevent habitat degradation and overfishing, reduce pressures from human 

activities, and restore habitat in response to increasing global concerns about the dangers 

of overfishing and otherwise destroying the world’s oceans and seas (Christie and White 

2007; Mora et al. 2006). Because they reduce resource use, marine protected areas have 

been increasingly incorporated into coastal and marine tourism strategies. Well-managed 

marine resources can function as a tourist attraction in addition to their ecological 

benefits. Recognition of this by governments, local elites, and communities has spurred 

MPA growth in tropical marine tourism destinations worldwide (Stonich 2000; Stonich 

2003; Wells, Burgess, and Ngusaru 2007).  

Unfortunately, once established, many MPAs exist as paper parks and lack proper 

management or enforcement, often due to a lack of financing (Boersma and Parrish 1999; 
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Mora et al. 2006). Tourists can play an important financial role in sustaining marine 

protected areas once they are established. Research shows that tourists are willing to pay 

to enter, use, and enjoy protected areas, indicating the potential for using tourist revenue 

to finance MPAs and improve their management (Depondt and Green 2006). Surveys 

have shown that while user fees of US$2-3 are common, tourists are willing to pay nearly 

US$25, demonstrating that MPA managers could raise their existing fees substantially to 

help cover management and enforcement expenses (Green and Donnelly 2003). Dive 

tourism in particular has been deemed an important tool in enabling MPAs to become 

self-financing due to divers’ willingness to pay to use protected area resources and to 

support marine conservation (Depondt and Green 2006; Fabinyi 2008; Teh, Teh, and 

Chung 2008). These studies were not conducted in backpacker enclaves or low-cost 

destinations, limiting their applicability to these locations including Utila, the setting for 

this research. Notably, tourists visiting MPAs are not benign actors and cause substantial 

damage to the coral reefs they visit, indicating the need to limit the number of tourists 

visiting the area (Barker and Roberts 2004). The relationship between marine tourism and 

conservation is fraught with difficulties, complicating seemingly simple solutions like 

raising the user fee charged to visitors to provide for better management.  

The recognition that tourism both places demands on and depends upon natural 

resources and their condition has intensified the connection between conservation and 

tourism. The growing emphasis on conservation of resources and biodiversity benefits 

tourists, though they are often shielded from the environmental degradation facing the 

destination community partially because of tourism (Baver 2012). Conservation efforts 

have taken both top-down and community-based, or bottom-up, approaches to resource 
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management, with the latter widely considered more successful. Co-management, where 

everyone with a stake in the resource’s management participates, has been suggested as a 

way to manage marine resources more successfully (White et al. 1994). Successful co-

management draws on an understanding of the local history and context to manage the 

people targeting those resources (Gutiérrez, Hilborn, and Defeo 2011; Hoffman 2009). 

Because socioeconomic characteristics influence environmental values which, in turn, 

can affect conservation strategies (Cinner and Pollnac 2004), it is important to consider 

the different measures of success held by different stakeholders and to include multiple 

stakeholder groups in the planning and management processes (Klein et al. 2008; Murray 

2005). Ignoring the history of and ongoing needs for local resource use in the planning 

process often leads to noncompliance. 

Even where community-based conservation occurs, the community supporting 

conservation may not be the same as the local community as a whole. Stonich argues that 

while the establishment of the marine reserve in Sandy Bay was ostensibly led by the 

community, it was actually driven by the local elite and one wealthy resort owner in 

particular. The resort owner wanted to eliminate fishing near his resort to improve the 

experience of his tourist-customers (Stonich 2003). The local elite on Roatan are not 

alone in believing that marine conservation should lead to a healthier coral reef 

ecosystem and thus increase tourist satisfaction (Luttinger 1997). However, these 

approaches have been criticized because they do not take into consideration the 

communities’ livelihoods needs (Scheyvens 2002a). Pressures to establish MPAs often 

ignore local livelihood needs, resulting in some occupations being privileged over others. 
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The MPA on Roatan excluded subsistence fishers, reducing their access to protein, in 

order to increase the profits of resort and dive operators (Stonich 2003).   

The relationship between conservation and livelihoods is complex. 

Conservation’s impetus comes from a moral desire to halt species destruction and bring 

development to local people (Ellis 2003). Global efforts to protect biodiversity now 

include mandates to improve social welfare and provide economic benefits (Naughton-

Treves et al. 2011). Traditional livelihood activities based on extraction, such as hunting, 

fishing, or plant harvesting, are often seen as a threat to conservation and protected areas 

in developing countries (Ahebwa and van der Duim 2013). The failure of management, 

whether state- or community-led, to fully understand livelihoods can result in 

management practices that fail to meet the social, economic, and ecological goals of 

conservation (Allison and Ellis 2001). As Kareiva has explained, “One cannot achieve 

conservation that is at odds with the people” (2006: R535). Understanding what people 

know and how they think about the marine environment may assist in the development of 

conservation strategies that are not detrimental to people’s livelihoods. In their analyses 

of biodiversity conservation, political ecologists stress the importance of analyzing the 

linked historical, cultural, political, and economic contexts within which these strategies 

are practiced. This allows one to ask questions about the distribution of environmental 

costs and benefits, control over access to resources, and the gendered and race-based 

dynamics of tourism and conservation (Neumann 2005). Attending to race is important in 

the Caribbean given the region’s history as a colony and with slavery. This research uses 

the political ecology perspective to interrogate how tourism and conservation work 

together to shape one another and, by extension, the local economy.  
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For many coastal communities, enhanced conservation efforts reduce the 

livelihood options available. Marine protected area establishment closes off areas from 

fishing, reducing or eliminating it as a livelihood option for many (Daldeniz and 

Hampton 2011; Lansing 2009; Stonich 2003). Tourism within or to these areas is then 

promoted. A study in the Mediterranean Sea shows that even when artisanal fishers 

perceive no-take areas as beneficial, they are unconvinced that these areas are beneficial 

for their activities (Leleu et al. 2012). Research from Cayos Cochinos, Honduras suggests 

that households may use their social capital to maintain their livelihoods, resulting in 

noncompliance with protected area restrictions (Lansing 2009). Stonich’s (2003) research 

on Roatan demonstrates that the poorer residents and recent migrants, whose livelihoods 

are more precarious, perceived economic harm from the establishment of local marine 

reserves and the accompanying extractive use restrictions. Communities thus become 

increasingly reliant on tourism as a livelihood (Daldeniz and Hampton 2011). Fishing 

communities have historically relied on livelihood diversification, engaging in 

complementary household activities. Consequently, merely encouraging fishers to leave 

the fishery and substitute tourism, an insecure source of income, for fishing is not a 

solution, argue Allison and Ellis (2001). This can increase the vulnerability of fishers, 

given the fluctuations common in tourism. A downturn in tourism, such as the one 

experienced by Honduras in 2009, can leave fishers turned tourism workers without 

employment or alternative means to secure their livelihoods. Allison and Ellis’s (2001) 

call for the development of true livelihood alternatives that produces economic and 

conservation benefits remains elusive for many communities.  
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Taking a livelihoods approach fosters recognition of the seasonal and cyclical 

variations affecting livelihood strategies, which may lead to new ideas about how to 

make conservation, tourism, and local livelihoods more compatible. A livelihoods 

approach emphasizes understanding these vulnerabilities and searches for ways to make 

livelihoods less vulnerable and more capable of coping with stresses (Allison and Ellis 

2001). It also emphasizes the ability of diverse livelihood strategies to enable resilience, 

which a sole focus on tourism as a livelihood does not allow (Scheyvens 2002a; Tao and 

Wall 2009). Sustainable livelihoods approaches emphasize and illustrate the multiple 

activities in which people engage to gain their livelihoods, all of which must be 

understood if conservation, tourism, and development initiatives are to be successful (Tao 

and Wall 2009). This calls additional attention to the ways in which conservation regimes 

alter access to the natural resources households use to secure their livelihood.  

Recent research in Thailand finds that the local community believes national 

marine parks are negatively affecting fisheries and limiting access to the natural resources 

on which traditional livelihoods are based. It further shows that the park’s managers have 

not considered what the community needs to pursue livelihoods alternatives (Bennett and 

Dearden 2014). Similarly, based on work in Fiji, Brunnschweiler (2010) suggests that 

rather than taking the traditional approach of making the reefs more productive by 

protecting them, there need to be incentives to protect the resources on which livelihoods 

depend during the conservation planning and implementation phases. While sustainable 

livelihoods approaches have primarily focused on poverty reduction, they can also be 

utilized to understand the integrated circumstances in which tourism and conservation are 

being brought together and used to shift the local economy away from small-scale fishing 
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and toward wage-earning employment working for someone else. Based on this 

perspective, it is clear that additional research on the local knowledge of marine resource 

users and its deployment for both conservation and tourism is important if alternatives 

which protect diverse local livelihoods are to be developed and implemented. This 

argument is built upon in chapters four and five, which argue that scuba divers’ 

knowledge can be used to facilitate conservation planning and tourism growth and 

development but precautions must be taken to ensure this knowledge is not another 

example of Western knowledge used to dispossess local communities of their natural 

resources.  

 Utila’s tourism industry provides vital insight into the current patterns of tourism 

development, the interconnections of tourism and conservation on small islands, and the 

multiple narratives of conservation that must be brought together for successful 

sustainable tourism planning. The rest of this chapter discusses the recent history of 

tourism, development, and conservation in the Bay Islands in general and on Utila 

specifically. Understanding the historical and contemporary context in which tourism 

occurs and is promoted illuminates the diverse interests and ideologies of actors, making 

their actions and desires more comprehensible. While tourism and conservation may 

work together to open new livelihood opportunities for the local community, the 

pressures they place on natural resources leave questions about their long-term viability. 

For example, it has been argued that the combination of dive tourism and the increased 

immigration from mainland Honduras have increased pressure on Utila’s commercial 

fisheries (Korda, Hills, and Gray 2008). Elsewhere, McLaren (2003) has argued that the 

environmental damage wrought by tourism necessarily places the tourism industry and 
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locals at odds with one another in a battle for natural resources. Research, therefore, must 

elucidate these linkages between conservation, tourism, and local livelihoods, rather than 

assuming that conservation will be detrimental to livelihoods, that tourism will afford the 

community new livelihood opportunities, and that tourism will be a force for positive 

environmental change. This chapter offers a preliminary foray into this arena through an 

analysis of backpacking tourists on Utila and the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood 

Guide. The backpackers’ overwhelming focus on cost has resulted in environmental 

concerns being minimized by both tourists and the businesses they patronize, with 

potentially grave consequences for long-term sustainability which initiatives such as the 

Responsible Seafood Guide will be unable to lessen. The discussion continues in chapter 

three, which focuses on a proposed sustainable tourism initiative and the struggles it 

faced locally.  

 

 

Bay Islands, Honduras 

The Bay Islands are a unique setting within which to examine tourism and its 

social, economic, and environmental effects. The region’s colonial legacy influences 

present-day social relations, exemplified by conflicts between Anglo- and Afro-

descendants and English and Spanish speakers. An overview of tourism development in 

the Bay Islands provides important context for understanding contemporary struggles 

around the marine environment, tourism, conservation, and livelihoods. This regional 

overview focuses primarily on Roatan, where most research in the region, particularly on 

tourism, has occurred.  
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 Historically, the Bay Islands (or Islas de la Bahía) of Honduras has been a 

multicultural, multiethnic region. At least nine ethnic groups have occupied the region 

since aboriginal times. The islands have been shaped by Anglo-Hispano conflict over the 

past 400 years, which continues today (Davidson 1974). The region has maintained its 

cultural, social, and linguistic ties with the English-speaking world, though it has been 

part of Honduras since 1859 (Cronk, Gerkey, and Irons 2009; McBride 2006). Most of 

the islands’ settlers remained after the British rule ended because of their economic 

situation (Davidson 1974). As a result, the islands are populated today by thousands of 

descendants of British settlers, most of whom have retained their English-speaking 

heritage. As Davidson explains, “Although Spanish Honduran influence is growing 

stronger, the Bay Islands are still British West Indian rather than Spanish American in 

appearance and in terms of the traditions and social inclinations” (1974: 138). 

Understanding these influences and conflicts provides important contextual information 

on contemporary social relations in the Bay Islands.  

Despite efforts by the Honduran government to better incorporate the islands into 

the Honduran political system, the Bay Islands remain more closely connected with 

Belize, the Cayman Islands, and the United States, with whom they share a common 

language, English, and faith, Protestantism (Davidson 1974). Many islanders self-identify 

as “British,” not “Honduran,” indicative of their sentiments toward mainland Honduras 

politically (Stonich 2003). These differences have led to increasingly stark demographic 

divisions as Hondurans from the mainland (ladinos officially, “Spaniards” or “Spanish” 

locally) continue to migrate to the region. The most important social division, 

historically, has been that of Afro-descendant compared to Anglo-descendant, with racial 
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differences in power and social class still evident in contemporary Bay Islander society. 

For example, ownership of tourism-related businesses is rare among Afro-descendants 

and much more common among Anglo-descendants. Tourism has led to the increased 

integration of the mainland and the Bay Islands, increased in-migration to the region from 

the mainland, and greater friction between islanders of both Anglo and Afro-descent and 

ladino migrants from the Honduran mainland (Stonich 2003; Hogg et al. 2012). 

Consequently, the difference between Spanish-speaking ladinos and English-speaking 

Bay Islanders is now the deepest demographic division (Hogg et al. 2012).This deepening 

division speaks to the distant relationship between the Bay Islands and mainland 

Honduras socially, culturally, and politically.  

The contemporary Bay Islands have a long history of seafaring as the major 

income source. The islands have historically relied on the sea for subsistence, with 

additional employment available by working offshore. As a result, many households 

grew accustomed to men being absent and relied upon remittance income. However, this 

traditional structure has changed since the 1960s as tourism has played an increasingly 

important role in the region’s economy. While the region missed the tourism boom that 

occurred in the eastern Caribbean after the Second World War, it has become 

increasingly attractive because of its natural amenities. The tourist landscape that has 

since been created includes increased land development by foreigners, construction of 

facilities for meals and lodging, and rapidly rising prices for land and labor. In response, 

the ladino population in the Bay Islands has quickly grown since the late 1960s, with 

migrants seeking the economic opportunities available (Davidson 1974). Thus, the 
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growth of tourism has linked the Bay Islands to the mainland in never before seen ways 

(Stonich 2003), even as social, linguistic, and ethnic divisions remain. 

Roatan is the region’s largest island and the dominant economic force. The Bay 

Islands Department is based on Roatan, affording the island both political and economic 

capital. Tourism on Roatan developed rapidly in the 1980s (Cronk and Steadman 2002). 

Today, Roatan boasts a modern international airport which opened in 1988 (Stonich et al. 

1995) and has recently been renovated, a large cruise port with two to four megaships 

docking between Tuesday and Thursday weekly, and high-end, all-inclusive beach resorts 

similar to those found throughout the Caribbean and the Yucatán Peninsula. Tourists 

bathe on the white, sandy beaches, snorkel and dive along the coral reefs, and take zipline 

tours through the jungle. The Bay Islands can be distinguished from other Caribbean 

island destinations by the proximity between shore and deep water, the closeness of the 

main reef to the shore, and the low scuba diving costs (Luttinger 1997).  

Central American policymakers have committed to tourism, leading to reforms 

aimed at attracting investment in the industry and the promotion of tourism as a 

development strategy by bilateral and multilateral donors (Ferguson 2011; Stonich et al. 

1995). Donors view tourism as a sound non-agrarian rural development strategy with the 

potential to elevate communities’ living standards and keep rural populations in their 

communities (Ferguson 2011). This began in 1988 with the creation of El Mundo Maya, a 

joint tourism pact established between Belize, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and 

Mexico to expand public and private tourism. The initiative promoted coastal tourism, 

cultural tourism, and adventure and ecotourism, emphasizing the region’s archaeology, 

history, and beaches and coastlines (Stonich et al. 1995). The Honduran government has 
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emphasized the Bay Islands in its tourism development and promotion, recognizing that 

the region has sun, sea, and sand as well as the potential for ecotourism, adventure 

tourism, and cultural heritage tourism, each of which has played a principal role in 

Central American tourism development (Stonich 2003). The region’s ability to support 

both ecotourism and cultural heritage tourism may explain its selection as a pilot site for 

Go Blue Central America, a sustainable tourism initiative discussed in detail in the next 

chapter.  

 The Bay Islands were declared a Tourism Zone by federal legislation in 1982 

(Acuerdo Numero 87) in recognition of the islands’ suitability as a destination for tourists 

(Stonich 2003). From the 1960s to the 1980s, tourism in the Bay Islands was relatively 

small-scale due to the poor infrastructure, lack of a cruise ship dock, and the region’s 

relative isolation (Stonich et al. 1995). Consequently, divers and recreational sailors 

comprised the majority of tourists to the region (Davidson 1974; Stonich et al. 1995). By 

the early 1990s, tourism had become a sizeable part of the economy in the Bay Islands 

region, with nearly 80% of employment directly or indirectly stemming from the industry 

(Seidl 1996). In 1990, there were 15,000 visitors to the region. This rapidly increased to 

more than 100,000 visitors in 2000 (Stonich 2003). As of 2011, there were 1.2 million 

visitors to Roatan alone (Doiron and Weissenberger 2014). Most of the tourists arriving 

in the region came from the United States (70 percent), with the remainder from Europe, 

Canada, and elsewhere in Central America and Mexico (Seidl 1996). The bilingualism of 

the region’s population and their English language skills give them an advantage in 

attracting American tourists (Doiron and Weissenberger 2014).  
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Beginning in the 1990s, the Honduran government, with financial support from 

foreign and national investors, heavily promoted tourism in the Bay Islands, leading to 

the intensification of tourism development and rapid population growth due to ladino 

migration from the mainland (Stonich et al. 1995). Hotels were rapidly constructed to 

accommodate the rising demand, with the number of hotels doubling between 1979 and 

1992 (Seidl 1996). The infrastructure has improved and expanded through the pavement 

of roads and the provision of continuous electricity and fresh water to homes and 

businesses (Stonich et al. 1995). These infrastructural improvements have geographic 

gaps, with some areas like Punta Gorda, a primarily Garifuna settlement on Roatan, not 

receiving tourism-related infrastructure. Instead, visitors to Punta Gorda find themselves 

going “off the beaten track” and “stepping back to see the island as it once was” 

(Kirtsoglou and Theodossopoulos 2004), which serves as a tourist attraction and a 

reminder of ongoing inequality for those who live there. 

After Hurricane Mitch hit in 1998, the foreign currency generated by tourism in 

the Bay Islands supported the entire Honduran economy (Kirtsoglou and 

Theodossopoulos 2004). However, as an industry, tourism is fragile and prone to 

fluctuations due to changing political and economic situations locally, regionally, and 

globally. Tourists react quickly and rashly to the bad news of instability, leading them to 

stay away (Pattullo 1996). The 2009 Honduran political crisis has been cited as an 

example of tourism’s susceptibility and instability (for example, see Ferguson 

2010).When the Department of State of the United States and other foreign bureaus 

issued travel warnings in June 2009 advising tourists to avoid Honduras, tourism was 

significantly affected. The travel warning issued by the Department of State 
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recommended that America citizens “defer all non-essential travel to Honduras until 

further notice” (Curley 2009). Revenues declined by 80% and unemployment, crime, and 

illegal fishing on the coral reefs all increased (Doiron and Weissenberger 2014).  

 The growth of reef-based tourism in the Bay Islands accompanied by rapid 

population growth in the region has increased the pressure on the coral reef ecosystem 

and led to declines in biodiversity and the reef’s health (Stonich et al. 1995; Luttinger 

1997). The establishment of marine reserves has been successful in averting some of this 

decline (Luttinger 1997), though the long-term effects of these reserves remain unknown 

given their propensity to become tourist attractions themselves. Marine protected areas 

often fail to meet the needs of both the fishing and tourism sectors, with the tourism 

sector gaining control over them (Fabinyi 2008; Oracion et al. 2005; Stonich 2003). 

Regardless of whether MPAs result in ecological benefits, they have proven attractive to 

commercial dive operators and scuba divers (Green and Donnelly 2003). However, 

Doiron and Weissenberger (2014) hypothesize that declines in tourism may occur if the 

island’s coral reefs greatly decline in quality, stressing the importance of ensuring coral 

reefs are protected from harm for the tourism industry’s continued viability.  

 Culturally, the growth and development of tourism has led to several dramatic 

changes in the Bay Islands, which have been unevenly distributed across island society. 

The influx of ladinos from the Honduran mainland has increased friction between 

islanders and ladinos (Stonich 2003). Facing inadequate employment benefits, rising land 

costs, and reduced access to marine natural resources, poor people in the Bay Islands find 

themselves in conflict with the island elite, conservationists, and wealthy foreigners, who 

seek to limit subsistence fishing, promote conservation, and protect natural resources 
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(Doiron and Weissenberger 2014; Stonich et al. 1995; Stonich 2003). The island’s elite 

have largely benefited from tourism development, increasing economic stratification 

(Stonich 2003). The Garifuna on Roatan have seen their culture and their primary town, 

Punta Gorda, become commodified as a tourist attraction, though they do not control this 

commodification through tourism (Kirtsoglou and Theodossopoulos 2004). Thus, tourism 

development on Roatan, as in many other locations, has not led to economic and social 

equity. Instead, through tourist development, existing inequalities and long-term struggles 

have been exacerbated, heightening social conflicts which could ultimately threaten the 

industry’s long-term existence and leading to concerns that the region’s social fabric is 

being stretched (Doiron and Weissenberger 2014; Stonich et al. 1995). This research 

touches on this by pointing to how battles over knowledge and understanding affect 

conservation and tourism policy and management, which can lead to more inequalities by 

privileging the desires of white, foreign tourists and environmentalists over those of the 

local community. 

The scholarly literature on the Bay Islands mimics the bias of travelers, 

politicians, and others, focusing almost exclusively on Roatan. It is common to find 

research referring to the “Bay Islands” in the title, abstract, or keywords that focuses 

exclusively on the island of Roatan with the remainder of the region unmentioned. Utila, 

with its smaller size and later development as a tourism destination, has received less 

attention from development and conservation organizations, the national institute of 

tourism, and from researchers and academics. This dissertation corrects some of this bias 

through its explicit focus on Utila, where the local tourism industry has developed 

differently than that of most Caribbean islands, given its geographic location and small 
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size. As part of the backpacker’s route through Central America, Utila markets itself as 

an island where young people can dive and party inexpensively. Investigating Utila and 

using its tourism industry to understand the local dynamics and interconnections of 

conservation, tourism, and environmental knowledge provides insights into how these 

connections might be used for sustainable tourism planning and marine environmental 

management. The following sections provide background information on Utila, the 

setting of this dissertation research, using a political ecology perspective to investigate 

the extant linkages between tourism, conservation, environmental knowledge, and 

environmental planning, which are the focus of this dissertation.  

 

Utila, Bay Islands, Honduras 

Utila is the third largest island in the Bay Islands of Honduras. Its location places 

it at the southernmost edge of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, the world’s second longest 

barrier reef. The island is 14 kilometers long (8.7 miles) and 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) 

across at its widest point, with a large mangrove swamp in the island’s interior (Guerra 

2011). It is located approximately 29 kilometers (18 miles) from the Honduran mainland, 

connected twice daily by a ferry service and thrice weekly by SOSA Airlines flights from 

La Ceiba, Atlántida to East Harbour, Utila (also known as Utila Town because it is the 

only large settlement on the island). Additional flights are available from Roatan to Utila 

via CM Airlines and Island Air. Utila’s tourism industry developed later than that of 

Roatan, due to the island’s relative isolation and lack of beaches (Cronk and Steadman 

2002). Its tourism industry focuses on low-cost scuba diving, which has developed since 

the mid-1990s (Cronk, Gerkey, and Irons 2009; Cronk and Steadman 2002). The island 
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promotes its coral reefs and the whale sharks which can be found in its waters to attract 

tourists, as evidenced by a recent article in Sport Diver magazine (2014). The same 

patterns evident in the tourism industry as a whole, such as some places being relatively 

ignored as tourism destinations even when spatially proximate to a top destination, are 

evident on Utila. As with many other island destinations, Utila has strong economic and 

social needs to protect its coastal environment (Forest 1998). Because of this, Utila 

provides an excellent location for studying socioeconomic issues related to marine 

conservation, tourism, and fishing.  

Utila’s fishery has been commercially exploited since the 1960s, when fishing 

became the dominant economic force on the island (Korda, Hills, and Gray 2008). In the 

1990s, the island’s tourism industry underwent dramatic growth as backpacker 

accommodations were built and Utila began to be known as a destination for low-cost 

scuba diving instruction. The number of hotels on Utila increased from one in 1979 to 

two in 1992 and then to seven in 1994, showing dramatic growth (Seidl 1996). In 1996, it 

was estimated that between US$1 million and US$2 million was spent on diving on Utila, 

not including expenditures for lodging, meals, and other purchases (Cronk and Steadman 

2002). These numbers have only increased significantly in the years since these studies. 

Tourism has grown into the island’s largest economic activity with thousands of tourists 

coming to Utila for scuba certifications at all levels each year. The island’s growth as a 

tourism destination has led to the provision of public services (Korda, Hills, and Gray 

2008). While tourism has become the dominant activity, its predominance has not 

lessened the demand for seafood or the labor of fishers. Restaurants sell a variety of 

seafood products ranging from fresh fish (amberjack, bonito tuna, kingfish, red snapper, 
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wahoo) to lobster, shrimp, and conch (though the capture of queen conch in Honduras is 

prohibited by law), most of which they purchase directly from local fishers. As a result, 

the diving tourists visiting Utila place pressure on local marine resources both directly 

through the harm their diving can cause and indirectly through their desire to and 

consumption of seafood while on the island.  

The growth in tourism coincides with concerted, grassroots efforts to protect 

Utila’s marine environment. In March 1992, Turtle Harbour Marine Reserve and Wildlife 

Refuge was established on Utila. It was originally formed to prevent turtle hunting and 

fishing to reduce pressure on commercial fish stocks and allow tourists to see turtles in 

their natural environment (Korda, Hills, and Gray 2008). Its official mission now is “To 

protect and conserve the biodiversity of the Turtle Harbour protected area’s ecosystems 

through community involvement in order to develop a sustainable use of their natural 

resources”4 (DAP 2009, 32). The Turtle Harbour Marine Reserve is jointly managed by 

the Bay Islands Conservation Association-Utila (BICA) and the Municipality of Utila. 

This partnership collects a reef fee of $1.50 per day5 from each person who dives on 

Utila’s reef through the dive centers. However, BICA does not receive the revenue from 

this fee to use for their programming, instead relying on grants, donations, and sales of 

items like t-shirts, reusable grocery bags, and wristbands to support their conservation 

initiatives (interview, July 21, 2010). This situation is not uncommon in Honduras, with 

the government recognizing that NGOs can attract funding that it cannot and relying on 

them to manage public lands and protected areas (Seidl 1996). BICA’s funding has been 

                                                           
4 My translation. The original reads “Proteger y conservar la biodiversidad de los ecosistemas del área 
protegida de Turtle Harbour a través del involucramiento de las comunidades para desarrollar un uso 
sostenible de sus recursos naturales.” 
5 The total reef fee is $3 per day. Half of this money goes toward maintaining and staffing the island’s 
hyperbaric chamber. 
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unstable in recent years, leading to staff layoffs, including of its marine and terrestrial 

patrollers who worked to enforce the protected area prohibitions on extractive activities 

(interview, November 6, 2011). Consequently, Turtle Harbour Marine Reserve is 

currently a “paper park.” There is a widespread perception by stakeholders that BICA, 

other local environmental NGOs, and the municipality are ineffective at halting marine 

environmental decline or protecting livelihoods (Korda, Hills, and Gray 2008), which 

may be connected to this lack of funding.  

 The growth of tourism over the last twenty years has led to dramatic changes in 

the Utilian economy. No longer is the economy dominated by fishing nor is it a largely 

self-sufficient economy as much of the Bay Islands once was (Davidson 1974; Korda, 

Hills, and Gray 2008). Today there exists a dual economy of fishing and tourism, with the 

latter being the largest economic sector. The shift away from an economic reliance on 

fishing in an already degraded environment has the potential to allow for environmental 

improvements (Luttinger 1997), though the resource use of tourism must be accounted 

for because it can lead to additional pressure on the environment (King 1997). However, 

as Carr and Heyman (2009) have argued, tourism may force people to increase pressures 

on marine resources. In Belize, Diedrich (2007) found that tour guides turned to illegal 

fishing out of economic necessity when tourism was slow. The result is that a seemingly 

bifurcated economy is instead a deeply connected economy where fishers may be forced 

to increase their efforts due to inflationary pressures and economic necessity. Moreover, 

the benefits of tourism are often unevenly distributed (Orams 1999), suggesting that 

while some fishers will benefit from the transition to a tourism-oriented economy, others 

will not and may be harmed instead.  
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Utila’s economic reliance on its marine habitat—for fishing in the past and as a 

place for scuba diving instruction currently—makes marine protection both a priority and 

something that is contested. In a 2009 pilot study, all of the participants (20/20) 

emphasized the connection between marine resources and their livelihood, whether they 

participated in extractive or non-extractive resource use. For example, an employee of the 

island’s gym noted that marine conservation is important because it brings tourists who 

use the gym (interview, July 27, 2009). However, participants also frequently described 

how they were better stewards of the marine environment than another group. These 

discourses cannot be separated from the racial imaginaries which inform them. The 

resulting conflicts pose difficulties for the conservation organizations working on Utila. 

The rapid transition to a reliance on diving-related tourism on Utila may foreshadow 

changes yet to come on other small islands in the Caribbean, like Antigua and Barbuda, 

as they endeavor to establish marine reserves as a way of protecting and promoting their 

marine resources for economic reasons (Carr and Heyman 2009). Consequently, Utila 

provides an ideal site for the research questions above because it is a small island, deeply 

reliant on its marine resources and their continued viability whether for extractive or non-

extractive uses for its economic success. 

 Utila shares characteristics with other tropical island destinations worldwide, 

including an economic dependence on tourism, leakage problems, increased economic 

and social inequality due to tourism, and a reliance on imported goods and workers, 

though it is rarely considered alongside Caribbean islands. Similar to many tropical 

islands, Utila has limited natural resources, depends on imports, and has a 

monostructured economy (Gössling 2003). Unlike nearby Roatan and Belize, Utila is not 



79 
 

a cruise destination, lacking the deep harbor, long dock, and land-based services needed 

to support large vessels. As with other destinations, Utila’s tourism growth has led to in-

migration from elsewhere in the country and to the hiring of many foreign workers. 

Within the dive shops, the workers doing the routine maintenance and cleaning are 

typically ladinos, many relatively recent immigrants from the mainland. Almost without 

exception, the scuba diving professionals (divemasters and instructors) working on Utila 

are not from the island.6 They enter the country on 90-day tourist visas, which they either 

extend for a fee or renew by leaving the Central America-4 (El Salvador, Guatemala, 

Honduras, and Nicaragua) for 72 hours. It is technically illegal to work while in the 

country on a tourist visa though this law is widely ignored throughout the Bay Islands 

allowing foreigners to work in the tourism industry.  

Intriguingly, the lowest paid jobs are not entirely the domain of illegal migrant 

workers, as is typical in the tourism industry (Smith and Duffy 2003). Divemasters are 

some of the lowest paid tourism workers, typically earning wages on par with those of the 

hostel’s housekeeper. Divemasters are paid either per diver or per trip, depending on the 

dive center. At one dive center, divemasters earned US$2.50 per tank, or US$5 per diver 

on a daytime trip, while the housekeeper earned a flat rate of 1800 lempiras 

(approximately US$90) for 6 days of work, or about US$15 daily. A smaller dive center 

paid its divemasters a flat fee of US$10 per trip.7 Because they are only paid when there 

are certified divers seeking to “fun dive”, weekly and monthly wages for divemasters 

                                                           
6 This is similar to Malaysia and the Philippines where a lack of qualified local dive staff has led to the 
employment of international expatriates (Daldeniz and Hampton 2011; Fabinyi 2008). Similarly, on Roatan, 
there are “relatively few Bay Islander dive masters and instructors” (Seidl 1996: 30). Notably, Seidl (1996) 
found one company in Sandy Bay, Roatan where all of the divemasters were Bay Islanders.  
7 These wages are significantly lower than the US$300 reportedly earned by divemasters on Roatan in 1995 
(Seidl 1996).  
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vary widely and are subject to the fluctuations and seasonality of the tourism industry. 

Due to their low wages, they are highly dependent on tips from divers, second jobs, 

previous savings, or a combination of these. Dive instructors, by contrast, are some of the 

highest paid workers in the tourism industry, receiving US$40-65 per student they teach, 

with the exact amount varying based on the instructor’s experience, language skills, and 

employer. With course sizes typically ranging from two to six students and lasting three 

to four days, instructors can make US$750 per month or more during high season.  

Despite its physical location in the Caribbean Sea and its shared British colonial 

legacy, Utila is rarely considered part of the Caribbean in regional studies or maps. Utila 

can be distinguished from the stereotypical (eastern) Caribbean island in several ways. 

First and foremost is that the island has few beaches, those that it does have are largely 

manmade, and as such, beaches do not feature prominently in the island’s tourism 

industry or marketing. Only a few beaches are accessible from East Harbour. One of 

these, Bando Beach, is a manmade private beach, charging both tourists and locals a daily 

fee for access. The beach in Sandy Bay is free to the public, widely used by island 

residents, and also maintained through dredging. The third beach, Pumpkin Hill Beach, is 

on the island’s north side, making it less accessible to both tourists and locals who must 

travel off the main paved roads to reach it. Thus, while it does rely on sun and sea, the 

third S of Utila’s tourism industry is not sand. 

Scuba diving is the most appropriate third S of tourism on Utila. The island’s 

status as one of the least expensive places in the world to become a certified scuba diver 

has made it a destination for many. As with the traditional components of 3S tourism, 

scuba diving is reliant on the environment, specifically on the condition of the underwater 
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environment at and near coral reefs and shipwrecks. Thus the environmental problems of 

tourism, which may go unnoticed from the shore, can be more apparent when under the 

water if tourists are seeing garbage, dead coral, and a lack of marine life. Once this is 

reported, it can lead to a decline in tourist arrivals as tourists instead seek out other 

destinations with better protected or more abundant marine life (Dearden, Bennett, and 

Rollins 2007; Doiron and Weissenberger 2014). Surveying tourists to Utila, Canty (2007) 

found that 70% said they would not return to the island if the reef’s condition declined. 

The increasing use of social media and internet forums to share information makes it 

easier for tourists and prospective visitors to share this information with one another.  

 Second, the tourism industry on Utila is not part of mass tourism or the vacation 

packages that characterize much of the Caribbean tourism industry. The island has no 

large hotels or resorts, with many tourist accommodations available in the hostels 

associated with or attached to scuba diving businesses. The largest hotel, Sea Eye Resort, 

has just 38 rooms. Most of the hotels have 10-20 rooms (Sosa 2011). No international or 

national chains are present in either the hotel or restaurant industries. Unlike elsewhere in 

the Caribbean, the airlines and tour operators do not play a major role in Utila’s tourism. 

This may lead to fewer leakages than found elsewhere, though there are no data to 

confirm this. However, because the typical players are not involved, it may be more 

difficult for tourism businesses on Utila to widely promote their services and attract 

clients. The absence of direct national or international flights makes travel to Utila more 

cumbersome, which some travelers may be unwilling to undertake for a vacation given 

more accessible locations elsewhere in the region. Roatan, for example, is connected to 

the United States by direct flights from Atlanta, Dallas/Fort Worth, Houston, Miami, and 
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New York City. Most of the tourist amenities available on Utila are also available on 

Roatan, making it a more likely destination for many visitors from the United States.  

 Third, backpackers are rarely mentioned in the literature on tourism in the 

Caribbean. Given that much of the region is only accessible by airplane and that travel 

between island nations can be difficult, backpacking as a mode of travel is complicated. 

Backpacking is associated with young, budget travelers, who are unlikely to stay in the 

large resorts found in much of the Caribbean. However, on Utila, understanding the 

behavior, attitudes, and desires of backpacker tourists is of the utmost importance 

because the majority of the island’s visitors are backpacking through the Americas, often 

either Central America or both Central and South America. In particular, the focus of 

backpackers on price and their tendency to frequent the same locations described in their 

guidebooks or by others they have met during their travels greatly influences tourist 

industry behavior, driving price competitiveness and making it difficult for an individual 

business to raise its prices even when profits are growing slimmer. 
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Backpacker Tourism and the Environment on Utila 

 Backpackers are a subset of budget travelers. They are typically young and 

engaged in long trips with multiple destinations which they have organized themselves, 

though this typical depiction may be flawed (Cohen 2003; Sørenson 2003). Definitions 

and descriptions of backpackers emphasize their use of budget accommodations, desire to 

experience local culture, interest in meeting local people, flexible itineraries, and interest 

in authenticity in their travel experience (Jayne et al. 2012; McLaren 2003; Sørenson 

2003; Wearing, Stevenson, and Young 2010). They are less motivated by relaxation and 

luxury, more willing to take risks such as eating the local food or eating food from a 

street vendor, and perceive themselves to be more individualistic than other tourists 

(Larsen et al. 2011). Their desire to spend less money typically leads to lower levels of 

resource consumption, thus making backpackers more environmentally friendly than 

other travelers (Scheyvens 2002a). The sometimes uncomfortable situations in which 

backpackers find themselves leads to a close association between drinking and budget 

travel, with alcohol and its consumption playing an important role in experiencing budget 

accommodation (Larsen et al. 2011). Taken together, these depictions of backpackers 

largely serve to contrast the behavior of backpackers and other budget travelers with 

those of mass tourists. Yet, backpackers are not so completely different from mass 

tourists because, like them, their tourism experience is rooted in fantasy catered to by the 

tourist industry writ large and because they travel to the same places as other group 

tourists (Bruner 2005; Cohen 2003). This is in spite of their effort to distinguish 

themselves from tourists (Bruner 2005).  
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 Backpackers have played an important role in tourism development in developing 

countries, particularly in the “Third World”. Economically, governments have typically 

not supported backpacker tourism because of the perception that it brings little revenue 

(Scheyvens 2002b). Their desire to experience the local culture, travel to out of the way 

destinations, and search for authentic experiences can lead to greater expenditures over 

the course of a trip, though backpackers spend less daily than other tourists (Scheyvens 

2002a). Backpackers are attractive for destinations because their travel behavior is 

typically more sustainable, with their money being largely spent in the local community, 

and because the local community can maintain more control over the development of 

tourism products and services (Scheyvens 2002b; Scheyvens 2006). Some researchers 

even suggest that because backpackers support small, local businesses, their presence and 

economic power threatens corporate domination of the tourist industry (Scheyvens 

2002b). However, their behavior may present problems as they endeavor to find bargains 

to avoid paying more for something than a local would and because their actions may 

violate the social norms of the local community (Scheyvens 2002b; Sørenson 2003). The 

long-term consequences of tourism in general and backpacker tourism specifically are 

often ignored as communities pursue the opportunities they think tourism will bring 

(Scheyvens 2002b).  

 Examining backpacker tourism to Utila is important for several reasons. First, as 

Sørenson (2003) points out, little scholarship has been written on backpackers in the 

Americas. Moreover, as a backpacker enclave and small island, Utila offers the 

opportunity to reconsider popular and academic depictions of backpackers, delving into a 

community often depicted as homogeneous. Mowforth and Munt (2009) call for critique 
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of the actions of backpackers, which are typically viewed as benevolent or benign. The 

following sections argue that backpackers on Utila are not exclusively environmentally-

friendly because they generate trash, often fail to recycle, cause damage to coral reefs 

because they are inexperienced divers, and are a large consumer of the island’s scarce 

natural resources, even as they evince an environmental ethos and say more conservation 

on the island is needed. Moreover, backpackers may not be as positive for the local 

economy as suggested in the literature because a disproportionately large share of their 

spending is concentrated in dive shops and bars. As the largest group of tourists on Utila, 

backpackers’ behavior affects business practices. The emphasis on price by backpackers 

can lead everyone to focus more on price and attracting customers than on long-term 

environmental impacts and sustainability. Thus, in spite of their use and enjoyment of the 

island’s marine environment, tourists in general and backpackers in particular undermine 

conservation on Utila.  

 

Backpacking to Utila 

Backpackers are a common sight on Utila, particularly during the summer months 

(June through August) when many use their university summer break to travel through 

Central America. Throughout my time on Utila, it was clear that certain attitudes were 

associated with backpackers. They were universally characterized as being “cheap” and 

interested in experiencing the island’s nightlife and touted party atmosphere. For many 

backpackers, the main objective of their trip to Utila is to obtain their first scuba diving 

certification (PADI® Open Water). Surveys of tourists show they are highly concerned 

with the costs, principally those of the dive courses and the cost of living. These tourists 
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are typically in the midst of travelling for over a month, with less than two weeks of that 

travel time spent on Utila, leading to their adherence to strict budgets (Canty 2007). The 

price of dive courses varies across the dive centers, with the lowest price in 2012 being 

US$199 for the instruction, equipment rental, all in-water training sessions, and 

accommodation in the dive center’s hostel.8 Prices ranged from US$199-$269 in 2011 

and 2012 with multiple options within that range. Some dive centers included extras, 

such as two free fun dives after completing the course, free beverages or meals at a 

restaurant, and/or a free t-shirt. Visiting tourists are often well aware of their ability to 

negotiate both the price of the course and what was included, using their leverage—

especially when traveling in groups—to negotiate both lower prices and extras from the 

dive center of their choice. Later, over drinks and/or food, they tell others about the 

bargains they negotiated, showing the same price competitiveness Sørenson (2003) 

describes.  

 A common complaint by business owners and staff on Utila relates to 

backpackers’ emphasis on getting the lowest price. I witnessed countless instances of 

tourists—typically backpackers—haggling with vendors about the price of an item, even 

when prices were clearly stated on the menu or board. Often, they would cite their 

guidebook and the prices within it, using those as a basis for complaining that they were 

being overcharged for a particular item or service ranging from purchasing a baleada on 

the street to a cab ride to the price and extras of the dive course. The vendors typically 

did not negotiate prices on the smaller items, though the dive center managers would 

sometimes offer discounts on the dive course price and package. More commonly, the 

                                                           
8 In 1996, Cronk and Steadman found that dive centers “occasionally charge as little as $100 for a few days 
of instruction leading to the first level of certification with no additional charges for equipment rental” 
(2002: 56).  
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tourist and vendor would have a brief verbal argument over the price, with neither willing 

to budge. Often, these disagreements were about small amounts of money, roughly 5-10 

lempiras or about US$0.25-$0.50.  

 The willingness to disagree over such small sums of money suggests that 

backpackers may not contribute economically to the local community as discussed in the 

literature. Their lack of desire to spend additional money to purchase a good or service 

suggests that they see the money as more valuable in their pockets than in the merchant’s 

hands. It also suggests that they may be sensitive to price increases. If, for example, a bar 

decides to switch to using reusable cups rather than cheap, plastic, disposable cups9 and 

raise the prices of their drinks accordingly, they may find fewer backpackers patronizing 

their bar and instead choosing a competitor with lower prices for the same beverage. This 

is evident currently. While nearly every bar charges the same price for a beer, one bar 

undercuts its competitors by 5 lempiras per beer. Backpackers, particularly those drinking 

before the nightlife is in full swing, patronize this bar because its beer is less expensive, 

without questioning why it is less expensive.10 Moreover, the extent to which businesses 

are locally owned is not always clear on Utila, because of the number of foreigners 

owning and operating tourist industry businesses on the island and because there are 

debates within the Utilian community about who a “local” is.  

Business owners often reference backpackers when explaining their pricing. One 

dive center owner complained about its competitors saying, “They just keep dropping the 

price so they can get more people in there” (personal communication, February 23, 

2012). The focus on their business and profitability is understandable given the recent 

                                                           
9 This is one of the business guidelines included in the geotourism program discussed in the next chapter. 
10 The bar has reduced its expenses by not paying its bar staff an hourly wage. Its bartenders work 
exclusively for tips, unlike bartenders at every other bar on the island. 
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tumult in Utila’s tourism industry. The political situation in late June and July 2009, 

which led to periodic closures of the Honduran borders, resulted in a steep decline in the 

number of tourists visiting Utila. These closures altered the travel plans of backpackers, 

leading many to skip the country altogether or spend fewer days in Honduras than 

anticipated. Rather than the 10 to 20 tourists (at the low end) arriving on each of the twice 

daily ferries, there were days with only 1 or 2 tourist arrivals total, resulting in a lack of 

customers for the tourism industry. This placed many businesses in peril because it 

occurred during what is typically one of the busiest times of the year. The island’s dive 

centers were nearly empty, with two closing that summer due to lack of business. With 

few tourists, scuba diving instructors were unable to make much money, having classes 

of one or two students, rather than the typical four to six students during the summer. The 

resulting economic hardships were notable in conversations with business owners, 

restaurant staff, and dive instructors (notes, July 29, 2009; notes, August 2, 2010). In the 

face of these economic difficulties and struggling to stay open, many business owners 

expressed little interest in taking active steps to make their businesses more 

environmentally sustainable even while they recognized the importance of protecting the 

marine environment for Utila’s future. 

 The desire to influence backpackers’ environmental behavior is obvious on Utila. 

Hotels and hostels have signs posted in rooms reminding backpackers that the island’s 

electricity is expensive and that fresh water is a scarce resource. Visitors are reminded to 

turn off the lights when leaving their room and not leave the water running while 

brushing their teeth. Businesses are likely motivated by financial and environmental 

factors to post these signs because the expense of the electricity and water consumed is a 
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direct cost for the business. The need to place these signs suggests that backpackers are 

not automatically engaged in environmentally friendly practices. Conversations with dive 

center staff confirmed this, with Carla, a housekeeper at a dive center’s hostel, often 

telling me about turning off the lights left on by backpackers in their rooms and in the 

bathroom when she cleans.  

 Backpackers’ focus on bargain hunting and the “authentic” experience can lead to 

problems. Their behavior, such as public drunkenness or walking through town barefoot 

or in swimsuits, violates local social norms. In backpacker enclaves like Utila where 

backpackers congregate in large numbers, this can be a large problem (Scheyvens 

2002b). While they may consume fewer resources in general (Scheyvens 2002a), 

backpackers’ presence has fundamentally altered Utila’s environment. The increasing 

numbers of tourists, particularly backpackers, led to an effort to upgrade Utila’s 

infrastructure resulting in the pavement of the main roads, the construction of a 

desalination plant to provide fresh water to homes and businesses, and the use of three 

diesel-powered generators to provide 24-hour power of the island.11 Backpackers 

typically do not see the connection between their presence and these infrastructural 

changes, though they do take advantage of them while on Utila. The guidebooks they 

consult contain little background on the island’s environment, requiring tourists to 

educate themselves about the local environment and the problems it faces. The discussion 

below about seafood consumption by tourists on Utila demonstrates why this can be 

problematic.  

                                                           
11 The Utila Power Company (UPCO) is working to add wind-generated power and decrease its use of 
diesel. According to an environmentalist, the proposal is a good plan though it is not yet operational (notes, 
September 5, 2012).   
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Prior to their arrival, many backpackers have read about Utila in their guidebooks. 

The descriptions in these guidebooks offer limited insight on the island’s environment.  

In its section on Utila, the Moon Handbooks guide on Honduras has just a few sentences: 

“As in Roatán, the Utila reef is under threat from fishermen and careless divers, to say 

nothing of water pollution. Utila is not likely to face as serious a water quality problem, 

at least in the near future. The Bay Islands Conservation Association (BICA) in Utila 

patrols the entire reef around the island, with the exception of the shallow waters around 

the cays, where only local residents are allowed to fish. BICA also pays for 

environmental education in schools and sets up mooring buoys for diver boats” 

(Humphrey and Robertson 2009, 285). The section on restaurants says nothing about the 

sustainability of seafood, only noting that you can find “superlative seafood prepared in 

inventive ways, all at a fraction of the cost you’d pay back home” (Humphrey and 

Robertson 2009, 295). These descriptions do not prepare the backpacker to understand 

the problems facing the environment, including those wrought by their presence.  

 Consumer pressure can change business behavior. If tourists were to demand 

businesses operate sustainably and refuse to patronize businesses with unsustainable 

practices, it is likely that businesses would change their practices to meet tourists’ 

demands and maximize their profitability. This line of reasoning was used to encourage 

businesses to participate in the geotourism initiative introduced in July 2012 discussed in 

the next chapter. However, the focus of backpackers on price does not produce such 

demands. Whether the environment and sustainability can overcome price sensitivity and 

bargain hunting remains an open question. An example is of dive centers competing 

against one another for new students for their courses. One of the island’s dive centers, 
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Alton’s, prides itself on being environmentally friendly. When potential customers visit, 

their tour includes the dive center’s conch farm, where baby conch are kept safely so they 

can grow to reproductive size and be released in the future. They also learn that the shop 

has a septic tank and works to minimize pollution by its boats. This shop is one of the 

more expensive for an introductory scuba diving course, yet it still attracts large numbers 

of customers. How much of this is shaped by the center’s self-created image as being 

environmentally friendly is unknown, but the owners remain committed to maintaining 

these practices. An environmental organization employee is critical of these statements, 

however, noting that the owners claim they do all of these things but she knows they are 

not. In particular, she criticized them for capitalizing on their onsite environmental 

initiatives while being uninterested in participating in island-wide environmental 

initiatives that could not be readily monetized (notes, August 23, 2012). 

 

Tourists’ Seafood Consumption 

On Utila, scuba diving is the largest financial expense incurred by most tourists. 

Many reduce their spending on food and alcohol to accommodate the cost of the scuba 

diving course, using the kitchen at their hostel to prepare meals with food purchased in 

local supermarkets or buying alcohol in the store where it is less expensive and drinking 

it at the dive center or hostel before going out. While this spending benefits the numerous 

small grocery stores in East Harbour, it does not help the town’s restaurants garner steady 

business. Grocery stores meet the consumer desires of tourists and expatriates by 

stocking products imported from the United States and the basics to make familiar, 

inexpensive meals, like spaghetti or macaroni and cheese.   
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The scuba diving orientation of backpackers on Utila has widespread effects. The 

focus on spending money on diving and saving money elsewhere leads many 

backpackers to patronize businesses with the lowest prices, regardless of their ecological 

practices. A recent regional environmental initiative has been the establishment and 

promotion of the Bay Island Responsible Seafood Guide (BIRSG). Responsible seafood 

guides have become a widely used tool to raise public awareness about seafood and the 

unsustainability of many stocks. Underlying these initiatives is the belief that consumers 

will change their behaviors, reducing demand for overharvested seafood leading to lower 

profits for harvesters and allowing a collapsing stock to recover (DeSombre and Barkin 

2011; Jacquet and Pauly 2007). Often these guides are not connected to policy goals. 

Thus, consumers may believe that by simply avoiding the consumption of certain species, 

they are saving the sea (Greenberg 2010). Whether this is actually the case remains a 

matter of debate as there has been little research investigating whether these guides lead 

to changed consumer behavior or fishing practices (DeSombre and Barkin 2011; Jacquet 

and Pauly 2007).  

Many of Utila’s restaurants have undergone the training and agreed to adhere to 

the region’s responsible seafood guide. However, with one notable exception,12 

backpackers do not eat seafood in these restaurants. Most of the seafood backpackers eat 

is consumed in low cost restaurants that do not adhere to the BIRSG, though some 

display the guide. These restaurants use their low prices, often US$2-4 cheaper for a 

seafood-based meal than others, to attract backpackers. They also sell prohibited species, 

like conch, and restricted species, such as undersized or out of season lobster. While 

                                                           
12 The exception is RJ’s Barbeque, a restaurant serving grilled seafood, chicken, and pork, which is open 
three evenings each week. 
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those dining have often seen the BIRSG in their dive centers, they ignore it when 

choosing to eat seafood in these restaurants. Accordingly, these restaurants have no 

incentive to stop serving illegal seafood or adhere to the guidelines of the BIRSG. 

Restaurants that do not expect to see customers again, such as tourist-oriented restaurants, 

have been suggested to be less likely to care about what they sell because they are not 

expecting anyone to look into it (DeSombre and Barkin 2011). Many restaurants on Utila 

list items such as fish burgers, fish fingers, or fish fajitas, without specifying what kind of 

fish is used. In most cases, the fish used is bonito, also known as skipjack tuna. However, 

because this is not identified on menus, the onus is on the consumer to inquire about the 

fish, locate it on the guide or card, and decide whether to order the dish.  

In this light, the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide can be seen as an 

educational campaign aimed at tourists. The implication is that if tourists ask questions 

about seafood and choose only to purchase from purveyors sourcing sustainable seafood, 

restaurants will stop purchasing unsustainable seafood thereby reducing demand for it. 

However, it is entirely possible that restaurants will deceive tourists, telling them the fish 

is on the “green” list even when it is not because they know the tourists will likely not be 

back and will probably not know the difference. A story told by a server at RJ’s 

illustrates this well. She told me that it is difficult for her to tell the difference between 

wahoo and kingfish being served. She also said that one of their customers, a local 

resident, complained one night that he did not get the fish he ordered. He told her that he 

could tell just from looking at it (interview, November 4, 2011). While the 

aforementioned local and the restaurant owners may be able to distinguish between 

similar fish, it is unlikely most tourists would be able to make the same distinction. Given 
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this, it may be easy for restaurants to tell their customers they are in compliance even if 

they are not.  

To better understand tourists’ seafood consumption practices, a brief, preliminary 

survey with 27 tourists on the island of varying ages and nationalities was conducted. 

From these surveys, several patterns emerge. The first is that nearly everyone surveyed 

(96%) had consumed seafood on the island. The second is that this consumption is 

clustered into a handful of restaurants—RJ’s BBQ, Babalu, and Munchie’s. Each of these 

restaurants is a member of the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide, which indicates 

their commitment to serving seafood that can be harvested sustainably in local waters and 

does not come from the reef. However, the degree of commitment to the principles of the 

BIRSG by each of these restaurants varies. The owner of RJ’s said he never serves fish 

from the reef and relies on what local fishermen catch to determine what he serves. The 

fish at Munchie’s is almost exclusively tuna, which is considered a good choice in the 

Bay Islands according to the guide. Babalu, by contrast, is known for serving lobster out 

of season or that are undersized, in addition to serving red snapper, which is a “choice 

with cautions” according to the guide. Nevertheless, it remains a popular choice because 

it offers a variety of seafood dishes at affordable prices and the opportunity to sit over the 

water while dining. 

From the survey, it seems that the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide’s 

usefulness is limited for a number of reasons. One limitation is that only 58% of 

respondents said they had seen the guide. Everyone that reported having seen the guide 

said that they had or would use it to guide their choices, suggesting that the guide is 

effective amongst those that have seen it. According to one respondent, he looked at the 



95 
 

BIRSG and was happy that his normal choices were approved. However, these positive 

results are tempered by the responses of those that have not seen the guide. One 

respondent said that he does not trust much in Honduras and would not use the guide 

even if he saw it. Another said that though he has seen the guide, he takes his guidance 

from those around him. A third person said that if someone offered him some fish and 

said it was good, he would try it. A bigger problem may be that 27% of those that had 

seen the seafood guide said they did not avoid anything in particular. This indicates that 

the guide may not be effectively communicating to tourists the need to actively avoid 

eating certain types of seafood while in the Bay Islands. This failure to communicate may 

result from people not knowing where to find the guide. When asked specifically about 

using the BIRSG, one respondent said, “It’s not available so I haven’t read it. You have 

to ask for it in restaurants” (notes, January 24, 2012). While this has changed, such a 

response indicates a shortcoming in the BIRSG approach. 

The Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide is an incomplete conservation 

strategy. It is displayed primarily in dive centers and restaurants, both of which are 

frequented primarily by tourists. The Utilian community may see these signs on the 

exterior of restaurants as they travel down the street but one can presume they are not the 

intended audience because their typical spaces, including churches and grocery stores, do 

not display the guide. Targeting tourists may make lasting changes difficult because each 

newly-arrived tourist must become aware of the guide and educated about its importance 

if they are to follow its recommendations. Because tourism is where they money is, 

linking tourist consumption to conservation may be seen as a way to increase interest in 

and donations to local environmental efforts. This focus means that the BIRSG does not 
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affect local extraction for non-local consumption. Local fishers from Utila will continue 

to catch fish to meet the demand of the canneries on Utila’s Cays, even if demand for 

certain species in island restaurants lessens. Fishers may not be aware of the BIRSG or 

concerned with its recommendations when carrying out their activities. One day, a local 

fisher tore down the guide posted in a dive center, saying that the species listed under 

“Avoid” on the guide are fine to catch and eat (notes, October 24, 2011). This shows the 

difficulty of achieving broader change in fishing practices and thus reducing pressure on 

certain stocks.  

 If, as Scheyvens (2002a) and McLaren (2003) suggest, backpackers have a large 

effect on the local economy, their actions have the potential for a broader local impact. In 

the literature, backpackers are often described as a potential force for challenging 

corporate domination and as a tool for economic development (Hampton 1998; 

Scheyvens 2002a). Their global awareness brings with it a search for environmentally 

sensitive experiences that are respectful of local culture (Wearing, Stevenson, and Young 

2010). Yet the backpackers’ experience on Utila does not accord with this. Low-cost 

scuba diving certifications are pursued without concern for how diving affects the coral 

reefs or effects of large numbers of tourists on the terrestrial and marine environments. 

Their desire to consume goods and services produced locally could be used to promote 

sustainable seafood consumption, which could then influence restaurants to focus on 

selling locally caught seafood from healthy stocks. However, these tourists are not always 

concerned with the sustainability of this seafood. Through their failure to advocate for 

change or vocally support ongoing environmental efforts, backpackers provide businesses 

with little incentive to be environmentally conscious in their actions. Letting price be the 
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foremost concern affects the Utilian community economically and environmentally, 

failing to deliver on the potential for economic development and the local control and 

protection of natural resources.  
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Chapter 3 

Going Blue to Be Green: Bringing Geotourism to Utila 

 

 In the Caribbean, economic reliance on tourism is common, and, in many places, 

it has become the new monoculture, dominating economies and replacing the plantation 

agricultural system (Blouet 2007; McLaren 2003). Accompanying tourism’s rapid growth 

have been concerns about its downsides, especially its environmental effects, which 

include beach erosion and marine pollution (Blouet 2007). Consequently, as Blouet 

explains, Caribbean governments have turned to sustainable tourism “which involves 

careful planning, respecting input from local communities and considering environmental 

health” (2007, 92). Sustainable tourism differs from ecotourism because it places less of 

an emphasis on the natural resources motivating the trip. One of sustainable tourism’s 

goals is to contribute to both the economy and the environment through tourism (Fennell 

2003). Scholars discuss sustainable tourism in reference to its political, economic, and 

environmental aspects, whose integration is notoriously difficult and requires balancing 

conflicting objectives to satisfy the needs and desires of tourists, the host or destination 

community, business owners and operators, and politicians simultaneously (McElroy and 

de Albuquerque 2002).  

Utila’s economic reliance on its marine resources and tourism as an economic 

activity has led to efforts to make tourism on the island more sustainable.13 The most 

recent noteworthy effort began in late July 2012 when the Utila community was 

presented with the opportunity to be included in the initial phase of the National 

                                                           
13 Within this context, the term “sustainable” is rarely clearly defined, with different constituencies 
attaching different meanings to the term. 



99 
 

Geographic Society’s Go Blue Central America MapGuide. Go Blue Central America 

(GBCA) highlights the coastal and marine resources of Central American countries, using 

a web platform to allow potential visitors to learn about these resources and plan trips to 

the region. The National Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations (CSD) oversees 

the production of these MapGuides. It defines geotourism as “tourism that sustains or 

enhances the geographical character of a place—its environment, culture, aesthetics, 

heritage, and the well-being of its residents” (CSD 2013). In this way, the characteristics 

of sustainable tourism and ecotourism are part of geotourism, which also emphasizes 

promoting the unique characteristics of a particular place (Gladfelter and Mason 2012; 

CSD 2013). Geotourism for National Geographic promotes “authentic” travel 

experiences that benefit both tourists and destinations (Bosak et al. 2010). Unlike other 

definitions which focus primarily on geological resources (e.g., Dowling and Newsome 

2006), CSD’s usage incorporates the basics of sustainable tourism, broadening its 

geographical sense and connecting the environmental, economic, and social aspects of 

tourism (Gladfelter and Mason 2012). By including cultural and heritage components as 

part of geotourism, CSD makes clear that the physical and cultural aspects of a place are 

integrated and that their conservation is important for the long-term sustainability of 

tourism in a particular place.  

 Following a brief explanation of the concept of geotourism, this chapter narrows 

its focus from the broader concept to a specific example: Go Blue Central America as 

presented and developed on Utila. Go Blue Central America was intended to be a bottom-

up project, using local ideas, input, businesses, and volunteers to develop and build 

support for geotourism among the local community and to market each locale’s 
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geotourism activities to a global audience. However, the project shows that tourism 

alternatives cannot be successful because they cannot start. Without explicit information 

on the broader, long-term benefits of participation, people were left to assume their 

volunteer labor now would ultimately lead to future financial benefits, with no concrete 

evidence to suggest this will be the case. The heavy reliance on uncompensated 

volunteers is reminiscent of slavery and other colonial situations, suggesting an important 

linkage between neoliberal conservation practices, race, postcolonialism, and political 

ecology. As with many tourism and conservation practices in developing countries, the 

target audience for Go Blue Central America is largely outsiders who, by patronizing 

particular businesses, will coerce or incentivize environmentally-friendly business 

behavior. However, support among the broader community is lacking, even though some 

could benefit financially from increased publicity and better awareness of the island and 

its amenities due to their ownership of local businesses. Even without this support, 

participants in Go Blue Central America on Utila did not view the process as a total waste 

because it brought together a committed (albeit small) group of people with similar 

interests and potentially laid the groundwork for future alternative tourism initiatives. 

Thus, an examination of Go Blue Central America demonstrates the importance of 

understanding the local context and enlisting local participation for changing tourism 

practices, as well as the necessity to interrogate the meaning of “local”. It also shows 

some of the problems with tourism alternatives, which may replicate the problems of the 

traditional tourism industry and colonialism.  

 

Geotourism 
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Geotourism, like ecotourism, sustainable tourism, and other forms of alternative 

or “new” tourism, is a response to some of the problems found in the “mainstream” 

tourism industry. Through its emphasis on using resources to develop a sustainable 

tourism industry, geotourism requires an understanding of particular geographic and 

geologic resources, how tourists will affect them, and the need for conservation (Dowling 

and Newsome 2006). When successful, it can increase long-term support for conservation 

while also offering the chance for economic growth (McKeever et al. 2006). For this to 

occur, collaboration and transparency are key, requiring the balancing of various actors 

from throughout the power structure (Pforr and Megerle 2006). The sustainability of 

geotourism depends partially on investing some of these profits in conservation 

(McKeever et al. 2006). However, research does not explain how to incentivize 

businesses, nonprofits, and other actors to actively participate in geotourism projects. 

This presents a problem for implementation, as the project on Utila demonstrates. 

Local communities stand to reap benefits from geotourism, which can create both 

income and jobs for their benefit. This has led governments to promote it as a tool for 

regional development (Pforr and Megerle 2006). In addition, geotourism results in 

increased community awareness of the importance of natural resources and their long-

term health (McKeever et al. 2006), in essence creating environmental subjects through a 

green governmentality (Agrawal 2005). This knowledge, its exchange, and the 

willingness of people to collaborate are crucial for geotourism to achieve its economic 

and conservation aims (Pforr and Megerle 2006). While these authors are discussing 

geotourism based on geological resources, the points they make resonate with CSD’s 

stated aims, particularly regarding geotourism’s benefits.Go Blue Central America aims 
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to address these crucial elements by bringing together a cross-section of the local 

community to work together to develop and promote geotourism in particular 

destinations.  

Significantly, geotourism can be an important intervention into Caribbean 

tourism, which has typically been based on images of white sandy beaches and other 

tropical and paradisiacal elements, rather than focusing on the particular characteristics of 

any particular island(s). Geotourism, as envisioned by CSD, offers communities the 

opportunity to distinguish themselves from one another by promoting and highlighting 

the characteristics that make each place unique. It thus can meet one of the challenges 

facing Caribbean tourist destinations: that the tourism products marketed by islands are 

unoriginal, differing only by the prices and scale of service (Dehoorne, Murat, and Petit-

Charles 2012). This can encourage destination communities to focus on short-term gains 

and add cultural exploitation to existing, ongoing environmental exploitation by 

marketing festivals, ceremonies, and their history (McLaren 2003). However, if the long-

term goals of sustaining and enhancing the environment and culture of a location and the 

residents’ well-being are to be achieved, this cultural exploitation must be carefully 

planned so that the cultural resources promoted to tourists endure, rather than 

disappearing in the face of market pressures.  

Geotourism can ostensibly help achieve other goals, such as changing tourist 

behavior. Writing about the need for increasing public and tourist awareness about the 

impacts of travel, Mastny (2001) argues that nongovernmental organizations and industry 

groups should play a role in promoting sustainable tourism through educational 

campaigns. These educational aspects are incorporated into the Center for Sustainable 
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Destination’s vision of geotourism, which includes listing opportunities for travelers to 

volunteer for local organizations and information on how tourists can promote 

environmental sustainability (see, for example, the websites of the East Tennessee River 

Valley MapGuide and the Go Blue Central America MapGuide). In addition, geotourism 

projects explicitly aim to educate the local population about their resources and heritage, 

using this education to create awareness and cultivate a sense of pride and a desire for 

conservation. In doing so, geotourism differs from other tourism alternatives, which 

rarely acknowledge the importance of educating the local communities in tourist 

destinations (Mowforth and Munt 2009). Notably, it was never clear how the proposed 

geotourism project within which Utila was to be included would educate either tourists or 

the local population about environmental sustainability, natural resources, or the island’s 

or region’s heritage. 

The MapGuides published by CSD are a specific intervention into sustainable 

tourism and the imaginaries of a particular place, yet few of these guides have been 

critically examined. Of those examined by researchers, all are located in North America. 

This chapter expands this by focusing on Go Blue Central America, the eleventh of these 

guides co-produced by the National Geographic Society and the local community,14 and 

the first in Central America and the Caribbean. The establishment of Go Blue Central 

America brings Honduras, the first country to sign National Geographic’s Geotourism 

Charter (CSD 2013), into the MapGuide program. In their analysis of the Crown of the 

Continent MapGuide, Bosak, Boley, and Zarat (2010) cogently explain how and why 

                                                           
14 The other MapGuides currently available are for the Appalachian region, Arizona/Sonora, the Central 
Cascades, the East Tennessee River Valley, the Four Corners Region, Greater Yellowstone, the Lakes to 
Locks Passage, the Redwood Coast, the Sierra Nevada, and Vermont in the United States; Crown of the 

Continent in the United States and Canada; Eastern Newfoundland, Canada; Baja California, Mexico; the 
Douro Valley in Portugal; Romania; and the Western Balkans in southeastern Europe (CSD 2013, 2014). 
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these guides produce a mythic geography, illustrating the power relations that result in 

these constructed representations of a space. They also draw attention to the power-laden 

nature of the participatory process involved in producing the MapGuides, arguing that 

participation by members of the local community does not mean the guide is reflective of 

their values (Bosak et al. 2010). Rather, CSD exercises its control throughout the process, 

as evidenced by its focus on the unique attributes of a place on the nomination form and 

its editors’ ability to fact check and reject nominations (Gladfelter and Mason 2012), 

even after these have been selected and vetted by the local community. Thus an 

evaluation of the CSD’s MapGuides must address not only the power imbalance between 

the local community and the MapGuide’s outside supporters (CSD, government agencies, 

and nonprofit organizations depending on the specific context) but also how the 

MapGuide’s production reflects this imbalance and the consequences which may result.  

This remainder of this chapter focuses on the complexities of the efforts to 

include Utila in the Go Blue Central America project. An analysis of documents, semi-

structured and informal interviews with participants, and participant observation of 

meetings reveals the difficulties of the planning process. While calling for tourism that 

promotes a unique sense of place, CSD and its local intermediaries ignored the 

particularities of that place, using the exact same process for project implementation as 

they had on Roatan, Honduras. The situations on Utila and Roatan are quite different, 

making efforts to utilize the same processes problematic at best.15 This silenced some 

local voices and complicated efforts to obtain widespread collaboration and participation 

in Go Blue Central America on the local level on Utila. It also failed to ignore the 

                                                           
15 Additional information on the relationship and differences between Utila and Roatan can be found in 

chapter 2. 
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community’s past experiences with participation in large projects and the previous 

failures which had occurred. Thus, this chapter contributes to the sparse literature on 

geotourism as undertaken by the Center for Sustainable Destinations in concert with local 

organizations and governments, arguing that participation as embodied in the geotourism 

planning process does not achieve the aims of participatory development or of local 

participation in tourism management. The chapter argues that geotourism is part of 

neoliberal conservation, linked to development and its discourse. Understanding 

geotourism in this way highlights how the National Geographic Society’s geotourism 

projects embody the contradictions of neoliberalism, development, and conservation, 

simultaneously enlisting and devaluing local participation and local knowledge while 

reproducing colonial, class, and racial processes which have caused problems in the 

region for centuries. 

 

Go Blue Central America  

 The Go Blue Central America (GBCA) MapGuide provides a web-based portal to 

promote sustainable geotourism ventures (hotels, restaurants, activities and their 

providers) in marine tourism dependent economies. The web platform itself consists of a 

number of websites, each of which provides information about activities and vendors at 

coastal and marine destinations. The entire platform is part of a series of interactive 

geotourism map guides hosted by the Center for Sustainable Destinations.16 The portal 

includes information on the sites, background information on geotourism, and 

descriptions of various businesses and events in each destination, including activities, 

                                                           
16 Previously, the MapGuides were two-page brochures produced by the National Geographic Center for 
Sustainable Destination and National Geographic Maps and distributed free of charge to visitors. The local 
geotourism alliance was responsible for locating financing for the MapGuides’ production (CSD n.d.). 
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volunteer opportunities, festivals and other cultural events, and accommodation and 

dining options. Images of the featured locations and people who live in the area 

accompany the information provided on the web platform. Local knowledge is presented 

as a key component of this, with a box at the top of the page labeled “Local Knowledge” 

inviting visitors to click because “The best travel advice comes from the people who live 

here” (GBCA 2014). As of April 2014, information about Utila is available; however, it 

is not featured prominently on the site. Visitors must use the “Go Exploring” or “Plan 

your trip” options on the website, meaning they must already have Utila in mind. There 

are 29 entries, primarily for restaurants and lodging (hotel or motel and lodge or resort). 

Other entries are for dive centers, volunteer opportunities, and other guided outdoor 

opportunities.17 Background information on destinations is available only for the two 

sites originally chosen for inclusion in the pilot phase of the web platform: Bocas del 

Toro, Panama, and Roatan, Honduras. There are unspecified plans for the addition of 

more destinations. The overall aim is to promote sustainable management of and tourism 

to coastal and marine destinations, under the umbrella of geotourism.  

Utila was not one of the original pilot sites selected for the region’s MapGuide. 

The Instituto Hondureño de Turismo (IHT), along with the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID) Regional Program for the Management of Aquatic 

Resources and Economic Alternatives, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), and 

the National Geographic Society set aside funds and provided support for the venture in 

Honduras. The estimated cost of the platform was US$300,000. Most of the money spent 

in Honduras was used for marketing and outreach, preparation of the required documents, 

                                                           
17 Many more potential businesses were identified and targeted by the GSC than are currently listed. At the 
meeting about the guidelines, several businesses that are not currently listed sent representatives to hear and 
vote on the proposed local guidelines and code of conduct.  
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and assistance in soliciting and completing nominations from appropriate entities 

(primarily businesses) on Roatan. The original plan for GBCA was to begin with Bocas 

del Toro, Panama and Roatan, Honduras, then expand later to include other destinations 

in the region. However, due to the availability of additional funds, IHT pushed to include 

all of the Bay Islands in this pilot phase of GBCA. As a result, Utila and Guanaja were 

added to GBCA relatively late in the process, with the introductory meeting held as the 

nomination process for Roatan businesses, one of the final steps in building the 

MapGuide, was taking place.  

The information that follows comes from field notes recorded both during and 

after the meetings, formal semi-structured interviews with four participants on Utila, 

informal conversations with three other participants, documents distributed by IHT about 

the initiative, and the documents used and produced by the local geotourism council on 

Utila. I attended and participated in nearly weekly meetings about the project for over 

five months from July to December 2012, which provided me invaluable insight into not 

only the inner workings of the local group but also the difficulties involved in including 

Utila at the launch of the Go Blue Central America MapGuide.  

 

The Project’s Introduction 

 On July 25, 2012, the Vice-Minister of Tourism for Honduras, Cynthia Solomon, 

led a hastily announced meeting to introduce the Go Blue Central America. The meeting 

was held with little advance notice; most attendees learned about it less than 24 hours 

prior via Facebook® or word-of-mouth. Some in attendance commented on the lack of 

advance notice but no official explanation for this was provided. The meeting introduced 
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Go Blue Central America, including an explanation of geotourism, the nomination 

process to be followed, and the responsibilities of the local Geotourism Stewardship 

Council (GSC), which was formed later in the meeting. The presentation was in English, 

allowing everyone in attendance (Utilians and expatriates) to understand and follow the 

majority of the proceedings, and accompanied by a PowerPoint presentation which 

explained and summarized the most notable aspects of the project. As explained at the 

meeting, the benefits for the tourism industry and for businesses are promotion and 

growth, with the project open to micro and small businesses. The other benefit is that 

businesses supporting sustainability are highlighted. Additionally, Solomon explained 

that the platform would give Bay Islands residents the chance to share what is authentic 

and unique about the region with the rest of the world. The program initially targeted 300 

businesses in the Bay Islands as a whole, though it was never clear how many were 

expected from Utila (notes, July 25, 2012).  

 Receipt of these benefits would require a great deal of work by both the local 

GSC and businesses. As part of the process, businesses must provide basic financial data 

(quarterly gross sales via a short email survey) and have their staff attend a two- to four-

hour training program on sustainable practices. The training program is to be customized 

to the destination and offered free of charge to businesses; however, it is unclear who will 

be conducting this training and where and when it will take place. The financial data will 

be used to monitor business growth and will not be given to national or international 

organizations besides USAID and the IDB.18  

                                                           
18 While not explicitly stated, it was implied that IHT would also have access to these data. No one objected 
to this point, at least not publicly. 
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 Vice-Minister Solomon emphasized two points in her presentation. First, she 

underscored the need for businesses to adopt and receive recognition for having 

environmentally sustainable practices. Second, she emphasized the need for and 

significance of local participation. Local participation would come from the involvement 

of local community members on the local geotourism stewardship council. According to 

Vice-Minister Solomon, the GSC’s tasks would include developing locally appropriate 

guidelines, reviewing nominations, monitoring the listed businesses and activities, and 

making sure that listed enterprises follow the adopted guidelines. During this part of the 

meeting, Solomon explained that the guidelines must be appropriate for Utila, reflecting 

her personal understanding of the cultural context within which the project would be 

implemented. She said, “We don’t want to set such high standards that it’s not applicable 

to your environment” (notes, July 25, 2012), highlighting the importance of local input in 

the process.  

 Approximately twenty people from the community, primarily business owners, 

attended this initial meeting. Notably, only one person there owned or operated a scuba 

diving business.19 Other attendees owned or represented lodging, bars, restaurants, local 

environmental organizations, and a real estate agency. It was unclear why the scuba 

diving operations, which attract and deliver services to the majority of Utila’s tourists, 

were not present, but their lack of involvement was notable throughout the project in 

2012. More than one proprietor publicly stated the difficulty of getting involved in a 

project like this because “running a business in these times right now takes up all of 

                                                           
19 The time of the meeting, which was held at 5:30pm likely affected this. Because the afternoon ferry from 
La Ceiba on the Honduran mainland arrives at 5pm, one of the busiest times at dive centers is from 5-6pm 
as they recruit and register new customers.  
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someone’s time” (Gary20, notes, July 25, 2012). They also asked questions to ascertain 

what, if any, financial benefits they would see from participating in the project. They 

requested quantifiable information, such as web page “hits” for local businesses included 

on other MapGuides. Though the information was never provided to the Utila’s GSC, it is 

now available on the Go Blue Central America website.21  

 The response by the local community, particularly the business owners in 

attendance, provides an entry point for understanding broader issues related to tourism, 

sustainability, and the Honduran national government. Members of the local GSC grew 

frustrated at times with the process because Utila did not receive the same financial or 

logistical support that Roatan did. Frustrations grew when, after repeatedly requesting 

access to Roatan’s documents, the Utila GSC drafted its own documents, sent them to 

IHT for approval, and then subsequently learned that those documents had been given to 

the Guanaja GSC to use as a template (Amber, notes, August 9, 2012).22 Thus, while the 

process was ostensibly the same throughout the Bay Islands, resources were not equally 

available. As frustration grew, GSC members aired their grievances about past initiatives 

and projects on Utila, as the example below illustrates.  

  There is also ongoing distrust between Utilians and the national government. A 

prominent business owner and aspiring politician who attended the initial meeting spoke 

about his previous experiences working on a government initiative, Plan Nacional. He 

said that he was the local chair then and that they did a lot of work and held numerous 

                                                           
20 The names of all those in attendance and participating have been changed to protect their privacy. 
21 The Go Blue Central America website states that “Geotourism websites average 20,000 unique visitor 
hits per month…with the most popular websites reaching up to 40,000 visitors per month” (Geotourism 
FAQ, 2013). It is unclear how these figures were derived and if these data are applicable to Central America 
or refer to geotourism websites in the Global North.  
22 Utila GSC’s chair finally received these documents from IHT in mid-September 2012. 
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meetings, but nothing came out of the project (Michael, notes, July 25, 2012). His 

comments were met with approval by many in attendance. The Vice-Minister responded 

by saying that she understood that nothing happened with Plan Nacional but it was 

because the government lacked the money to implement the plan. She assured the 

attendees that this would not be the outcome of this project because the funds were 

already available. The dynamics of this conversation provide important contextual 

information for understanding people’s unwillingness or lack of desire to get involved in 

a project without clear or immediate outcomes. Solomon clearly understood these 

dynamics. In the meeting, she said that the Bay Islands is her first priority and the 

government second, generating applause from those in attendance (notes, July 25, 2012). 

 Some were very skeptical about participating due to the large ongoing time 

commitment required. The GSC is responsible for managing the nomination process 

locally, ensuring that all eligible businesses have the opportunity to either nominate 

themselves or be nominated, and assisting those without computers or internet access 

with completing the nomination form. Once the businesses are selected, the GSC must 

monitor them to ensure their compliance and adherence to the local guidelines and 

regulations on a regular and continual basis.23 Because GSC members are volunteers, the 

time commitment required led some who attended the initial meeting to forego 

participating and focus instead on other commitments with clearer and/or more 

immediate economic benefits. Addressing some of the reasons behind people’s 

skepticism from the outset might have led to greater participation on the GSC, 

particularly by Utilians. When the process became bogged down and several meetings 

were held without making any progress, people began to lose interest, saying that it was a 
                                                           
23 How often this must occur has, thus far, gone unspecified.  
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continuation of the usual broken promises made to Utila by the national government, and 

leading to further declines in active GSC membership and participation (notes, September 

13, 2012). Thus, the failure of IHT to understand and manage people’s expectations 

compromised GBCA’s local success.  

 The formation of the local GSC itself raised concerns among several attendees. 

Initially, the Vice-minister asked those willing to be permanent members of the GSC to 

put their names on the board. Once this was done, it was clear to everyone that the 

majority of the names were of expatriates and non-Utilian Hondurans. Two leading local 

business owners, Michael and Gary, among others, expressed concern that there were no 

Utilians putting their names down. Amber, a Honduran who worked for an environmental 

organization, pointed out that the GSC needed more than just expatriates and Hondurans 

from the environmental organizations. When the process concluded, the GSC had a 

representative from the municipal government (who rarely attended meetings), two 

representatives from local environmental organizations, and representatives from the 

hotel, scuba diving, and real estate businesses. Six Utilians were on the GSC, though only 

two regularly attended and participated in council meetings. The unwillingness of local 

business owners to join the GSC was problematic because it cast doubt on the Vice-

Minister’s assertion that local participation was a key part of the project. While many of 

those who participated had made homes for themselves on Utila, they were not born or 

raised on the island. This in turn makes it difficult for the GSC to credibly assert to the 

community that its guidelines and standards are truly locally appropriate.  

 

The Ongoing Process 
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 The initial Go Blue Central America project meeting repeatedly emphasized that 

success would be dependent on extensive local participation at all stages of the planning 

and implementation process. That is, people on Utila, through the GSC, were responsible 

for developing the sustainable business practices guidelines, collecting historical 

information on Utila for inclusion on the website, soliciting nominations, verifying the 

information provided by the nominees, and performing compliance checks to ensure that 

businesses listed on the MapGuide followed the locally adopted guidelines. For several 

weeks, the local council met weekly to draft guidelines, decide on categories for the types 

of businesses that would be eligible for inclusion, and think of ways to communicate the 

aims of the program to the broader community. These meetings were at times 

contentious, in part because of the nature of the nomination process, with businesses and 

other activities having only one opportunity to be included on the web platform.24 This 

led to nearly an hour of debate about whether religious institutions, schools, and the 

utility companies should be included because they are largely outside the island’s tourism 

industry. While some argued for including these groups because of their shared reliance 

on Utila’s natural environment, others said that because GBCA is intended to promote 

tourism these groups should not be included because they do not attract tourists (notes, 

August 10, 2012). Ultimately, none were included as categories for business nominations 

on Utila.  

 Throughout the process, there were delays because work was not completed or 

answers were needed to questions before additional work could be done. Sometimes little 

progress was made because people did not complete the work they had agreed to at the 

                                                           
24 This differs from other National Geographic geotourism projects where there has been an ongoing option 
to add businesses to the MapGuide as needed and desired (Brouwer et al. 2012).  
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previous meeting. Even so, these meetings were viewed as useful or productive more 

than half the time. GSC members acknowledged some of the underlying causes of these 

delays when asked in interviews. As one member explained, “Some were productive. 

Some were not because we didn’t have answers so we’re waiting and not doing anything” 

(Teresa, interview, December 17, 2012). Even when waiting on answers, the GSC 

continued to meet weekly due to the chair’s desire not to lose momentum and to keep 

people in the habit of attending these meetings (notes, August 22, 2012). Another stated 

problem was that some meetings were “superfluous because there was no focus and no 

chairperson or the chairperson was not maintaining control” (Craig, interview, December 

15, 2012). Other problems included delays in gathering the historical background 

information for the website, in developing and reviewing possible logos to be used 

locally and in getting approval from CSD through IHT to have a separate local logo, and 

in developing a bilingual community announcement about the program to be aired during 

the local evening news. 

 The development of the draft guidelines for businesses and a set of visitor 

guidelines to encourage tourists to patronize businesses with sustainable practices have 

been, in many ways, the most successful parts of the process thus far. Amber, a self-

described environmentalist, was the local GSC’s chair. She also volunteered to lead the 

committee responsible for developing the sustainable practices guidelines for businesses, 

with a general section to cover all businesses and specialized sections for particular 

business types, such as restaurants, grocery stores, bars, hotels, and dive centers. She 

worked with William, an employee at one of the island’s real estate offices, to develop 

guidelines for real estate development as well, a category not included when the 
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geotourism initiative was presented to the community. Preliminary drafts of the 

guidelines were reviewed and discussed by the local geotourism council and shared via a 

DropBox folder set up for the project. Amber explained the need for this saying, “If 

nobody reviews the document, it will be a document that comes from my brain. And I’m 

an environmentalist” (Amber, notes, August 9, 2012). Once the GSC agreed on the 

general structure and content of these guidelines, a meeting with representatives from the 

various types of businesses was held to get their feedback on the guidelines, their 

appropriateness, and their feasibility. This meeting, on August 28, 2012, was the second 

most widely attended meeting of the project, after the initial meeting with the Vice-

Minister of Tourism. Representatives from many of the island’s bars, dive centers, and 

hotels attended and gave their input on the draft guidelines. This meeting lasted nearly 

three hours because each bullet point of the draft guidelines was discussed. The visitor 

guidelines proposed by the GSC were agreed to at the same meeting, though with 

significantly less discussion.  

 The next step after the approval of the local guidelines was to advertise the 

program widely so interested businesses and persons would know about the nomination 

process and how to be included. The original timeline called for the nominations to occur 

during the first two weeks in September. Utila and Guanaja had to work quickly in order 

to make this possible, since it was the intention of IHT and CSD that all nominations in 

the Bay Islands would occur at the same time.25 However, as September approached, it 

became clear that this was no longer viable because of the delay in receiving approval 

from IHT and CSD on the local guidelines, program name, and logo. In phone calls and 

                                                           
25 This contradicts my earlier presentation of the timeline for the project. However, this represents what the 
IHT contact was telling Utila’s GSC at different stages in the process. It is unclear why IHT contradicted 
itself in this way. 
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at meetings, the IHT contact repeatedly shifted the blame to CSD when asked about the 

delays, about an updated timeline, and about receiving additional support from IHT once 

the nomination period began. IHT served as an intermediary, relaying the questions and 

documents produced by the GSC to CSD for their response and approval. The GSC did 

not have any way to directly contact anyone with the Center for Sustainable Destinations, 

slowing its work and the overall process. Asked about the delays, one council member 

said, “It took too long to get to where we are right now,” adding that there have been so 

many meetings and so much waiting on IHT (Teresa, interview, December 17, 2012). 

Even so, the IHT contact explained in late August that Utila was almost at the same point 

in the process as Roatan, which had started five months earlier. Ultimately, Utila’s GSC 

received approval for a logo designed by a South African graphic designer volunteering 

for one of the local environmental organizations and a program name, Blutila, coined by 

a member of the GSC. When I left Utila in mid-December 2012, the nomination process 

had not yet begun.  

 

Making “Blutila” 

 Obtaining and maintaining participation in Go Blue Central America on Utila 

proved difficult for several reasons. One problem shared by GBCA and many other local 

participation projects is their reliance on volunteers. The local geotourism stewardship 

council is comprised entirely of volunteers, whose participation is necessary throughout 

the entire process, with no foreseeable end in sight because they will also be responsible 

for enforcing the local geotourism guidelines. The volunteers are not even compensated 

with refreshments, which are typical at these types of meetings. This places an additional 
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burden on people. Interestingly, at the meetings themselves, no one ever raised the 

question of financial compensation for those on the local geotourism council. They did 

express concerns about the ability of a small group of volunteers to successfully advertise 

and manage the nomination process, including asking for financial support to pay 

someone to explain the program to businesses and help them nominate themselves. 

Ultimately, IHT denied this request26, and the local GSC via its chair turned to an 

international environmental NGO for the funds to pay someone to do these tasks.  

 As previously mentioned, the membership of Utila’s GSC includes many non-

locals, some of whom have made the island their permanent home while others are there 

only temporarily for an unspecified and unplanned number of months or years. The 

absence of business owners was another notable aspect of the local GSC. This is likely 

reflective of the economic situation and the ongoing animosity and competitiveness 

between businesses on Utila. From an outsider’s perspective, their absence is puzzling 

because it seems as though they should want to participate to increase the international 

visibility of their business. However, it may be deemed unnecessary because they think 

the MapGuide is unlikely to be a tool utilized by the backpackers who dominate Utila’s 

tourism industry. From the outset, several business owners made clear that economic 

incentives, such as increased revenue, were needed if they were to participate. This has 

been labeled “stakeholders theory,” which holds that local people will embrace 

conservation strategies, such as geotourism, if they will receive income from protecting 

                                                           
26 IHT did recognize the need to ensure that GBCA was communicated to their broader community. They 
offered to pay for posters and banners to be placed throughout the island. The local GSC emphasized the 
importance of one-on-one communication on Utila in a conference call with IHT. However, IHT still 
denied the GSC’s request for personnel in lieu of posters or banners since that was not in the project’s 
budget.  
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resources rather than extracting them and is part of the neoliberalization of ecotourism 

and conservation (Fletcher 2009).  

 Participation in the planning process was limited in several ways. The timing of 

the meetings, which were held in the early evening hours led to attendance mostly by 

expatriates, Hondurans from the mainland, and staff and volunteers from the local 

environmental organizations (expatriates and Honduran). While some interested locals 

attended the first meeting, most did not attend or send representatives to subsequent 

meetings. In part, this was due to a failure to broadly communicate the project and its 

potential benefits to the community at its inception. Communication breakdowns 

occurred throughout the project. Originally, there was a communications committee; 

however, the chair quit after just a few weeks due to other commitments. At several 

meetings, the idea of filming a brief segment to appear on the local nightly news was 

discussed, but this never occurred. Because the GSC’s work was uncompensated, many 

members of the local council did not prioritize their GSC-related work. This was most 

evident with the communications committee, which failed to produce any external 

communications during the process. Instead, GSC members explained GBCA to their 

friends, limiting knowledge of the project to what was spread via word-of-mouth. 

Because few Utilians were on the GSC, much of this communication took place in 

English, excluding many Spanish-speaking participants and business owners.  

 The participation of people living on Utila likely fits with CSD’s view on local 

community involvement and engagement. However, because some of the GSC’s most 

active participants are not Utilian, questions are raised about the degree of local 

involvement in what is supposed to be a locally managed and locally driven project. 
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Moreover, the entire process raises questions about whether and how the MapGuide 

which will be produced will promote and contribute to geotourism on Utila. In other 

destinations, the local GSC has a core group managing the project with the support of a 

broader alliance of stakeholders representing multiple interest groups, including 

environmental conservation, government, and tourism agencies as well as private 

businesses (Leonard 2011). Utila’s GSC is approximately the size of the executive GSCs 

in other locations (Leonard 2011), leaving them without broader support or input.27 This 

is problematic given research showing that successful community resource management 

requires the involvement of a capable, respected community group (Clark 1998). The 

more narrow participation of the Utila GSC increases the likelihood that particular 

interests and interest groups were left out of the process and thus may be unable to reap 

the benefits of inclusion in the MapGuide and geotourism more broadly.  

Local Participation and Tourism Management 

 Numerous researchers have highlighted the importance of including the 

community in both management and planning in the literature on tourism in general and 

on ecotourism and sustainable tourism in particular. The aim is to support decision-

making and allow the benefits of tourism to accrue to the local community (Marzuki and 

Hay 2013). To do this, participants need full information about the tourism industry and 

must engage in a bargaining process which allows them to share their concerns and work 

toward mutually agreeable outcomes (Marzuki and Hay 2013). Scholars argue that 

alternative forms of tourism, such as ecotourism, sustainable tourism, and geotourism, are 

more likely to be successful if projects are managed by the local community and the 

                                                           
27 Notably, Utila’s GSC has actually decreased in size since these data were collected, having lost at least 
two members because they moved away from the island.  
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profits from tourism revenues accrue to local residents (Mastny 2001; Weaver 1998). 

Studies show that when residents do not participate in tourism initiatives, these initiatives 

are often less successful because they are undermined by poaching, vandalism, and other 

acts (Mastny 2001). Thus increasing local participation in tourism planning and 

management should improve tourism both socially and environmentally. However, what 

is meant by “local participation” merits further consideration. For example, Stonich’s 

(2003) research on Roatan shows how unequal power relations and tensions between 

stakeholders results in the most vulnerable people continually being placed at risk as new 

projects are implemented. She further notes that, thus far, there has been no “meaningful 

participation” because not all stakeholders are included at all phases of the project 

(Stonich 2003). Seen in this light, GBCA can be viewed as a continuation of past failures 

at incorporating broad local participation in conservation and tourism in the region even 

though it was stated at the outset that there would be meaningful local participation. It 

repeats the same mistakes of the marine protected area planning which Stonich examined, 

(unintentionally) omitting relevant stakeholders, such as street vendors and ladino 

business owners, from the project process at all phases.  

 One of the dangers of ecotourism is that it can increase the local elite’s power, 

further disempowering the wider community (Weaver 1998). Geotourism can be similar. 

Those involved in GBCA on Utila were already relatively empowered locally as many 

had participated in past initiatives, were well known in the island’s community, and had 

the economic means to leave their businesses for an hour or more at one of the busiest 

times of the day to attend local GSC meetings. Their ability to own or operate a business 

is a marker of their class status, which in Utila’s tourism industry is intimately connected 
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to race and whiteness. White Utilians and white expatriates own and operate the majority 

of the businesses in the island’s tourism industry. The more vulnerable street vendors, 

some of whom only sell food for a few hours a day and thus are highly dependent on 

fluctuations in tourism, were absent from these meetings, probably because they were not 

informed of them.28 Efforts to increase participation in the meetings were largely focused 

on trying to recruit dive center managers or owners and the owners of the larger 

restaurants on the island to attend. These efforts, which included personal conversations 

with owners and hand delivered information on GBCA and the meetings to businesses, 

were unsuccessful aside from the meeting where guidelines were approved. The absence 

of the dive centers in particular suggests that the local elite were not engaged in GBCA, 

did not want to be involved on the local GSC, and thus may not be interested in abiding 

by the guidelines and best practices developed or care about having their business 

advertised on the online MapGuide. Why? The dive centers already have three, well-

established methods of recruiting new customers: through their websites, through listings 

in all of the major national and regional guidebooks, and by directly soliciting new 

arrivals at the ferry dock. These methods are highly successful, as most dive centers able 

to attract customers throughout the year. These reasons notwithstanding, the local GSC’s 

makeup increased the power of those affiliated with or sympathetic to environmental 

organizations, allowing them to draft, devise, and submit for approval guidelines and best 

practices with clear environmental imperatives and the potential to negatively affect a 

business’s profit.  

 

                                                           
28 It may be telling that I, a participant in the local GSC, cannot clearly say whether they were ever invited 
to participate. 
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Participation and Development 

 An important element within the development literature is the participation and, 

through this, empowerment of local communities. As Arnstein long ago argued, “citizen 

participation is a categorical term for citizen power,” though the levels of participation, 

and thus power, vary (1969: 269). More recently, Parfitt (2004) argues that participation 

should be viewed as both a means and an end, resulting in outputs for the development 

project and having the potential to change power relations. He calls for a reemphasis on 

empowerment within participation by not focusing so much on the means that the ends 

lose out. As initially presented to the Utila community, Go Blue Central America 

emphasized the process (the means) and how through it the community would be able to 

promote geotourism and receive economic benefits (the ends). Empowerment was never 

explicitly mentioned, likely because it is beyond the purview of CSD’s concerns. More 

significantly, Parfitt (2004) argues that the emancipatory possibilities of participation 

exist even when efforts are made to diminish empowerment or co-opt participation. For 

Utila’s GSC, this suggests the possibility that their work could lead to reconfigured 

relationships with the tourism industry more broadly. However, this possibility is 

circumscribed by the council’s need to abide by the principles and framework set out by 

CSD which govern the project and are not intended to democratize or fundamentally alter 

the capitalistic tourism industry. These principles are, in turn, linked to the development 

discourse of tourism that has been dominant in the post-World War II era.  

 The process of introducing and implementing Go Blue Central America on Utila 

underscores important concerns raised in the literature on development. The uneven and 

unequal development of the “Third World” is reflected in GBCA. The actors and 
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institutions of the “First World” continue to exercise their influence over developing 

countries. CSD provides the structure of the geotourism program and retains final 

authority over which businesses and cultural opportunities are included in each 

MapGuide. They exercise this authority over local communities in a variety of 

destinations in the United States and abroad, which expands to the developing world with 

the initiation of GBCA. However, on Utila, there were many people from the “First 

World” providing input into and guiding the local process. The most vocal voices 

throughout the process were those of three men from North America, two from the 

United States and one from Canada, and one woman from the Honduran mainland. 

Utilian voices were less noticeable. Yet all of these count toward local participation in the 

eyes of IHT and CSD.  

 While the Center for Sustainable Destinations never explicitly states an interest in 

development, a vision of development is clearly embedded within the ideology of its 

geotourism projects. Geotourism is intended to benefit the local community 

economically, involving them in providing a “distinctive, authentic visitor experience” 

while encouraging them to protect the assets that interest and attract those tourists (Go 

Blue Central America 2013a). The economic benefits CSD touts come when “travel 

businesses hire local workers, and use local services, products, and supplies” (Go Blue 

Central America 2013a). This ideology can be linked to development, a concept entailing 

“using the productive resources of society to improve the living conditions of the poorest 

people” (Peet 1999, 1). However, the businesses, particularly the scuba diving industry, 

may not hire workers from the destination community and thus fail to better the 

conditions of the poor. Thinking about Go Blue Central America as a development 
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strategy—rather than as a geotourism or sustainable initiative—opens the possibility of 

considering whether and how GBCA and Utila’s GSC concur with or challenge 

development practices and thinking. It also prompts questions about the social and 

ecological costs of this development. 

 A key aspect of development since World War II has been intervention in the 

“Third World” to alleviate poverty, bringing these places into capitalistic and neoliberal 

economies. Dependency theorists have argued that countries were and have remained 

underdeveloped due to their relationships through capitalism to developed countries in 

the global North (Gregory et al. 2009; Peet 1999). Andre Gunder Frank (1966), writing in 

a Latin American context, persuasively argues that the development of capitalism 

generated underdevelopment. Pérez (1973) explains how the tourism monoculture found 

in the West Indies serves to reinforce the processes of underdevelopment because tourism 

produces dependent economies. Tourism alternatives, such as ecotourism and sustainable 

tourism, continue this as they leave communities powerless and drawn into uneven power 

relationships between the so-called First and Third Worlds (Mowforth and Munt 2009). 

Geotourism is similar. It intentionally involves the community, using local businesses 

and organizations to “provide a distinctive, authentic visitor experience” (Go Blue 

Central America 2014a). However, it does not acknowledge how providing this 

experience may require communities to alter themselves in order to ensure the product 

being presented appeals to tourists. This is not the intention of the Center for Sustainable 

Destinations but it is a possible result given the emphasis geotourism places on the 

experience of the tourist, rather than on the experience of the destination community. 

Moreover, GBCA creates additional economic ties between visitors from outside the 
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region and specific coastal locations in Central America while touting itself as an 

alternative to tourism practices which damage destinations and their appeal. Increased 

tourism to the region will result in the development of more tourism-oriented businesses, 

as locals try to take advantage of the tourist demand. Doing so makes the destination even 

more susceptible to regional and global economic fluctuations, further enmeshing them in 

global capitalism.  

 GBCA’s emphasis on using locally-specific knowledge as the basis for 

development coincides with postcolonial views on development, wherein all development 

knowledge is culturally and historically specific and there is interest in the relationship 

between culture and power (Gregory 2004; Lawson 2007). Local knowledge, however, is 

not evenly distributed within communities (Neumann 2005). Thus, relying on this 

knowledge is likely to produce inequitable strategies and plans, which privilege the needs 

of some in the community and not others. The website for GBCA recognizes this, 

highlighting the knowledge of some of those who live there through their “Local 

Knowledge” boxes and the “Local Voices” section of the website. The relationship 

between culture and power in Utilian society—and thus in GBCA—is complex and 

shifting. Power lies both in the hands of the GSC, which oversees the nomination process 

and compliance, and in those of GBCA’s organizers and funders, who control the timing 

and select locations for MapGuides without transparency, giving these outside groups the 

power to shape something intended to have broad societal effects. Culture is an important 

aspect of geotourism, because one of geotourism’s aims is to create experiences based on 

local character and heritage (Go Blue Central America 2014a). CSD even says, 

“Residents discover their own heritage by learning that things they take for granted may 
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be interesting to outsiders” (Go Blue Central America 2014a). A postcolonial approach 

suggests an important question: Who has the power to create or select meaningful 

heritage on which to base tourist experiences? GBCA ostensibly empowered the local 

community to make these decisions. However, as can be seen in CSD’s rhetoric, there is 

a view that the local community may not, at least initially, have the cultural knowledge of 

their own heritage sufficient for developing and making available these culturally based 

tourism opportunities. Thus, GBCA can be seen as an outside development intervention 

with the power to control how geotourism—and through it development—unfolds in 

coastal Central America. In the process, GBCA ignores the colonial relationships and 

processes that led to the same economic and environmental realities it seeks to improve.  

 Poststructural critiques of development are useful for understanding geotourism. 

These approaches have emphasized the ways in which rhetoric and discourse are 

mobilized to create the concept of development, calling attention to “how visions of 

progress that we take as natural are in fact constructed, but, nonetheless, produce ‘real’ 

effects” (Agrawal 1996: 466). In particular, their critique of whether development should 

be a sought after objective points to the failures of development to produce desired 

outcomes (economic benefits and/or progress) for the poor and marginalized (Agrawal 

1996; Escobar 1995). Instead, development has failed to produce improvements in the 

local community, decrease exploitation, change power relations, or mitigate ecological 

impacts (Agrawal 1999). Development’s dominance as a discourse has led to its use in 

planning, leading people to see and recreate the world through Western categories and 

ideas (Escobar 1995; Peet 1999). Viewing development as a social construction or 
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invention underscores the creation of economic rationalities, such as geotourism, which 

aim to produce specific forms of development.  

 Assessing the tourism industry in general and geotourism specifically using these 

poststructural critiques of development focuses attention on the unintended consequences 

of these projects. Much as development does, the tourism industry writ large has defined 

conceptions of the future of destinations in developing countries, particularly in the 

Caribbean. Development is a capturing mechanism that has expanded from the West to 

other places as a spatial field of power/knowledge according to Escobar (1995), a critique 

that can also be aimed at tourism. As with development, tourism and its alternatives have 

often failed to bring economic benefits to local communities or lessen environmental 

impacts. The high degree of foreign ownership of tourism enterprises combined with 

pressures to grow the industry has limited the local communities’ economic and 

environmental benefits (Baldwin 2007; Dehoorne et al. 2012; McLaren 2003). 

Nevertheless, governments promote tourism as an economic development strategy, and 

ecotourism as a way for local communities to reap the economic and environmental 

benefits of tourism simultaneously (Fennell 2003). CSD adds geotourism into this fold. 

When tourism becomes the dominant economic rationality, it operates as development 

has, working to produce a specific form of development that further entrenches the 

dominant/dominated relationship between the West and the Third World. Thus, as Reid 

(2003) and Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe (2008) argue, critiques of the tourism industry 

must include a critique of the system within which it operates as well. The following 

section situates a critique of geotourism within the literature on the neoliberalization of 

nature and conservation. 
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 Geotourism aims to correct tourism’s ills through its focus on a sense of place, 

which invokes the uniqueness of the local community to provide a sustainable, distinctive 

tourist experience that is economically and culturally beneficial (Center for Sustainable 

Destinations 2013). However, geotourism contains within it the same contradictions and 

unintended consequences of the broader tourism industry. It is merely a reinvention of 

tourism discourse, altered to fit the changing times just as ecotourism, sustainable 

tourism, and alternative tourism were and are (Thurlow and Jaworski 2010). The 

MapGuides craft a particular discourse of the regions they cover, one reflective of the 

National Geographic Society’s ideology and values (Bosak et al. 2010). From a 

poststructural development perspective, these MapGuides can be viewed as an imposition 

by a hegemonic institution, an extension of First World capacities and interests, and a 

reinforcement of power asymmetries. By presenting its MapGuides as tools which will 

benefit communities without requiring a financial investment from them, CSD portrays 

its geotourism MapGuides as no-cost development opportunities, muting criticism of the 

projects and of tourism and development more broadly which might otherwise exist. CSD 

also represents volunteered time and resources as a nonfinancial investment. A 

productive poststructural analysis emphasizes the above points to denaturalize 

geotourism as the “wave of the future” for tourism, calling into question whether tourism 

in any of its forms should be implemented given its unintended consequences and 

inability to achieve intended outcomes. Bosak, Boley, and Zarat (2010) offer some 

elements of this critique in their assessment of the Crown of the Continent MapGuide but 

they limit their focus to the map, its creation, representations, and uses, with little 

attention to how the socio-political factors shaping the map are linked to the discourse of 
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development. Future work should offer a detailed poststructural critique of the concept of 

geotourism utilized by the National Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations and 

its mobilization, with the aim of assisting local communities in recognizing the power-

laden, asymmetrical relationships at work. Such an analysis of Utila’s place in GBCA is 

not possible at this time because it is not fully included in the online MapGuide.   
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The Neoliberal Nature of Geotourism 

 Within geography, anthropology, and political ecology, there have been lively 

discussions about neoliberalism, the neoliberalization of nature, and its relationship to 

conservation for the past decade. Neoliberalism is linked to the privatization and 

commodification of resources, whether state owned or common property, and 

management transfer to NGOs (Liverman and Vilas 2006). The increasing 

commodification of nature is important for our understanding of environments, ecologies, 

and conservation, and how these are and have become neoliberalized. This section 

focuses on neoliberal conservation, a topic which “shifts the focus from how nature is 

used in and through the expansion of capitalism, to how nature is conserved in and 

through the expansion of capitalism” (Büscher et al. 2012: 4). While this literature has 

been linked to ecotourism, it has not yet been linked to geotourism. Examining how 

projects, including geotourism and Go Blue Central America, are linked to neoliberal 

conservation deepens our understanding of the effects of both neoliberalization and 

conservation on local communities. It also underscores important differences facing 

GBCA that CSD likely did not encounter when developing its other MapGuides in the 

Global North.  

 Neoliberalism emphasizes the expansion and intensification of capitalism globally 

through competition, which places local people in struggles with transnational interests 

which they often lose due to lack of resources (Büscher et al. 2012; Igoe and Brockington 

2007). Through tourism, international companies transform landscapes and lives of local 

communities, expanding capitalism and using comparative advantage, where places focus 

on exporting what they are “best” at producing, as an economic base (Brockington, 
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Duffy, and Igoe 2008). The Go Blue Central America MapGuide is a resource for Central 

American coastal communities, enabling them to compete more effectively for tourists 

with other destinations (such as Caribbean islands and Mexican coastal destinations) and 

to promote particular businesses which are both sustainable and unique. By contrast, 

capitalism is rarely mentioned in conservation, obscuring how the ideologies of 

neoliberalism produce particular conservation practices and discourses and how linking 

capitalism and conservation remakes the world (Brockington, Duffy, and Igoe 2008; 

Büscher et al. 2012). This may be due to the coincidence of reductions in government 

size and dramatic increases in protected area size and restrictions (Brockington, Duffy, 

and Igoe 2008), the latter of which furthers conservation goals. CSD has an underlying 

capitalistic logic in that it stimulates foreign exchange and improved economies in these 

destinations, while promoting the need for destinations to be unique and sustainable. 

These projects establish compromises between various stakeholders with competing 

interests, seeking to balance these in the name of promoting the destination and 

geotourism more broadly. In several cases, including Go Blue Central America and 

Greater Yellowstone, the areas that are the focus of the MapGuides include existing 

protected areas, which restrict access to and use of the resources therein. 

 Thinking of conservation as part of neoliberalism emphasizes how saving nature 

requires linking it with the potential for profit, providing actors with the rationale for 

doing so (Büscher et al. 2012). This is the same logic underpinning ecotourism and the 

National Geographic Society’s geotourism, which aim to incentivize local community 

members to protect natural resources based on their potential economic benefits as tourist 

attractions. However, in advocating these positions, there is little consideration for how 
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the consumption on which they depend leads to environmental problems (Büscher et al. 

2012; Duffy and Moore 2010). If one of neoliberalism conservation’s goals is to 

incentivize people to act in ways that enhance conservation outcomes (Büscher et al. 

2012), then geotourism is a leading exemplar. According to the Center for Sustainable 

Destinations, geotourism produces economic benefits for residents: “Travel businesses 

hire local workers, and use local services, products, and supplies. When community 

members understand the benefits of geotourism, they take responsibility for destination 

stewardship” (National Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations 2014). Tourists 

then seek out such businesses and, as a result, “local stakeholders who receive economic 

benefits appreciate and protect the value of those assets” (National Geographic Center for 

Sustainable Destinations 2014).   

 The program represents yet another neoliberal intervention in Central America. 

“How many times do NGOs get to say ‘If you do this, something good will happen?’” 

asked Amber at a meeting of Utila’s GSC (notes, August 9, 2012). Outside institutions, 

including the National Geographic Society, USAID, and IDB, worked together to 

promote a specific conception of tourism with the aim of marketing and selling a place 

under the guise of sustainability. From a conservation perspective, CSD’s role is notable 

because it is not typically found on lists of institutions engaged in neoliberal 

conservation.29 The local geotourism stewardship council’s handling of the logistics and 

implementation are part of this neoliberalization because they represent the transfer of 

management from local, regional, or national governments to other organizations. 

Typically, these transfers have been to nongovernmental organizations, which the local 

                                                           
29 More typically, these institutions are WWF, IUCN, the Nature Conservancy, etc. (see Brockington et al. 
2008; Büscher et al. 2012).  
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GSCs are not because they lack legal recognition. However, they function in the same 

way, taking on responsibilities for writing guidelines to be followed and setting standards 

to be adhered to by others.  

 As McCarthy and Prudham (2004) astutely write, “Neoliberalism… is 

significantly constituted by changing social relations with biophysical nature” (275). 

Geotourism is an endeavor explicitly aimed at altering nature-society relations by 

fostering greater interest in and respect for natural resources among the local community 

through economic incentives. Conservation has become part of neoliberalism’s message 

about the compatibility of environmental protection and economic growth (Büscher et al. 

2012). The same is true of geotourism. However, unlike mainstream tourism, 

geotourism’s success as a generator of economic growth remains unproven. National 

Geographic cannot and has not evaluated the impacts or success of its geotourism 

initiatives (Johnson 2008; Leonard 2011). The failure to conduct these evaluations makes 

one wonder how they can continue to push geotourism MapGuides as a valuable 

initiative in clear conscience. The lack of evaluation also means neither National 

Geographic nor its Center for Sustainable Destinations can or does present evidence on 

the potential impact of pursuing geotourism on the local community, which likely makes 

it more difficult to attract and maintain local interest.   

 

Working for “Sustainability”? 

 Much of the extant information on geotourism projects by the National 

Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations comes from graduate student research 

completed in the last seven years. This literature offers valuable insights into how the 
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process occurred in other locations as well as the various shortcomings and possibilities 

for improving upon these. Most significantly, this literature argues there has been little 

evaluation of the MapGuides already produced, limiting understanding of their regional 

impacts and of how to improve upon these (Johnson 2008; Leonard 2011). Leonard 

(2011) produces a methodology for measuring the success of various locations within the 

National Geographic geotourism program, though this is limited to sites in North 

America. Brouwer and colleagues (2012) extend this to develop evaluation instruments 

and practices for the Crown of the Continent and Sierra Nevada regions and their 

MapGuides. Because there have been no evaluations of these projects, there is an 

inability to address their positive and negative impacts, a concern for many (Johnson 

2008). Currently, there are no plans for an evaluation of the economic, cultural, or social 

effects of GBCA on the destinations listed, including of the pilot sites. This lack of 

evaluation is problematic because it does not allow the local community to have full 

information on the effects of their participation. Knowing that the efforts of the local 

GSC have led to positive change might encourage more community members to 

participate in future projects and their planning, implementation, and management. The 

lack of evaluation leaves it up to individual businesses to ascertain whether complying 

with the guidelines is worth it for them. It was clear at the GSC meetings on Utila that 

many businesses would agree to the guidelines if the financial benefits of increased 

tourist visitation would offset their increased costs in certain areas. An evaluation would 

reveal whether this was truly the case, potentially incentivizing other businesses to 

comply with the established guidelines, rather than being removed from the MapGuide 

for noncompliance.  



135 
 

 In an assessment of the Crown of the Continent MapGuide process, Johnson 

(2008) concludes that the nomination process was very rushed and that more time was 

needed to increase awareness about the project. She further argues that additional time 

would have increased participation and interest in the project, leading to a more effective, 

collaborative process (Johnson 2008). Unfortunately, CSD does not seem to have learned 

from this. The same problems plagued the process on Utila with the initial project 

timeline allowing little time to conduct wide community outreach to increase 

participation in the local geotourism stewardship council. The promotional tool-kit by 

Brouwer and colleagues (2012) could improve outreach efforts and the project’s 

visibility. While their focus is on having a tool-kit available after the MapGuide’s 

publication to assist businesses with promotional materials, signage, and tracking visitor 

dynamics, such a tool-kit would have been useful during the GBCA process on Utila as it 

would have provided businesses with additional information and, if figures from other 

geotourism sites were included, data on the potential effects of geotourism on Utila. They 

also recommend the creation of a strategic planning model to help geotourism projects 

use their strengths effectively (Brouwer et al. 2012), which would benefit Utila as well.  

 If this literature had been consulted, several of the issues with GBCA could have 

been avoided. Johnson (2008) notes that due to the extensive time commitment required, 

there should be one person in a full-time paid position from the project’s launch to 

publication of the MapGuide. This critique was also raised at GSC meetings and in 

interviews (notes, September 13, 2012; Craig, December 15, 2012). While there were 

paid staff and consultants involved in the process on Roatan, this was not possible on 

Utila due to the funds available. Recognizing their need for outside support, the Utila 
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GSC turned to an international environmental organization, a resource only available to 

them because a GSC member is one of their employees. This organization provided 

money to hire a part-time person to help spread the word about GBCA and to assist 

businesses with the nomination process. The online MapGuide does include some 

businesses, suggesting that these outreach efforts were successful. However, without 

additional research, it is difficult to explain why so many of the island’s tourism 

businesses are not currently listed on the online MapGuide.  

 Though local participation in GBCA on Utila occurred only in very specific ways 

and heavily involved non-locals, it was nonetheless viewed as a positive by many, 

particularly those with more experience working on the island’s issues. Interviewees 

described the process as successful. Craig said, “The most successful part of this program 

so far has been to establish a core of business owners willing to put in the time and effort 

to move tourism forward as a unit,” noting that this core group could be used for anything 

(Craig, interview, December 15, 2012). These comments were echoed in other interviews 

and conversations (Amber, October 2, 2012; Esteban, August 22, 2012; Teresa, 

December 17, 2012). Through conversations before and after meetings, GSC members 

became better acquainted with one another, building social capital as one described it 

(Esteban, August 22, 2012). These conversations addressed a number of topics including 

the difficulty of getting people to participate, of doing things without money, and the 

importance of education and making involvement easier for interested persons. In doing 

so, they helped people share information on the context and work together on strategies 

aimed at working around these obstacles.  
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The Future of Go Blue Central America 

 Whether and how Go Blue Central America can support sustainable tourism, 

conservation, and economic growth on Utila has been an open question since its 

introduction in late July 2012. While GBCA proposes to incentivize business 

participation in geotourism and to make their businesses more sustainable, there is no 

financial incentive provided to businesses nor are there any plans to conduct a study of 

whether inclusion in the program leads to economic benefits. This concern was raised at 

the initial meeting. The person asking made it clear that the absence of clear, specific 

economic benefits was a deterrent to sustained participation on the local council because 

it required a serious time commitment at a time when business owners were, as he put it, 

already under stress and overworked just trying to keep their businesses operational. GSC 

members recognized the importance of the willingness of businesses to participate as a 

crucial factor in the success of geotourism on Utila. Their plan to focus on businesses 

which attract people to Utila calls for an explicit focus on the scuba diving centers, 

restaurants, and bars on the island. Yet, these same businesses were rarely represented at 

GSC meetings, with owners preferring to focus on their business rather than pursuing or 

supporting geotourism. The lack of participation by local business owners in the 

geotourism planning process stands in stark contrast to the geotourism plan originally 

presented, which emphasized local participation and using locally appropriate standards. 

Instead, a process that was supposed to be driven by locals was coordinated and managed 

chiefly by those who call Utila their home but are not from Utila. The outside control 

typical of the tourism industry was thus replicated in the GSC and the broader geotourism 

project on Utila despite explicit claims to the contrary at the outset. Thus, it is difficult to 
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view geotourism as a tourism alternative operating outside of the conventional tourism 

industry because it duplicates some of the industry’s ills.  

 Craig explained that GBCA has the potential to affect tourism, but it is up to the 

GSC whether it will. If it is, according to him, it will be because it attracts a demographic 

with more disposable income to Utila (interview, December 15, 2012). Whether or not it 

makes a big change may not even be important, according to Teresa (interview, 

December 17, 2012), because if businesses achieve the standards they will be engaging in 

more sustainable, environmentally-friendly practices. At the guidelines meeting, 

however, it was clear that there are many obstacles to businesses adopting 

environmentally-friendly practices. The owner of one restaurant explained that because 

plastic is cheaper to buy than paper in Honduras, it is difficult to phase out its use 

(Timothy, August 28, 2012). In this case, being explicit about the direct economic 

benefits the business may receive by participating in GBCA might encourage the owner 

to implement those changes, leading to the program’s stated aim of providing 

environmental and economic benefits to the community simultaneously. If the 

geotourism project is about sustainable tourism, improving businesses, and a healthier 

Utila as was claimed at one of the first meetings (notes, August 1, 2012), then 

understanding why businesses did not participate and why they might be reluctant to 

introduce the proposed changes is crucial for the project’s success.  

 Go Blue Central America fails to address the underlying local social and cultural 

factors limiting sustainable tourism and geotourism. Most notably, it fails to recognize 

how the project continues to reinforce the power of foreigners under the guise of local 

participation. The participation itself is mediated by a national governmental agency 
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(Instituto de Turismo Hondureño) and an international organization, the National 

Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations. Having to seek the approval of CSD 

throughout the process led to delays and shows that the local community is not trusted to 

devise the locally appropriate guidelines they were asked to develop. Their knowledge is 

thus devalued, becoming usable only once CSD declares it valid and acceptable. The 

GBCA project also ignores race in its plans for reshaping the local tourism industry, 

allowing the foreigners and whites already locally empowered as business owners or 

environmentalists to make decisions affecting the entire island’s tourism industry. The 

result is that GBCA becomes yet another colonial imposition brought from the Global 

North to the developing world.  

 Even so, Go Blue Central America can still benefit Utila. It addresses challenges 

tourism industry planners elsewhere in the region have faced of trying to plan and grow 

the industry while keeping its local distinctiveness. It encourages businesses to engage in 

more environmentally sustainable practices in an effort to protect the natural resources on 

which the tourism industry depends. In the process, GBCA affects the local community 

unevenly, replicating the same debates about costs and benefits and winners and losers 

had about conservation projects previously. By placing the onus on the local council and 

leaving membership open to all interested, the process put in place by CSD and the IHT 

mandates local involvement and requires the local council to take control and 

responsibility of the project at the local level. Of course, at least on Utila, the local 

geotourism stewardship council is not actually controlled by Utilians. Rather it depends 

heavily on the efforts and work of Hondurans, Americans, and Canadians that have taken 

up permanent residence on the island and are willing and able to take action aimed at 
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protecting the island’s environment and natural resources. The absence of a diverse group 

of stakeholders from the local GSC compromises the stated goals of using local 

participation to drive a more responsible, sustainable locally-based tourism which both 

utilizes and protects natural and cultural resources. The result is an initiative that mirrors 

the inequities of past development and conservation initiatives, failing to unite the local 

community in an effort to make material changes to tourism and its workings to improve 

the environment or protect the community’s economic and social well-being. 
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Chapter 4 

The Environmental Knowledge of Scuba Divers 

 

Recently governments and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) have included 

local knowledge in their official discourses in an effort to encourage community 

participation in development and conservation. The goal is to empower local 

communities by embracing their epistemologies as part of a broader effort to improve the 

record of conservation planning (Sletto 2005). The increased interest in local knowledge 

coincides with interest in participatory frameworks (Walley 2004). Environmental NGOs 

in particular have advocated for the inclusion of local knowledge in international 

environmental negotiations to protect and mobilize indigenous peoples (Dumoulin 2003). 

While these efforts have been widely publicized, they have not always been successful. 

The local knowledge circulating in international arenas consists of fragments spotlighted 

by individuals because they align with their interests. In addition, there has been a 

tendency to try to slot local knowledge into preplanned slots determined by the scientists 

or NGOs in advance and without consulting the community (Dumoulin 2003; Walley 

2004). High profile environmental NGOs focused on biodiversity conservation often only 

pay lip service to local ecological knowledge, using it to justify their reserve policies 

internationally (Dumoulin 2003). The form of the local knowledge also affects its 

incorporation into management, with oral, anecdotal, and less formal (in a Western, 

scientific sense) knowledge being ignored or altered by others into a form alien to the 

knowledge-holders themselves (Wilson, Raakjær, and Degnbol 2006).  
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Yet local knowledge remains important because it provides valuable information 

on local natural resources, their condition, and their historical and current uses. The local 

knowledge and experiences of resource users can inform resource management, giving 

resource users a voice in shaping new management policies (Bundy and Davis 2013). 

Researchers have found that studying local environmental knowledge illuminates the 

multiple factors which must be taken into consideration when devising a management 

plan, including previously unknown local dynamics (Mellado et al. 2013). Incorporating 

the local community’s knowledge can also build public support for resource management 

policies and plans (Cinner and Aswani 2007; Neumann 2005), though this is case specific 

(Wilson, Raakjær, and Degnbol 2006). The potential for local knowledge to lead to 

improved management and compliance with restrictions gives it ongoing importance 

among international organizations, environmental NGOs, and governments.   

Because the term “local knowledge” includes knowledge about an area, regardless 

of the origins of the person producing that knowledge, this chapter argues that the 

environmental knowledge of scuba divers merits inclusion in studies of local 

environmental knowledge (LEK) in coastal and marine environments where diving is an 

important component of the local economy. The inclusion of fishers’ ecological 

knowledge in fisheries management projects has become widely accepted over the past 

few decades. Through semi-structured interviews and participant observation of 

professional scuba divers, it is clear that they have experientially acquired environmental 

knowledge of the coral reefs and dive sites around Utila. These data show that including 

scuba divers and their knowledge can enhance our understanding of marine resources, 
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their condition, and their use, which can provide benefits to researchers, scientists, and 

governments involved in marine conservation and tourism planning and management.  

Professional scuba divers often lack the lifelong, place-specific environmental 

knowledge of fishers or other local residents because they typically work outside their 

country of origin and have a large degree of career mobility given their nationality and 

the nature of the scuba diving industry. They nevertheless possess potentially useful 

environmental knowledge because their livelihood depends on their knowledge of marine 

resources. This knowledge is updated through repeated and frequent observations gained 

through working and conversing with other professionals. Like fishers, the livelihood of 

professional scuba divers relies on their environmental knowledge. They use their 

knowledge to identify and locate specific underwater features needed for their dives 

quickly, point out unique or interesting marine fauna to divers, and to navigate dive sites 

safely. Both divers and fishers use their environmental knowledge to further their 

livelihood and be successful financially. Thus, divers’ environmental knowledge (DEK) 

should be considered alongside local environmental knowledge from other resource 

users, particularly the marine harvesters more commonly queried. Divers’ environmental 

knowledge could help identify sites harmed by divers and the locations of species of 

conservation concern, for example. Given the increasing number of divers worldwide and 

the growing interest and investment in marine tourism, diving must be planned for and 

managed, providing a clear role for divers’ environmental knowledge. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of local environmental knowledge and its 

use by researchers examining coastal and marine environments and fisheries. Emphasis 

on the question of what makes knowledge local highlights the importance of viewing the 
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term “local” spatially, rather than as an identifying attribute of knowledge-holders. The 

second section introduces the professional scuba divers, those who earn their living 

working in the water as scuba diving instructors or divemasters on Utila, and their 

environmental knowledge. Examples are used to illustrate the types of knowledge these 

professionals hold and its potential uses by resource managers and planners. The chapter 

concludes by addressing the limitations of divers’ knowledge, the ways in which working 

as a diver affects one’s environmental knowledge, and the potential for divers’ 

knowledge to detract from the environmental knowledge of other resource users. This 

section considers how the inclusion of divers’ knowledge offers the opportunity to 

consider divers’ resource use practices and the possibility of including these in future 

ecosystem-based management or integrated coastal management plans, similar to the 

incorporation of fishers and their knowledge into marine protected area and fisheries 

management planning. Fishers are not the only source of anthropogenic stress in coral 

reef ecosystems, particularly when tourism is prominent, suggesting a need to focus on 

other resource users, like scuba divers, and to plan and manage their resource use. 

Enlisting the support of divers for environmental planning which may result in 

restrictions on where, when, and how they dive becomes a crucial element for success. It 

may also shift some of the burden for conservation away from the community within 

which the diving occurs, more evenly distributing the burden to everyone who benefits 

economically from local marine resources. Understanding both the strengths and 

weaknesses of the local environmental knowledge of scuba divers will assist scientists, 

resource managers, and local communities as they advance knowledge-based approaches 

and projects for conservation and tourism.  



145 
 

The push to capitalize on marine resources and use them to promote tourism and 

broader economic development necessarily expands the number and type of marine 

resource users beyond fishers and other marine harvesters. For nearly twenty years, 

researchers have been arguing for closer collaboration between scientists and local 

stakeholders specifically aimed at improving the knowledge used in environmental action 

(Jasanoff 1997). Supporters of integrated coastal management, which focuses on 

sustainable coastal resources, increasingly recognize the importance of community-based 

and co-management approaches for promoting compliance and of including the resource 

users of the coastal community in management (Christie 2005). The growth of dive 

tourism and other marine tourism activities worldwide provides a strong argument for 

including the local dive industry in management. Treating the tourism industry as a 

significant resource user and querying its actors about their environmental knowledge 

thus includes an important stakeholder. Doing so offers the opportunity to improve 

coastal management strategies, improve participation, and involve stakeholders who will 

directly benefit from coastal management and conservation. The sacrifices will thus be 

better shared so that strategies aimed at improving tourist experiences do not only 

negatively affect the poor and minorities, groups who typically suffer when 

environmental regulations are put in place (see, for example, Stonich 2003).  

  

Local Environmental Knowledge 

 There are multiple forms of environmental knowledge, including visions of 

nature, attributes of nature, and accounts of environmental change (Robbins 2000). 

Geographers have made important contributions to our understanding of the use and 
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applications of local knowledge in development and other arenas (Smith 2011). 

Governments and NGOs can potentially use any form of environmental knowledge to 

assist in conservation and development planning and management. Academically, 

political ecology researchers have attended to how local knowledge is reflective of 

certain accounts and the particular ways in which these rise to dominance (Robbins 

2004). Narrowing the focus to local environmental knowledge highlights both the 

geographic context of environmental knowledge and the limitations of resource users’ 

knowledge (Dale and Armitage 2011), which have important implications for planning 

and management since these limit the generalizability of findings.  

 It is widely recognized that all knowledge is produced through historical and 

social conditions (Seth 2009). In studying local knowledge, political ecologists have 

focused on how knowledge is embedded in daily activity and reflects each individual’s 

daily life and practices (Robbins 2006). Several fundamental assumptions underlie efforts 

to include local environmental knowledge in conservation and resource management, 

particularly the belief that livelihood dependencies result in intimate relations between 

people and their environment, that knowledge systems have developed through 

generations of observations and experiences, and that local knowledge is a unique system 

separate from the Western scientific system (Davis and Wagner 2003). However, given 

the diverse forms of local knowledge, the sharp distinctions drawn between “Western 

science” and “local knowledge” are more shorthand than they are representative of 

wholly distinct entities and cultures (Wilson, Raakjær, and Degnbol 2006). These 

assumptions about local knowledge have been used to argue for the importance of such 

knowledge for environmental management based on the notion that indigenous people 
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understand and are intimately connected to biophysical conditions given their intimate, 

long-term interactions with them (Bryant 1998). Using LEK has the benefit of providing 

place-specific knowledge, including environmental linkages, and promoting local 

capacity building and power sharing (Drew 2005).  

 Critiques of local knowledge abound in the literature. A common critique is that 

emphasizing local, experiential knowledge reinforces the dichotomy between local 

knowledge and Western, “scientific” knowledge (for example, Sletto 2005). However, 

putting local and scientific knowledge on an even footing has been identified as a factor 

for successful governance in collaborative or community-based management 

(Gerhardinger, Godoy, and Jones 2009) and for marine protected areas (Jones 2009). 

Moreover, Drew (2005) argues that incorporating traditional ecological knowledge can 

lead to a more equitable exchange of knowledge and a shared sense of responsibility 

among indigenous communities and conservationists. By extension, this research shows 

that divers’ knowledge can lead to similarly equitable exchanges between divers, the 

local community, and environmental NGOs. Responding to critiques about the reliability 

and veracity of fishers’ observations and knowledge, several studies have concluded that 

fishers’ LEK is a reliable data source for use in fisheries management (for example, 

Silvano and Valbo-Jørgensen 2008; Wilson, Raakjær, and Degnbol 2006; Zukowski, 

Curtis, and Watts 2011). St. Martin (2001) has demonstrated the spatially complex nature 

of fishers’ knowledge, showing how this contrasts to the nonspatial science and 

management approaches used by the government. These studies confirm the importance 

of considering and including local knowledge, while at the same time failing to recognize 

the diverse forms of local knowledge that exist.   
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What is Local? 

 Though there are few precise definitions of local environmental knowledge, 

descriptions emphasize that it is location-specific, derived through an iterative process, 

and dependent on one’s observations and experiences (Brook and McLachlan 2008; 

Crona 2006). Definitions also highlight LEK’s potential for increasing participation and 

affecting policy and management (Gerhardinger, Godoy, and Jones 2009; Shackeroff and 

Campbell 2007). Significantly, the term “local environmental knowledge” incorporates 

all local resource users (Gerhardinger, Godoy, and Jones 2009). Accordingly, some 

researchers argue that, as a term, “local knowledge” encompasses non-aboriginal user 

groups that would not be considered holders of “traditional ecological knowledge” (Dale 

and Armitage 2011), a distinction which is important for understanding the diversity of 

potential local knowledge-holders given increasing migration to areas with abundant 

natural resources. The growth of protected areas and tourism produces new resource 

users and constituencies with different resource use practices and interests. In the 

Caribbean, LEK is often not passed down through generations (Grant and Berkes 2007). 

Thus, it is important to consider non-traditional resource users’ knowledge of the local 

environment. Understanding their environmental knowledge allows us to move forward 

and better understand the changes generated by tourism, conservation, and development 

in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

 Most studies of coastal and marine environments and marine protected areas 

(MPAs) have focused on fishers as sources of local environmental knowledge (for 

example, Begossi 2010; Heyman and Granados-Dieseldorff 2012; Johannes 1981; 
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Johannes, Freeman, and Hamilton 2000; and Le Fur et al. 2012). However, they are not 

the only actors possessing LEK of interest to researchers and policymakers. In areas 

where marine resource-based tourism plays a significant role in the economy, tourism 

workers (boat captains and guides) should be expected to possess valuable LEK. This 

knowledge should vary given the differences in occupation, as Crona (2006) found in an 

examination of the Kenyan seascape. Trist (1999) explains that scuba divers possess 

knowledge of local marine resources and habitats because divers see and experience the 

sea in a three-dimensional way. Because of this, their environmental knowledge provides 

an invaluable complement and supplement to the LEK of marine harvesters. Given the 

heterogeneity and locally-specific nature of knowledge across resource users, it is 

important to consider the knowledge of both fishers and scuba divers as well as other 

environmental actors, such as boat captains and snorkelers and their tour operators, 

knowledge which is likely to differ because of differences in their resource use practices, 

sources of learning, and length of time living and working in a particular area. 

 Querying the local environmental knowledge of a multitude of marine resource 

users—such as scuba divers, dive boat captains, marine patrol officers, and tour guides—

rather than focusing exclusively on fishers will produce a more comprehensive and 

inclusive body of knowledge about marine environments. The diving industry serves 

large numbers of tourists visiting destinations in the Caribbean, Indo-Pacific, and Red 

Sea, among other areas, employing diving professionals to teach, lead, and transport these 

tourists. Consequently, professional scuba divers are in the water often, resulting in the 

development of a body of environmental knowledge about the area’s dive sites, many of 

which are along coral reefs. The environmental knowledge of divers can complement that 
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of fishers and other marine resource users, even as all of these different forms of 

knowledge compete for outside approval by scientists, policymakers, and environmental 

organizations. Because of the differences in how fishers and divers interact with the 

marine environment, it can be expected that their local environmental knowledge will 

differ (following Crona 2006). These differences may help illuminate competing visions 

about the marine environment as well as areas where diving, fishing, and conservation 

have or will come into conflict with one another. They may also help manage diving’s 

impacts, which is important for overall marine conservation and tourism management 

efforts by making divers feel acknowledged and included and by giving divers a role in 

the planning process. Doing so may make the broader community where such tourism 

occurs feel as if the scuba diving industry is truly invested in their future and willing to 

make changes just as they are asked or required to do. This may ultimately increase 

divers’ willingness to pay for conservation and protected areas by providing them with 

the protected, high biodiversity environments they seek in a diving destination.  

 

Divers’ Environmental Knowledge 

Divers’ environmental knowledge fits in with much of what is known and 

asserted about local environmental knowledge. Other forms of LEK are particular to and 

vary between individuals, are dynamic and change over time, and have been pushed to 

the periphery (Davis and Wagner 2003), characteristics DEK shares. Neis and colleagues 

write, “Resource users develop detailed knowledge of their resources, their environments, 

and their fishing practices” (1999: 1949), a statement which should include scuba divers 

since they are resource users who, through their experience, develop in-depth knowledge 
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of the environments in which they regularly and repeatedly dive. As with the LEK of 

marine harvesters (Ruddle and Davis 2011), the core of divers’ environmental knowledge 

is formed by their observations and the knowledge needed to sustain their livelihood. For 

new professionals, the latter often outweighs the former, as they focus on being able to 

identify and point out the most commonly cited or sought after fauna to maximize the tips 

they will receive from their divers, demonstrating a relationship between tourism, scuba 

diving, and divers’ environmental knowledge.  

 Coincident with tourism becoming the primary economic activity on Utila, fishers 

have noted increased damage to fisheries stocks and the marine environment (Korda, 

Hills, and Gray 2008). Researchers have conducted numerous scientific assessments on 

fish populations in recent years. In particular, the Centre for Marine Ecology has worked 

with fishermen on Utila’s Cays to incorporate their knowledge of the fishery and their 

catch data into a scientific assessment and management plan for the fishery (interview, 

May 1, 2012). Efforts like this to incorporate the knowledge of fishers into research and 

management highlight the need to include the knowledge of other resource users who 

regularly interact with the marine environment around Utila. Scuba diving is an important 

part of Utila’s tourism industry, with most foreigners taking a diving course or going on 

fun dives during their time on the island. This emphasis on scuba diving tourism provides 

abundant opportunities for dive instructors and divemasters to share their environmental 

knowledge with visitors and to acquire more knowledge by diving regularly, consulting 

available resources, and conversing with experienced professionals. 

 

Why Include Divers’ Knowledge? 
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 The inclusion of local environmental knowledge in fisheries management and 

research is widely recognized with examples supporting this from around the world (for 

example, Aswani and Hamilton 2004; Johannes 2002; St. Martin 2001), though there 

have been few studies of fishers’ knowledge in the Caribbean (Grant and Berkes 2007; 

Heyman and Granados-Dieseldorff 2012). The local ecological knowledge of small-scale 

resource users can provide information on ecosystem function (García-Quijano 2007), 

which is especially important in areas where such data are lacking because the lack of 

data hampers conservation planning (Aswani and Lauer 2006; Higgins et al. 2008). 

Viewing traditional and scientific knowledge as complementary expands the knowledge 

of marine resources which is vital for successful management (Brunnschweiler 2010). 

Adding divers’ knowledge to other sources of environmental knowledge of coastal and 

marine environments, particularly tropical coral reefs, provides additional data for 

managers, policymakers, and communities. Because divers and the money they bring are 

often a key part of tourism development and marine conservation strategies, 

understanding their knowledge and the resources used for their livelihood is important. 

Divers can provide the financial means necessary for conservation as evidenced by their 

willingness to pay higher park user fees (Arin and Kramer 2002; Asafu-Adjaye and 

Tapsuwan 2008; Dixon et al. 1993; Green and Donnelly 2003) and for greater marine 

biodiversity, such as higher coral cover and greater fish diversity (Schuhmann et al. 

2013). In addition, scuba divers can be recruited and trained to provide data to support 

conservation, as will be discussed below.  

 Though the potential value of including local knowledge in resource management 

is well known, within the domain of fisheries management there is often a failure to 
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collect local knowledge (Aswani and Lauer 2006; De Freitas and Tagliani 2009; Hall and 

Close 2007; Heyman and Granados-Dieseldorff 2012). Where collected, it is often 

considered necessary to translate fishers’ knowledge by transforming it into scientific 

knowledge via proof or verification (Johnson 2010). Examples abound of fisheries 

management failures that resulted from ignoring fishers’ knowledge, including the 

collapse of the North Atlantic cod fishery which was partially due to biologists failing to 

take fishers’ knowledge seriously (Johannes, Freeman, and Hamilton 2000), highlighting 

the importance of this knowledge.  

 Similar arguments can be made for the utility of collecting and including divers’ 

knowledge in coral reef conservation, management, and research. Divers experience the 

ocean differently than fishers because they are in the water at depths ranging from sea 

level to forty meters below sea level, giving them visual access to areas that fishers are 

unable to see or experience. The result is that divers have a different experience of marine 

space, resulting in representations which may differ from and compete with those of 

fishers. A prime example is the study and population control of invasive lionfish (Pterois 

volitans and P. miles) in the Caribbean. Because lionfish are difficult to capture using 

conventional fishing methods such as hook-and-line, seining, and trawling (Johnston and 

Purkis 2011), fishers cannot provide reliable data on lionfish populations, their density, or 

their distribution. Throughout the Caribbean, control efforts have relied heavily on divers, 

both recreational and professional, to hunt and harvest lionfish (Barbour et al. 2011). 

These targeted efforts may be successful, though additional research is needed on their 

efficacy (Frazer et al. 2012). Lionfish sightings by divers have played an important role 

in developing databases documenting the species’ invasion of the Caribbean (Côté et al. 
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2013), underscoring the importance of divers’ knowledge for contributing to scientific 

data and, through those contributions, management and control efforts. This demonstrates 

the potential of divers as participants in citizen science projects aimed at understanding 

the extent of the lionfish invasion and managing their spread. The experience of 

professional scuba divers adds another dimension to this because of its broader focus, 

which includes multiple species and topographic features. Knowing how divers 

experience, represent, and come to understand the environment of the sites at which they 

dive will likely result in different images than those of fishers or other resource users due 

to their varying viewpoints and interests. Divers and fishers use their representations “to 

legitimize conflicting interests and assert material claims to the environment” (Trist 

1999: 377), indicating a need to understand and incorporate multiple viewpoints and 

knowledges for successful marine conservation and environmental management.  

 

Eliciting Divers’ Knowledge  

The methods used to elicit and record fishers’ environmental knowledge can, for 

the most part, be used unchanged to collect divers’ environmental knowledge. Personal 

interviews, particularly those with a career-history format, can provide a wealth of 

information about underwater habitats and fauna as well as help establish a baseline. In 

other studies, researchers have used personal and career-history interviews with marine 

harvesters to provide both information and contextual background, combining them to 

provide data for fisheries with minimal extant scientific data (for example, Neis et al. 

1999). Standard methods for LEK interviewing include asking open-ended questions, 

having participants draw maps of the fishery, and developing historical timelines related 
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to changes in the fishery (Wilson, Raakjær, and Degnbol 2006). They have also found it 

useful to fish or hunt with resource users, in addition to listening to them (Johannes, 

Freeman, and Hamilton 2000), a practice which holds true when working with divers. 

While fishers can explain their actions and the thought processes behind them while 

fishing, divers underwater cannot due to the limitations of conventional scuba diving 

equipment,30 limiting their underwater conversations to hand signals and written 

communication using an underwater slate and pencil, which is cumbersome. Thus, 

researchers will need to observe professional scuba divers underwater to gain greater 

insight into their knowledge and its use in their livelihood. These observations can then 

form the basis for in-depth conversations with divers about their underwater activities. 

This approach proved invaluable in this research because some dive professionals would 

say that they were not very knowledgeable when asked directly but would provide ample 

evidence of their knowledge during conversations with student divers and other dive 

professionals.  

 Regardless of their diving experience, divers are uniquely positioned to offer 

environmental information on the characteristics of dive sites and on the fauna, including 

fish and coral, seen underwater in general and at particular dive sites. Experienced divers, 

particularly those with more time diving in one area and hundreds or thousands of dives, 

can also provide information on changes over time, seasonal variations in conditions, and 

locations and frequencies of fish and coral spawning aggregations. Moreover, with proper 

training, divers of any experience level can learn how to conduct reef, seagrass, and 

                                                           
30 Recreational and professional divers on Utila breathe from mouthpieces attached to the scuba diving 
regulator, which takes the high pressure air from the tank and adjusts it to the pressure needed for 
breathing. When the mouthpiece is removed underwater, divers must slowly blow bubbles to avoid injuring 
their lungs. This renders them unable to speak while diving.  
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Atlantic and Gulf Rapid Reef Assessment (AGRRA) surveys, allowing them to become 

citizen scientists. The data from these surveys are used by local, national, and 

international marine conservation organizations and government agencies to quantify and 

assess the condition of the marine environment.  

 Scuba certification organizations establish their own standards for becoming a 

professional diver. Professional divers differ from recreational divers in that they are 

qualified to lead certified divers and, depending on their experience and training, to teach 

and certify new divers and those seeking additional qualifications. The Professional 

Association of Diving Instructors (PADI®) is the world’s largest scuba certification 

organization. Their educational system and regulations are used by all of the dive centers 

on Utila. To become a PADI® divemaster, the first professional level, one must have at 

least sixty logged dives and complete other course requirements, including mapping a 

dive site, leading a Discover Scuba session, and leading groups of divers under the 

supervision of an instructor. Divemasters are eligible to become Open Water Scuba 

Instructors, which requires additional training and a minimum of one hundred logged 

dives. While some dive professionals begin working with only the minimum number of 

dives, most acquire additional on-the-job experience by shadowing working divemasters 

or instructors to improve their skills before they are allowed to teach or lead 

independently.  

 

Utila’s Diving Community 

 The diving community on Utila consists mainly of expatriates from the United 

States, Canada, and Western Europe ranging from 18 to over 60 years old who are 
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employed by, manage, and operate most of the twelve dive centers in East Harbour. The 

reasons for and length of stay on Utila by professional scuba divers vary widely. Some 

came to Utila for a short visit and have since stayed for months or years, completing 

additional training to work as a dive professional. For example, Ada initially came to 

Utila while backpacking with a friend and they got their open water certification together. 

She fell in love with diving and stayed on the island, becoming a divemaster and later an 

instructor eight months after arriving and despite her original plan to stay for only a few 

days (interview, October 12, 2011). Many North Americans came to Utila in the summer 

to dive while backpacking Central America, falling in love with the lifestyle and using 

the divemaster course as an excuse to stay on the island. Others come for a short time, 

such as Jeremy, who came specifically to work as a divemaster, complete the instructor 

development course, and work as an instructor during high season before returning to his 

winter job (interview, October 8, 2011). Samantha is another example. She and her 

husband are retirees who moved to Utila to teach diving and have a base from which to 

travel Central America (notes, August 3, 2010). Still others decide to move to Utila 

permanently to work in diving, though these are in the minority. Most stay for three to six 

months, allowing them to become a dive professional and gain some work experience 

before they move on to live and work elsewhere, whether in diving or in another 

occupation. 

 Though the community may be transient and constantly in flux, it is an invaluable 

source of information about the island’s coral reefs. Nearly all professional divers (dive 

guides, instructors, and course directors) have a wealth of knowledge about Utila’s coral 

reefs, with the exception of newly arrived professionals, especially those lacking any 
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experience in the Caribbean. Dive professionals develop their local and place-specific 

knowledge primarily through their personal diving experiences and conversations with 

other divers, particularly other dive professionals. When asked, Alejandro said, “I learned 

by asking locals, biologists, whoever I can,” which in his case also includes fishers 

(interview, November 29, 2011). They also develop their knowledge by observing other 

dive courses (common for newly certified professionals and often required for newly 

hired professionals to familiarize them with the island’s dive sites, conditions, and 

characteristics), reading the published Utila diving guides, and flipping through the books 

and underwater slates available in the dive center’s office or at the diving supply stores. 

Depending on the courses they teach or the level of experience of the divers they lead, 

their knowledge of particular dive sites varies. Open water courses require particular 

underwater features, such as sand patches, at certain depths for students to demonstrate 

required skills, so instructors must know where these are. Divemasters and dive guides 

have more freedom to go to any dive site because they are leading certified divers and 

typically have no specific dive site requirements. The large number of dive sites around 

Utila—64 are marked with mooring buoys—contributes to these variations.  

 Dive professionals on Utila are often in the early stages of their diving careers.31 

Newer, less experienced divers typically do not know the characteristics of a healthy 

tropical coral reef environment. They also lack familiarity with reef species and their 

identification, though divers’ knowledge in these areas tends to increase over time, 

particularly if they pursue the available opportunities to learn about the local 

environment. In interviews, less experienced (less than 1 year on Utila) dive professionals 

                                                           
31 Many of them come to Utila to complete their instructor development course (IDC) with the Professional 
Association of Diving Instructors (PADI) because the island is renowned for offering courses at lower 
prices than most other places worldwide. 
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clearly expressed their willingness and desire to learn more about the local coral reef 

ecosystem. One dive instructor, with eight months experience on Utila, described herself 

as “a fish nerd” and said, “The fish book is my favorite book here” (Ada, interview, 

October 12, 2011). Opportunities include reading or looking up species in Reef Creature 

Identification: Florida, Caribbean, Bahamas or Reef Fish Identification: Florida, 

Caribbean, Bahamas available in the dive center’s office and taking, teaching, or reading 

the materials for courses on topics like fish or coral identification and coral reef 

conservation.  

 These less experienced divers differ from those with multiple years of diving 

experience in various locations around the world who move to Utila to work in a new 

environment, for a more relaxed lifestyle, or for retirement. Their more extensive 

experience often means they are knowledgeable about a variety of marine environments, 

though they may initially lack knowledge specific to the Caribbean, the Mesoamerican 

Reef, or Utila. A third group is those who have been diving on Utila for many years, 

some of whom helped develop the industry when it began over two decades ago. These 

divers in particular are able to offer information on past diving conditions and changes 

over time, in addition to possessing a wealth of knowledge about species and dive sites. 

Many divers belonging to this group no longer dive regularly, complicating efforts to 

collect comparative data on past and current conditions.  

The frequency, scope, and distribution of dive professionals make divers a good 

observational force, especially if the focus is on the dive sites used most frequently. Dive 

professionals, particularly during high season, are in the water nearly every day, diving 

up to five times in a single day though four is the typical maximum. The influx of tourists 
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at these times means work is more widely available for dive professionals and thus more 

of them are in the water. Moreover, dive centers frequently try to avoid taking a group of 

divers to the same sites each day and to avoid being at the same site as another dive 

center, increasing the spatial coverage of both individual dive centers and the island’s 

diving professionals as a whole. The intensity of work during high season can complicate 

data collection efforts. However, if researchers embed themselves at a particular shop, 

they can observe on the boat, underwater, and at the dock, enabling them to record 

divers’ observations and conversations. The interviews could occur later, at a less busy 

time, and use the previously recorded observational data to prompt interviewees. This 

research followed this approach with success, interviewing professional scuba divers 

during slower periods and observing them during both the low and high seasons. This 

chapter draws on 10 formal interviews and dozens of informal conversations with Utila’s 

professional scuba divers, as well as four months of daily observations in one of the 

island’s larger dive centers. I observed dive courses at all stages, dive briefings conducted 

on the dock and on the boat, the actions of instructors and divemasters during the dive, 

and the dive logging process.  

 

Areas of Divers’ Environmental Knowledge 

Dive Sites 

 While fishers sometimes use the mooring buoys at Utila’s dive sites, they 

generally do not actually enter the water to see and experience the topography and 

geography of particular dive sites or the island’s coral reefs. Consequently, dive 

professionals are uniquely positioned to offer information on the attributes, 
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characteristics, and condition of the dive sites they visit. This knowledge is developed 

through their own observations and experiences, and supplemented by conversations with 

other divers and dive boat captains. Some further enhance their knowledge by reading 

about dive sites in published guides. A few instructors own copies of these guides and use 

them to provide their divers with a visual reference during the dive briefing, noting the 

topography of the reef at the dive site. One of the most experienced instructors observed, 

Samantha, regularly did this so her divers would be more familiar with what they would 

see underwater. Other instructors and divemasters on the boat would actually borrow her 

book and use it in their dive briefings, demonstrating the value of her approach to dive 

briefings.  

Dive professionals demonstrate their knowledge of dive sites in three main ways: 

through the details included in their dive briefing, by their ability to navigate the dive 

sites using underwater features, and when logging the dives with their divers. Prior to 

each dive, the dive professional conducts a dive briefing, in which they explain the 

features of the dive site, go over important underwater signals used to communicate, 

review any skills divers must demonstrate during the dive (common during courses), and 

remind divers to avoid contacting the reef because it is fragile. Professional divers 

demonstrate their knowledge and experience through their ability to navigate dive sites 

using only underwater features, such as unique coral formations or other notable features, 

without relying on a compass. They know the approximate depths, locations, and sizes of 

sand patches and channels found near particular mooring buoys, in part because these 

features are needed for the skills that student divers must demonstrate during their course. 

As Matthew, a freelance dive instructor explained, “Moon Hole is great for peak 
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performance buoyancy because it’s shallow, sandy, and flat” (interview, December 9, 

2011). They also know some of the aquatic life that can be found in the sand and along 

the reef, which they point out to those diving with them and provide information about 

before or after the dive.  

 When querying divers, it is extremely important for researchers to be aware of 

and account for spatial variation in knowledge of dive sites. On Utila, dive professionals 

often lack detailed knowledge of all of the island’s dive sites due to the relatively large 

number of sites and because they are not all visited with the same frequency. Dive sites 

along the southern and eastern sides of Utila are frequently used for dive courses and are 

easier to access when there is rough weather, giving dive professionals greater familiarity 

and thus potentially more detailed knowledge of them. As Connor explained, “The south 

side has tons of open water classes every day. The way people run their courses, they’re 

kind of forced to use them. The north side is not utilized that much” (interview, 

December 14, 2011). Matthew’s experiences corroborate this. He said that some dive 

sites, such as Moon Hole, Black Coral Wall, and Silver Gardens, are overused because 

they are the closest (interview, December 9, 2011). Understanding these variations is 

important. To account for this, researchers may need to make special effort to reach 

divers and dive centers that more frequently use distant or underused dive sites. Even so, 

professional divers are able to provide more information about certain sites, such as their 

topographical features and information on changing conditions and species sightings at 

and near these sites. The following sections address each of these areas, explaining what 

divers are likely to know about these topics and the potential uses of this knowledge in 

research and environmental management.  
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Species Sightings 

 Spotting charismatic species, like hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys imbricata), 

spotted eagle rays (Aetobatus narinari), or long snout seahorses (Hippocampus reidi), is a 

highlight for and the focus of many divers. On the boat, in a hammock on the center’s 

dock, in a restaurant, and at the bar, divers of all experience levels can be overheard 

discussing what they saw on their dives, particularly if it was something unusual, like a 

green turtle, a free-swimming moray eel, or a seahorse. Ada explains that taking out 

novice divers is “a lot of fun because you can show them new stuff” (interview, October 

12, 2011). Because professional scuba divers frequently dive, they are regular observers 

of marine fauna and habitats and they could make and record observations about the 

marine fauna they encounter, both while diving and on the surface. When divers have 

questions about fish or other aquatic life they saw, they ask their instructor or divemaster 

about it and/or consult fish or reef creature identification books. Dive professionals have 

divers log their dives,32 part of which includes sharing with them what marine life was 

seen so that it can be recorded, though they rarely record or keep this information 

themselves. The process of logging dives results in detailed information (depth, duration, 

visibility, water temperature) about a dive being recorded by visiting divers, though often 

not by the dive professionals or the dive center. The lack of a more permanent record 

results in missed opportunities to develop a more robust dataset on these coral reef 

environments that would require little financial investment to initiate. Researchers 

investigating divers’ environmental knowledge may wish to tap into this by observing 

                                                           
32 Dive logging is a requirement in PADI® courses. Part of the instruction in open water courses includes 
how to log one’s dives.  
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and recording logging sessions or by developing an electronic database system into which 

divers, whether students or professionals, can input the data from their dives. Another 

option is for dive centers to collaborate with environmental NGOs or other groups to 

develop formal programs where divers provide data for management and conservation, 

adding a “green” or “feel good” opportunity to the options currently available to tourists. 

 Much as fishers are able to reflect on changing species size, distribution, and 

abundance over time of the species they target, professional divers can provide similar 

information about an assortment of species present on or near Utila’s reefs. One 

divemaster, Derek, frequently said that he loved his job because it was to take people out 

to the reef and show them cool things every day (notes, January 24, 2012). Ada said she 

enjoyed finding cool, small things to show divers that they might not otherwise notice or 

pay attention to (interview, October 12, 2011). Leah said, “I love Little Bight because I 

know I can find lots of cool stuff in the sand there to show my students” (interview, 

January 14, 2012). Another instructor said, “Every time I see a fish, I want to figure out 

what it is” (Donald, interview, September 19, 2012). From these interviews, it is clear 

that professional divers are paying attention to the species they see underwater, in part so 

they can display their environmental knowledge by providing their students or divers 

with a memorable underwater experience. While this information may not focus on the 

species of the greatest ecological importance to the reef, such as the seemingly 

omnipresent parrotfish and surgeonfish—herbivorous fish which help maintain the reef’s 

ecological balance (Healthy Reefs for Healthy People 2010)—it can nevertheless provide 

valuable information on specific, charismatic species that can be a broader indicator of 

ecosystem health. In interviews, dive instructors were able to recall memorable species 
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sightings, such as a manta ray at Tarpon Hole (Jeremy, interview, October 8, 2011), 

dolphins at Ted’s Point (Ada, interview, October 12, 2011), or bottlenose dolphins in 

Rock Harbor (Connor, interview, December 14, 2011).  

Few divers on Utila have the decades of career experience of a lifelong fisher. 

However, several divers have been diving on Utila for more than 10 years so they can 

offer insight into changing conditions and the factors contributing to these changes. One 

retired dive instructor said, “All of the best diving here was before the hurricane 

[Hurricane Mitch in 1998],” (notes, September 23, 2011), suggesting a great deal of 

changes in the last 15 years. A former dive center manager and instructor, Graham, said 

that when he first moved to Utila in 2003, there were so many lobsters while diving that 

you hardly pointed them out to divers (notes, April 11, 2012). ). By contrast, dive 

briefings now include the underwater signal for lobster, an indication that they are both 

less commonly seen and something divers will be interested in seeing. Including these 

divers in investigations will produce data on longitudinal changes in species sighting, 

complementing fishers’ assessments of a decline in the size and availability of various 

targeted species. Divers’ data will likely focus on charismatic species, like seahorses, 

spotted eagle rays, large grouper, and turtles, which are seen less frequently and are thus 

a memorable experience.  

Recognizing the value of divers for providing data on turtle sightings, the Bay 

Islands Conservation Association-Utila (BICA) conducted workshops in November 2012 

at the island’s dive centers introducing the turtles that come to Utila (green turtles, 

Chelonia mydas, hawksbill turtles, Eretmochelys imbricata, and loggerhead turtles, 

Caretta caretta), their diet and appearance, the major threats they face, and what can be 
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done to help them. BICA developed an online survey where divers could input the turtle 

sighting information (the dive site and depth, time, and which species) as part of an effort 

to build a comprehensive dataset on turtles around Utila. BICA decided to incentivize 

participation by offering prizes and recognition to the dive center and diver with the most 

submitted turtle sightings after six months. Whether divers will complete the survey and 

how BICA will use the resulting data remain to be seen.  

 

Changing Conditions 

 Dive professionals, particularly those with a year or more living and working on 

Utila, have conversations with one another that include discussion of how diving has 

changed during their time on the island. A common refrain in these conversations is that 

conditions are changing for the worse. In 2009, a dive professional said that where you 

take people and what you expect to see has changed in the last five to ten years. As an 

example, he said that where you used to be able to see multiple seahorses on a dive, now 

you are lucky to see one or two (interview, Brian, July 25, 2009). Another told the story 

of a researcher who spent a month on Utila to conduct research on seahorses yet was 

unable to find a single one during that time (interview, Samantha, November 28, 2011). 

Concurring with scientific evidence on the introduction and spread of lionfish in the 

region, Donald noted that lionfish were not seen eight years prior. He also said that he 

went looking for them but saw fewer than he had seen in the past (interview, September 

19, 2012). None of the professional divers interviewed freely speculated on why this 

might be the case; however, they might if researchers asked and took their responses 

seriously. These speculations could provide a starting point for further research into 
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changing conditions. Divers’ knowledge of changing species abundance and presence 

may corroborate that of fishers, even though they are targeting and observing different 

species and/or in different locations. If so, this could provide evidence of broader 

ecological change. Thus, used alongside other ecological and local knowledge data, 

divers’ environmental knowledge could improve our understanding of the ecological 

conditions of tropical coral reefs. Divers’ ability to improve understanding of coral reefs 

and their uses underscores the importance of incorporating their knowledge into studies 

of coastal and marine environments.  

 

Professional Divers 

 Professional divers can contribute a great deal to coastal environmental 

knowledge. They regularly interact with coastal ecosystems and their understanding of 

them is essential for pursuing their livelihood. Their desire to provide their divers with a 

memorable experience, which often increases the earnings from tips, provides them with 

strong motivation to look for and point out less frequently seen and charismatic species. 

It also positions divers as a source for data on species sightings. The frequency with 

which they visit particular dive sites makes them well positioned to notice and provide 

data on changes at particular dive sites, in addition to offering general information on 

their notable underwater features and geography. Finally, their frequent presence in the 

water and their experience allow divers to build knowledge on how conditions, species 

sightings, and dive sites have changed over time. Researchers seeking additional data on 

the use and condition of coastal and marine ecosystems would do well to consider 
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whether and how scuba divers can complement other sources of coastal and marine 

environmental knowledge.   

Though scuba divers’ knowledge is not gained from extractive activity, it is 

produced in ways similar to that of fishers. It is derived from repeated observations 

(dives), years of experience, and conversations with others, including those who have 

more experience. As a certified scuba diver, I am keenly aware of the differences in 

experience between new and experienced dive professionals, and the importance of local 

knowledge for improving one’s underwater experiences. More experienced dive 

professionals are able to share their knowledge with divers, point out interesting marine 

life and environmental features, and enhance their divers’ experiences. Experienced dive 

professionals acquire their knowledge through months and years of work because their 

livelihood depends on it, similar to knowledge acquisition among fishers. The similarities 

in knowledge acquisition among fishers and divers further indicate the relevance, 

usefulness, and necessity of incorporating divers’ environmental knowledge in coastal 

and marine resource management and planning. In many cases, fish are only in the coral 

reefs for part of their life cycle, meaning that neither fishers nor divers have the full 

perspective on their behavior or populations. Acknowledging similarities between fishers 

and divers may help legitimate divers’ environmental knowledge and accord it the status 

that fishers’ knowledge has already attained in coastal and marine science.  
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Limitations 

 Just as it is important to recognize and value the environmental knowledge of 

divers, especially experienced dive professionals, it is important not to overstate the value 

of this knowledge or accept it unquestioningly. Divers’ environmental knowledge, like 

that of all resource users, is predicated on their experience. Divers in tropical marine 

environments tend to dive solely on coral reefs and wrecks, limiting their experience and 

interaction with the marine environment as a whole. They are also restricted by the 

maximum recreational diving depth of 40 meters below sea level. Consequently, divers 

have little experience with or knowledge of nearshore environments (those between the 

shore and the reef) and deep water. Divers’ time underwater is limited by their tank’s 

capacity and respiration, with recreational dives typically lasting 45 to 60 minutes. Divers 

in Utila’s waters tend to begin the dive traveling against the current and at their 

maximum depth, returning closer to sea level but along the same route since the boat is 

tied to a mooring buoy. As a result, observations at a multitude of depths and in both 

directions along the reef from the mooring buoy may not occur. These environmental 

limitations curtail divers’ knowledge of the habitats and conditions many aquatic species 

require for part of their lifecycle. For these reasons, it can be dangerous to rely solely on 

divers for environmental knowledge because they often lack a picture of the complex 

interactions that are vital for maintaining the health of a coral reef ecosystem. As Ada 

said, “I don’t know much about coral. …I don’t know how the coral ecosystem 

functions” (interview, October 12, 2011). However, this lack of biological understanding 

is not true of all professional divers, as some have university training or degrees in 

biology or ecology.  
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Consequently, when using local environmental knowledge to aid in natural 

resource management, it is important to go beyond merely juxtaposing local and 

scientific knowledge, which requires accepting that all forms of knowledge, including 

LEK and science, can be wrong (Huntington 2000). Two examples are illustrative. Chloe, 

a divemaster and former dive center manager, said, “I know that a lot of divers on a dive 

site doesn’t affect the number of fish there. But I do know that it can affect the coral” 

(interview, January 13, 2012). Researchers believe that divers can influence fish 

behavior, with simulations showing changes in fish assemblages due to divers entering 

the area to be surveyed (Assis et al. 2013). While Chloe has a scientific background, her 

assertion may be influenced by a personal desire to see divers as relatively benign. The 

second example comes from a conversation with a young Utilian working at a dive center 

but with no diving experience. While discussing whale sharks one day, he said that an 

older guy told him that the whale sharks are not around Utila anymore because there are 

fewer crabs (because the island is getting overpopulated and people are eating all the 

crabs), which means there is less for the whale sharks to eat (notes, March 30, 2012). 

Whale sharks are filter feeders, whose diet is primarily plankton and small crustaceans, 

including crab larvae and krill (Colman 1997; Motta et al. 2010). The whale sharks seen 

near Utila are transitory, with their mean residency time modeled to approximately 12 

days (Fox et al. 2013). Even if people are overeating crabs, it is unlikely that this 

consumption could ever be directly linked to changes in whale shark sightings in Utilian 

waters given the species’ migratory tendencies. Balancing these competing views will 

require careful mediation by the researchers, who must take care not to devalue or make 



171 
 

illegitimate divers’ or other local knowledge while also considering the accumulated data 

on the same topic.  

Trying to gauge the depth and breadth of a diver’s experience can be particularly 

difficult for researchers. Because diving can be taken up at any point past age 10, it is 

impossible to use older divers as a proxy for divers with more experience and thus more 

environmental knowledge as is done in most local or traditional environmental 

knowledge studies where elders are consulted. Instead, researchers must inquire about 

overall years of diving experience and the number of dives done, as well as ask divers to 

identify others who are knowledgeable to find divers with the most environmental 

knowledge. Even then, researchers must be careful to ensure that there is extensive dive 

experience in that particular location, rather than elsewhere in the world. This follows 

what Davis and Wagner (2003) have encouraged in local knowledge research by 

emphasizing the importance of systematically identifying experts, rather than assuming 

expertise. It is also important for researchers to try to assess the depth of a diver’s 

knowledge about a particular area, which can be difficult. One way to do this is by asking 

about total number of dives completed but, depending on their interests and diving 

specialties, some divers with quantitatively less experience may have more qualitatively 

valuable knowledge to contribute. One dive instructor with whom I conversed regularly 

for more than a year, Ada, did all of her training on Utila. When we first met, she had a 

total of eight months of diving experience yet was the go-to person in the dive center 

where she worked when people had questions about identifying a fish seen during a dive. 

Another difference comes from one’s focus as a dive professional. Divemasters lead 

dives, rather than teaching diving skills, giving them more time and a greater desire to 
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find interesting things they can point out to their divers. Divemasters may also be 

motivated by their lower wages, which heightens their dependence on tips. Consequently, 

a divemaster and instructor with similar lengths of time in an area likely have different 

knowledge about the species, dive sites, and conditions of interest to researchers. 

Researchers, scientists, and policymakers querying divers’ environmental knowledge 

must therefore be careful when identifying expert divers to provide environmental 

knowledge data.  

 

Usurping Control? 

A particular concern that arises when placing value on divers’ environmental 

knowledge is control. There are ongoing battles between local communities, national 

governments, and international conservation organizations regarding resource 

management and planning. In many cases, local communities find that their views and 

knowledge are largely ignored. Given the discourses of many divers, which frame fishers 

as engaging in environmentally destructive behavior and their own activities as benign, 

divers’ knowledge could easily be used by governments or NGOs to argue for further 

restrictions on fishing or for closing off larger areas from fishing. For example, Utila’s 

Turtle Harbour Marine Reserve prohibits all extractive activities. Scuba divers, because 

their activity is considered nonextractive, have access to the area and have framed it as a 

better, more desirable place to dive, while it remains legally off limits to fishers. In this 

way, marine protected areas like Utila’s offer different degrees of access according to 

one’s subject position as a diver or fisher. In the process, they ignore the damage caused 

by divers. If divers’ knowledge is used to advocate for and create additional marine 
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protected areas with similar restrictions on extractive activities, it may ultimately result in 

further inequalities in Utilian society and other coastal communities by leaving fishers 

with fewer areas in which they can legally pursue their livelihood. However, research 

investigating divers’ knowledge can address this. Several interviewees commented on 

their efforts to prevent divers from damaging the reef while with them. Matthew said that 

he tells his students “look but don’t touch” (interview, December 9, 2011). Ada goes 

further. She said, “I grab people when they’re too close to the reef or adjust their BCD 

[buoyancy control device]” (interview, October 12, 2011). In Palau, 34% of dive guides 

interviewed identified divers as the primary cause of damage to coral (Davis, 

McNaughton, and Poonian 2010). Taken together, the data from Utila and Palau show 

that professional divers are aware of the damage divers do. This knowledge could be used 

to develop proactive management strategies aimed at minimizing diving’s impact on 

coral reefs.  

 

Anyone’s Knowledge?  

 Divers’ environmental knowledge has the potential to become almost anyone’s 

knowledge, because anyone over ten years of age can become a certified scuba diver 

through the Professional Association of Diving Instructors, the world’s largest 

organization training recreational scuba divers. However, the high cost of diving and 

purchasing one’s own equipment limit the accessibility of scuba diving in many places. 

In Utila, these obstacles are minimized because the cost of diving for Hondurans is lower 

than for tourists. Hondurans can take non-professional dive courses for only the cost of 
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certification and books, or about US$35 per course.33 The materials for the divemaster 

course cost approximately US$300. To become an instructor, they must pay an 

application fee, purchase course materials, and take an exam, which costs around US$800 

if purchased on Utila. The dive centers have full sets of gear available for rental, so no 

one is required to purchase equipment to learn or continue diving. This makes diving 

more widely accessible on Utila, regardless of one’s income or employment status, than it 

is in other locations. However, dive professionals are strongly encouraged, if not 

required, to have their own equipment, which can be expensive. A full set of used 

equipment costs approximately US$900. As a result, while many Utilians have completed 

the introductory scuba diving course, few are active in diving either recreationally or 

professionally. While it is easy to say that Utilians should avail themselves of the free 

courses and criticize their failure to do so, it is important to recognize the practical 

obstacles they face that limit their ability to become experienced scuba divers.  

 Emphasizing divers’ knowledge may not make the power relations between 

scientists and local communities equal because most Utilian dive professionals form a 

separate community of tourist-locals that is often socially and economically separate 

from the Utilian community. Currently, dive professionals and long-term, regular scuba 

divers are the persons best positioned to offer detailed knowledge about Utila’s coral 

reefs and their environment. Few Utilians are included in this group, which consists 

almost entirely of people from the United States, Canada, and Western Europe. The 

result, at least on Utila, is that the scuba divers with knowledge of the local marine 

environment are not members of nor do they represent the local community.  

                                                           
33 Several dive centers require their instructors to donate their time to teach courses for Hondurans.  
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 While divers’ environmental knowledge may not help researchers achieve the 

ideal of local participation and empowerment, it does offer them another way to connect 

with particular parts of the local community. On Utila, collecting long-term data on 

divers’ environmental knowledge puts one into contact with a vibrant expatriate 

community of “tourist-locals” who have come to call the island home. Some of these 

divers have 30 years or more of experience, equivalent to the older fishermen’s length of 

experience. Thus, drawing on their environmental knowledge makes sense if the aim is to 

have a more comprehensive understanding of the condition and use of coastal and marine 

environments.  

 

Citizen Science 

The recent rise in attention to citizen science suggests a heightened role for local 

knowledge in scientific discourse and science-based management approaches. For more 

than a century, citizen scientists have been used to gather environmental and ecological 

data, such as the National Weather Service Observer Program which began in 1890 and 

the annual Christmas bird count survey by the National Audubon Society that began in 

1900 and now has between sixty and eighty thousand participants (Bonney et al. 2009; 

Cohn 2008). Similar to local or traditional ecological knowledge, there has been 

reluctance by scientists to accept citizen science and the validity of the data collected by 

citizen scientists (Delaney et al. 2007). The past twenty years have seen citizen science 

evolve to its current form emphasizing explicit protocols for data collection, data 

checking by trained scientific professionals, and educating the public as a goal (Bonney 
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et al. 2009). In this form, it has achieved greater recognition and use by scientists, 

particularly as they seek to obtain data across large geographic scales.  

At its core, citizen science involves enlisting the general, largely untrained public 

as volunteers engaged in the collection of scientific data (Bodilis et al. 2014; Dickinson, 

Zuckerberg, and Bonter 2010). Citizen science offers numerous potential advantages for 

government agencies, conservation organizations, and researchers in need of data about 

ecosystems and lacking the time, funds, or ability for broad geographic coverage needed 

for extensive research projects. They can also heighten interest in and awareness of 

nature and science, enhancing appreciation and engaging citizens in research and 

management (Cohn 2008). Participants learn scientific facts through their training and 

participation in citizen science programs (Bonney et al. 2009; Brossard et al. 2005).  

The benefits for scientists and researchers are vast. Citizen science has been 

shown to be very effective for identifying and locating invasive and disappearing native 

species (Delaney et al. 2008; Dickinson, Zuckerberg, and Bonter 2010). Other advantages 

are the cost savings from using volunteers rather than paid staff to collect data, the 

willingness of some to pay for the training and research materials needed to collect data, 

and the potential for citizen scientists to supply their own equipment (Bodilis et al. 2014; 

Cohn 2008; Humber et al. 2011). Dickinson and colleagues (2010) identify the 

contributions of citizen science to basic and applied ecology in detail, arguing that given 

the multitude of benefits, more ecosystem studies should use citizen science data to their 

advantage. These ecological and financial advantages suggest that citizen science 

approaches can be extremely valuable in developing countries where traditional scientific 

resources, such as research and monitoring programs, are limited or nonexistent (Léopold 
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et al. 2009). However, though there are cost advantages, successful citizen science 

projects rely on paid, trained staff to develop and test data collection protocols, write and 

distribute training materials, recruit participants, develop and maintain databases for 

collected data, and analyze and disseminate the results (Bonney et al. 2009; Cohn 2008). 

There is a point of diminishing returns, suggesting the need to evaluate the protocols used 

in citizen science research carefully to ensure they are cost-effective (Tulloch et al. 

2013).  

Citizen science and volunteer monitoring have proven their value in coastal and 

marine contexts. Data collected by scuba divers have been used successfully in coral reef 

monitoring projects (Lorenzo et al. 2011). Research demonstrates that with proper 

training and careful collaboration, local people can collect useful data on fishing, 

taxonomies, and biology (Léopold et al. 2009). An evaluation of a marine invasive 

species monitoring program showed that an important predictor of volunteers’ ability to 

identify species accurately was education (Delaney et al. 2008). The accuracy of trained 

volunteers approached that of experienced underwater census visual observers in studies 

in both Italy and Australia, proving the ability of volunteers to collect meaningful data on 

the effects of no-take marine reserves (Bodilis et al. 2014; Hassell et al. 2013). A further 

comparison of the data collected by volunteers and professionals shows that, though less 

standardized, volunteer and expert protocols were consistent in their ability to detect fish 

biodiversity at particular sites (Holt et al. 2013). Given these findings, it is unsurprising 

that volunteer monitoring of coral reef ecosystems is being proposed and implemented by 

NGOs and international partnerships (Léopold at al. 2009). There is strong evidence to 

support the development of volunteer-based citizen science monitoring projects for coral 
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reef ecosystems, particularly given their appeal to divers and snorkelers, who could 

become citizen scientists with some training by local nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs). A citizen science monitoring project relying on volunteers on Utila is discussed 

below, along with its relevance to discussions of local marine environmental knowledge.  

 

Citizen Science on Utila 

 On July 7, 2009, lionfish (Pterois volitans and Pterois miles) were first spotted in 

the waters around Utila, as they spread throughout the Caribbean and along the Atlantic 

coast of the United States (interview, July 28, 2010).34 Originally found exclusively in the 

Indo-Pacific region, lionfish are an invasive species in the Caribbean Sea and Atlantic 

Ocean. Their populations have grown rapidly and they have spread quickly through the 

region due to a lack of natural predators (Côté, Green, and Hixon 2013; Diller, Frazer, 

and Jacoby 2014). Though lionfish sightings around Utila were still relatively 

uncommon, the Utila Centre for Marine Ecology (UCME) established an alert network in 

2009, including “Wanted” posters to get people to report sightings. Specifically, scuba 

divers and snorkelers (though the emphasis was on the former not the latter) were to 

report where they saw the lionfish (dive site, direction, and distance from the mooring 

buoy), its size, the depth, and the activity of the lionfish (resting, hunting, etc.). Relying 

on the territorial nature of lionfish, UCME asked dive centers to make notes of where and 

when they saw lionfish using provided sighting forms so UCME staff and volunteers 

could go to those locations, spear the lionfish, and subsequently study them (interview, 

July 28, 2010). As part of its work, UCME analyzed the stomach contents of captured 

                                                           
34 For more information on the arrival and spread of lionfish in the region, see Betancur-R and others 2011; 
Johnston and Purkis 2011; Côté, Green, and Hixon 2013; and Diller, Frazer, and Jacoby 2014.  
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lionfish, determining the local fish species on which they predated. They also kept a 

weekly count of the number of lionfish sighted, divided by dive center and displayed 

publicly in front of UCME’s office on East Harbour’s main street. The result was that 

dive centers were publicly rewarded or shamed for the level of participation in the 

project, though it was impossible to tell from the board how active each center’s divers 

were in looking for lionfish.  

 Starting in summer 2009, UCME clearly recognized the need for education as part 

of its lionfish management program. They ran a workshop in August 2009 with dive 

centers, captains, and some locals, providing information on the biology of lionfish and 

why they are a problem (interview, July 28, 2010). This recognition of the cultural 

complexity and the difficulty of trying to balance conservation-based fisheries 

management goals with a management strategy relying on identifying and removing an 

invasive species was important. As an unknown species in the region, it was important 

for UCME to relay biological information about the lionfish’s poisonous spines to the 

community to prevent divers or others from accidentally making contact with a lionfish 

and being stung.  

 While relatively new in Utila’s waters in 2009, lionfish sightings occurred 

regularly. Divemasters and instructors included the underwater signal for lionfish in their 

dive briefings, and not as an oddity or rarity as they did with certain other signs, like 

those for sea turtle or shark (notes, July 18, 2009). This may have been in response to 

UCME’s monitoring program, though this was unclear. It may have also been because 

lionfish are visually stunning and quite beautiful in appearance underwater in spite of 
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their danger. Over time, as lionfish sightings increased, efforts focused on the eradication 

of lionfish, rather than observation and study.  

 The willingness of UCME to rely on diver-collected data to locate and study 

lionfish, with minimal training provided to the divers, suggests the recognition of the 

value of citizen science and divers’ environmental knowledge by a local NGO. 

Elsewhere, research has demonstrated that using a citizen science approach to monitor 

marine invasive species can be very effective, successfully identifying particular species 

(Delaney et al. 2008). Lionfish are easily recognizable with minimal training due to their 

unusual coloring and dramatic appearance, though distinguishing between the two 

species is more difficult. Lionfish monitoring and management efforts in the Caribbean 

thus far have not focused on distinguishing between the two species and their 

populations, so citizen scientists do not need much species identification training to 

accurately identify lionfish. This makes it possible for inexperienced divers to accurately 

identify a lionfish or point out a lionfish to their instructor or divemaster during a dive. 

This citizen science driven approach has become the focus of lionfish management 

efforts on Utila and elsewhere in recent few years.  

On Utila, spearfishing, which had been banned, has now been reintroduced in a 

limited fashion. Dive centers are able to purchase, register, and obtain a license for a 

Hawaiian sling with three prongs that can be used to spear fish underwater. Legally, these 

are owned and controlled by the dive centers for use by their divemasters and instructors 

only.35 The dive centers themselves thus become responsible for training their diving 

staff on how to use the Hawaiian sling safely and for deciding what to do with the 

                                                           
35 There was one exception to this during my time on Utila. Two North American scuba diving instructors 
who freelanced at several dive centers were able to obtain a permit for their own Hawaiian sling. 
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lionfish after it has been speared. They also set the rules about who can and cannot use 

the spear, typically limiting its use to paid staff leading fun dives and not allowing its use 

by instructors teaching a course or by dive customers. Some divers and dive centers have 

built tubes or other containment devices for holding the lionfish safely and securely 

underwater, while others leave the dead lionfish in the water in an effort to encourage 

other species to prey on them.  

Divers are often keen to locate and assist in the killing and capture of lionfish for 

several reasons. First, lionfish are edible, with many comparing their taste and texture to 

a mild grouper. While many are unfamiliar with eating lionfish, having never tried it 

before, they are interested in trying it, especially once they know that the meat itself is 

not poisonous.36 Many enjoy eating their first lionfish ceviche, lionfish nugget, or other 

dish featuring lionfish. It is a special treat in part because lionfish is not available at any 

of Utila’s restaurants, making this the only way for most tourists to experience lionfish. 

The Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide labels lionfish a best choice, leading some 

tourists to express interest in it both because it is unique and because it can be sustainably 

caught and consumed. Second, for price-concerned backpackers, lionfish can be a source 

of “free” protein and seafood. Additionally, as one of the few opportunities for divers to 

hunt or fish without spending additional money to accompany a fisherman or charter a 

boat for fishing, pursuing lionfish is attractive.  

Since UCME’s initial monitoring efforts in 2009, there has been little sustained 

effort to systematically keep track of lionfish sightings. However, lionfish remains a 

viable part of citizen science on Utila because of their importance to the island’s diving 

                                                           
36 Only the spines of the lionfish are poisonous. The poison dissipates gradually after the fish has been 
killed. Alternately, cooking the spines causes the poison to dissipate, making the spines safe to handle.  
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community. Twice each year, BICA organizes a lionfish derby. The initial derby took 

place in April 2011, with subsequent derbies in November 2011, May 2012, and 

November 2012. I participated in three derbies, volunteering alongside the BICA staff 

and volunteers to count and measure, remove venomous spines, and gut and filet the 

lionfish brought in by the dive centers. The derbies themselves illustrate the local 

knowledge of scuba divers and dive boat captains. Dive centers form teams of four, with 

each team given one spear with which to hunt lionfish. At a meeting before the derby, 

registered teams are given a briefing about the rules, learn about the prizes to be awarded, 

and select the dive sites which are theirs exclusively for the day of the derby. Prior to this 

meeting, the team members discuss with the captain, the center’s office staff, and other 

dive professionals to get ideas for which sites they might want to choose. This knowledge 

then informs their site selection, with dive centers selecting sites where there are believed 

to be large numbers of lionfish in an effort to win the prize for the most lionfish caught. 

The lionfish derbies thus offer an opportunity for dive professionals to combine the 

knowledge gained through their regular work experience with citizen science efforts 

aimed at improving awareness of the local lionfish population by obtaining scientific data 

on where lionfish are located and their length (which BICA volunteers record when 

teams return with their catch). It also connects divers’ knowledge and their livelihood 

with a broader educational campaign showing that lionfish are safe for human 

consumption. 

As UCME’s lionfish program and BICA’s lionfish derbies show, citizen science 

can be incredibly important on Utila. The local environmental organizations have small 

operating budgets and paid staffs, making it difficult for them to engage in extensive 
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coral reef ecosystem monitoring. While outside organizations, such as the Coral Reef 

Alliance and the Centre for Marine Ecology, do conduct reef surveys focusing on overall 

coral reef health37, a citizen science program offers an opportunity for more frequent, 

though less extensive, data collection, and to engage both tourists and the local 

population in an environmental program. A citizen science program adopting a similar 

approach to UCME’s lionfish alert program in 2009 could be very useful for tracking and 

managing easily recognize species, such as lionfish, sea turtles, and/or herbivorous reef 

fishes like the spotlight parrotfish (Sparisoma viride). Because these species are easy to 

recognize visually, interested volunteer divers or snorkelers would need little educational 

background in biology and relatively brief training sessions to learn to identify the 

targeted species. This minimal training time would likely work well on Utila because 

citizen scientists could easily fit volunteering into their vacation.  

The existing PADI® scuba diving curriculum offers several opportunities to 

recruit non-professional scuba divers as citizen scientists. For example, divers opting to 

obtain their PADI® Advanced Open Water (AOW) certification have the opportunity to 

select from a number of options for their training dives. These options include AWARE 

fish identification and underwater natural study (previously underwater naturalist), each 

of which is one dive with additional classroom training. When students take these courses 

on Utila, the classroom component is tailored specifically to the local marine life, with 

examples drawn from what the divers are most likely to see. This thus provides an 

opportunity to provide student divers with the education needed to successfully 

participate in a citizen science data collection program following the completion of their 

                                                           
37 These are typically done following as part of the Atlantic and Gulf Rapid Reef Assessment (AGRRA) 
program, which aims to assess the condition of reefs throughout the region. Additional information is 
available at http://fishandrocks.com/.  
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course. The dive centers themselves may be interested because it offers them the 

opportunity to sell additional dives or dive packages to their customers, as well as 

advertise themselves as an environmentally-friendly and engaged business.  

For Utila’s environmental organizations, involving the dive centers may be the 

only affordable way to collect accurate data on particular species at regular intervals. 

Research in Italy on using volunteer divers to conduct underwater visual census data on 

non-indigenous species suggests important methodological concerns to be considered for 

new citizen science projects on Utila. Researchers found that dive centers played an 

important role in getting completed questionnaires from recreational divers diving along 

the Italian coast (Lorenzo et al. 2011). Thus gaining the support of the dive centers in 

encouraging their divers and staff to complete the survey or questionnaire will be critical 

for volunteer-based data collection. If the protocol focuses on easily recognizable species 

of interest to recreational divers, such as red coral in the Mediterranean or sea turtles or 

juvenile spotted drum fish in the Caribbean, recruiting participants and obtaining 

completed surveys  may be easier because of the interest in and awareness of the dive 

centers and divers in viewing these (Lorenzo et al. 2011). Accordingly, future citizen 

science projects on Utila should focus on wildlife of interest to tourists and use that as the 

basis for the data collection.  

One of the complications for implementing a citizen science project on Utila is 

the nature of the island’s diving community. Because it is a renowned as a destination for 

learning to dive, many of the recreational divers who visit Utila are relatively 

inexperienced. While there have been no studies which address this, the lack of diving 

experience may make it more difficult for those recreational divers to focus on external 
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factors, such as searching for and identifying species, which are not directly related to 

their diving. Inexperienced divers are known to make more contact with the reef (Barker 

and Roberts 2004) so they may not be the best choice for completing underwater surveys 

as the survey may lead to more contact with or damage of the reef. Student divers, who 

are completing the open water dives for their initial PADI® Open Water certification, 

should not be engaged as participants, even if they are willing because they are still 

learning the basics of diving.  

The literature on citizen science has focused more on the potential data, its utility, 

and its scientific implications than it has on the background of those volunteering as 

citizen scientists. Where the volunteers’ background has been examined, it has been 

primarily to assess their education. The assumption is that the volunteers are citizens, and 

thus have an interest or stake in the species about which they are collecting data. Even 

where the citizen scientists are collecting data while presumably on vacation, such as 

along the Italian coast (Bodilis et al. 2014; Lorenzo et al. 2011), no effort is made to 

distinguish the national or regional origins of the participants in the reported data and 

results. On Utila and throughout the Caribbean where the local population does not 

engage in recreational or professional scuba diving, the volunteer data collection may not 

be done by citizens in a national or political sense. However, this may prove unimportant 

given the training component of citizen science programs. If everyone receives the same 

training regardless of his or her background, then the question of citizenship in a political 

sense should not matter. Through their participation, these divers would be connected to 

broader discourses in international conservation volunteering of “making a difference” 

and global environmental citizenship without their participation in formal, paid 
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volunteering programs (Lorimer 2010). However, such efforts must be done with caution 

to avoid this becoming another example of relying on foreigners for local environmental 

knowledge data and thereby excluding the local community. 

Overall, citizen science could play an important role in marine environmental 

management and conservation planning on Utila and in other data-poor locations. The 

ability of divers to collect frequent observational data on indicator species of reef health 

could be very useful in identifying species and sites of concern. More broadly, it could 

assist in remedying the lack of quality data about the island’s marine ecosystems, their 

health, and reef species and their populations. A partnership between international and 

local environmental organizations and the local dive centers focused on recruiting 

recreational divers as citizen scientists would not only provide an opportunity for the dive 

centers to be actively involved in conservation efforts but also facilitate cooperation and 

understanding between these entities, potentially leading to broader collaboration for 

tourism and conservation planning and management. However, because these data will 

not be collected by Utilians or Honduran citizens, additional efforts need to be made to 

provide a role for Utila’s residents. They may be able to use their local knowledge to 

assist scientists in devising locally appropriate protocols or add their perspective to the 

data obtained by citizen scientists. Incorporating public engagement into future citizen 

science projects on Utila should enhance their success and increase the level of 

participation. UCME and BICA both clearly recognize the potential value of citizen 

science, having recruited divers to collect data on lionfish sightings (UCME) and sea 

turtle sightings (BICA).   
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The broader public engagement and participation which ideally occurs through 

citizen science may result in tourists being more aware of the environmental challenges 

Utila faces without raising the awareness or interest of Utilians themselves, since they are 

unlikely to participate in these projects. Thus, a more inclusive citizen science approach 

on Utila would include data collection that could be performed without scuba diving 

equipment or access to a boat, giving a wider group of Utilians the opportunity to 

participate. One possibility may be incorporating a citizen science project into the 

curriculum of the island’s schools, providing children with hands-on learning 

opportunities while allowing scientists to collect the data they seek. Given research 

showing that that those as young as third grade in the United States could be 80% 

accurate in determining the difference between native and invasive crab species (Delaney 

et al. 2008), age and education should not be thought of as obstacles to inclusion in 

citizen science. Moreover, the schools provide an ideal setting for training citizen 

scientists because their training can be regularly updated and reinforced and their 

experiences incorporated into the science curriculum. With access to the entire dataset, 

the students and their teachers could work together to identify interesting avenues for 

further exploration or to develop projects for the annual Environmental Science Fair 

sponsored by BICA.   

 

Citizen Science and Local Knowledge 

Both citizen science and local environmental knowledge offer the public an 

opportunity to be engaged in knowledge production and science. They are connected by 

their potential to contribute data to the scientific community and influence policy. Their 
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separation from formal educational settings extends the opportunity to become involved 

and engaged to a wider portion of the population. This can make it easy to assume that 

both citizen science and local environmental knowledge are not rooted in educational 

background or experience. This line of thinking diminishes the utility of local knowledge, 

suggesting that it can be easily acquired by anyone. The informal and experiential 

education involved in acquiring environmental knowledge takes far longer than the 

workshops or training sessions in which citizen scientists participate. Another difference 

between citizen science and local knowledge is where these terms are used and this 

knowledge production occurs. Leach and Fairhead (2002) argue that local, indigenous, or 

traditional knowledge is primarily used in low income or developing countries, whereas 

citizen science occurs in Europe and North America. On Utila, there has been some 

recognition of the utility of both of citizen science and local environmental knowledge, 

suggesting this geographic divide may be dissolving. Yet citizen science is still being 

done by those from the Global North, not Utilians. A further difference is that local 

knowledge focuses on empowering local communities and thus evening out unequal 

power relations between scientists and the local community, while citizen science efforts 

aim to enable researchers to obtain the data they need at a lower cost and facilitate public 

engagement with scientific practice.  

Citizen science projects are reliant on the interest and knowledge of volunteers to 

collect data. However, they are typically driven by scientists and their data needs, rather 

than being community-based or grassroots efforts. While the data is collected by citizens 

(typically residents of the area or, less frequently, visitors to that area), the protocol they 

follow determines what they observe, count, or measure and what they ignore. Because 
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citizen science data collection occurs in ways predetermined by scientists, it is rendered 

more accessible and recognizable to them, overcoming one of the principle obstacles to 

the incorporation of local knowledge into scientific discourses. As a result, citizen 

science protocols may not be adequate for conveying local understandings of the 

environment because they are rooted in the scientific community and its knowledge 

practices. Instead, they may further entrench scientists’ worldviews about the state of the 

marine environment and its problems. The move toward increasing use of citizen science 

to obtain data on marine ecosystems may lead to this form of lay knowledge becoming 

privileged over other forms of lay knowledge, such as local or traditional environmental 

knowledge.  

Significantly, citizen science and local knowledge both have the opportunity to 

challenge and transform the circulation of knowledge. Typically, technical and scientific 

knowledge travel through bureaucratic channels in national and international offices 

while “popular knowledge”38 has a more circumscribed journey (Walley 2004). 

Recognizing that volunteers with minimal training can collect and thus provide 

meaningful, reliable data may heighten the status of popular knowledge possessed by the 

local community and local resource users elevating it to a higher status and placing it on a 

more even footing. Together, local knowledge and citizen science have the potential to 

provide valuable lay knowledge about marine resources, their use, and their condition 

which can facilitate both tourism and conservation planning and management.  

                                                           
38 Walley uses the term “popular knowledge” to avoid the trappings associated with the terms indigenous, 
traditional, or local knowledge. For her, “traditional” and “indigenous” are problematic because of their 
connotation of bounded, static societies. Similarly, she finds “local” problematic because of what she labels 
as “false spatialization of social processes” that suggests local knowledge is separated from global 
dynamics (Walley 2004).  
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In the past, the focus has been on including fishers and their knowledge in 

environmental planning. However, fishers are not the only marine resource users and 

their resource use is circumscribed by their economic and household interests. UCME’s 

lionfish monitoring program is an example of a citizen project that could not have been 

conducted by or with fishers. Lionfish are rarely visible from the surface, preferring to 

make their territory within the nooks and crannies of the coral reef. Spotting and 

removing them thus requires being in the water with them, rather than floating across the 

surface above them. This is one example illustrating why broadening marine 

environmental knowledge to include citizen science and the environmental knowledge of 

divers and other resource users can be valuable for understanding the marine ecosystem. 

Moving beyond the focus on fisheries and fishers broadens the focus to anthropogenic 

effects throughout the entire marine ecosystem, including those from tourism, which may 

lead to more effective, inclusive environmental management and marine conservation.  

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter argued for the inclusion of scuba divers’ environmental knowledge 

alongside other sources of local knowledge about the marine environment. It has 

demonstrated the type and quality of knowledge divers hold and articulated how and why 

this knowledge both differs from and complements that of fishers, who currently serve as 

the principal source of local knowledge about marine environments. If fishers’ 

environmental knowledge is reliable, as studies have demonstrated, then it is reasonable 

to believe that there are ways to collect, interpret, and use divers’ environmental 

knowledge reliably. The spatial domains of fishers’ and divers’ environmental knowledge 
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differ in many places because fishers do not fish on or near the coral reefs to which divers 

are attracted. Relying solely on fishers therefore leaves a gap in our knowledge of 

conditions on or near the coral reefs, an area professional scuba divers are well positioned 

to address given their livelihood activities. As tourism becomes an increasingly important 

part of coastal economies, the emphasis on protecting marine resources will grow. 

Divers, through their environmental knowledge, are a valuable source of data for and 

potential contributor to coral reef conservation and management.  

Yet there are reasons for caution when collecting and using DEK. It is important 

to note that because divers’ knowledge is held largely by non-locals, it fails to help 

governments and NGOs achieve the local community participation and empowerment 

they seek. If these parties fail to recognize the specifics of who professional divers are, 

they may find themselves in a situation where they believe they are including the local 

community and offering them a voice when they are not actually doing so. Thus, drawing 

on environmental knowledge from a variety of sources, including tourism operators, 

marine patrol officers, and other marine resource users, should be a priority for 

researchers, government officials, and environmental organizations because all those 

whose livelihoods depend on these resources should be included in management and 

planning. However, the result could lead be the inclusion of local knowledge in name 

only because those queried are non-locals, who may not have the same long-term interest 

in resource protection as local residents. Whether it is possible to achieve the aims of 

participation and empowerment of the local community, which are cited as benefits that 

should result from using local knowledge in management and planning, is unclear when 

knowledge-holders are not part of the local community. 
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Chapter 5 

Delving Deeper into Divers’ Knowledge 

“I consider myself knowledgeable about Utila’s marine environment… I think I know 

more than other divers and fishers. Most of the fishermen don’t really care about it. They 

know the fish that costs the most and that’s it.” – Alejandro, a South American dive 

instructor39 

 

The previous chapter introduced the concept of divers’ environmental knowledge 

(DEK), the knowledge of coastal and marine environments held by professional scuba 

divers. Like other forms of local environmental knowledge (LEK), divers’ environmental 

knowledge has the potential to complement scientific knowledge about coastal and 

marine ecosystems, their condition, and their use. Research shows that scientific 

knowledge and local knowledge are the two discourses about knowledge in coastal policy 

and that their incorporation into coastal policy is important (Nursey-Bray et al. 2014). 

Bringing together Western and indigenous or local knowledge has been widely touted in 

the literature for its potential to empower local communities through their participation, 

promote sustainability, and contribute to development (Gerhardinger, Godoy, and Jones 

2009; Negev and Teschner 2013; Neumann 2005). While the potential utility of DEK is 

high, the consequences of relying on scuba divers’ environmental knowledge must also 

be considered. Because many dive professionals are foreigners, their presence 

complicates understandings of what local knowledge is and its separation from Western 

knowledge, as the previous chapter explained. Interrogating the discourses and framing 

                                                           
39 Interview, November 29, 2011. 
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of divers’ environmental knowledge by divers themselves and their professional 

organizations draws attention to how DEK can affect decision making and policy. It also 

provides insight into how the local knowledge of professional scuba divers can lead to a 

more integrated approach to coastal management.  

 Divers’ knowledge is subject to many of the same problems and critiques as other 

forms of local knowledge. A key factor is whether local knowledge is available in a 

language and format that bureaucrats can easily recognize and understand (Walley 2004). 

Professional scuba divers on Utila and elsewhere may be well positioned to deliver their 

environmental knowledge to bureaucrats in an acceptable form because they speak 

English and have been educated in Western schools. Because it is contextually based and 

rooted in action and involvement, it is often difficult to formalize or share local 

knowledge (Ascher et al. 2010), a difficulty divers’ knowledge may share. Accordingly, 

those with local knowledge often find it difficult to participate because scientists do not 

understand how to use their knowledge, resulting in a situation where scientific reports 

are valued more than the reports of those with lifelong practical experiences with the 

local environment (Walley 2004). Because of the uneven power relations between 

researchers and research subjects, local knowledge has been used to fill gaps in scientific 

knowledge but is defined in contrast to it, leaving it unable to challenge Western 

scientific orthodoxy and hegemony (Shackeroff and Campbell 2007). Nevertheless, local 

knowledge remains important because it provides valuable information on local natural 

resources and their historical and current conditions and uses.  

As with all forms of knowledge, divers’ environmental knowledge is partial. 

Some of its limitations include recreational diving limits, the spatial distribution of dive 
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sites, and the desire to dive on coral reefs rather than in other environments.40 From 

interviews, it is not clear that dive professionals recognize the partiality of their 

knowledge. Despite spatial and temporal variations in their marine resource use, many 

divers perceive themselves as more knowledgeable than other resource users. Alejandro’s 

quotation at the beginning of this chapter is emblematic of this. He asserts that his four 

years of work experience have made him more knowledgeable about the marine 

environment than fishers who grew up on the island. This raises questions about whether 

divers and those interviewing them recognize the limitations of divers’ knowledge and 

consider this when deciding whether and how to use it. Professional divers also construct 

themselves as environmental stewards, whose presence benefits the marine ecosystem. 

“Divers are good overall for the reef,” according to Jeremy, because they make people 

realize they need to protect the reef (interview, October 8, 2011). This created linkage 

between dive professionals, scuba diving as a practice, and marine conservation is 

important for understanding how divers frame their environmental knowledge, 

particularly in juxtaposition to local fishers’ knowledge and behavior, which can 

influence DEK’s uptake by scientists and policymakers.  

This chapter addresses two interconnected aspects of divers’ environmental 

knowledge: its framing by professional scuba divers and diving organizations, and the 

relationship between this knowledge and power in coastal and marine contexts. It does so 

to argue against romanticizing or clearly rejecting DEK as colonized knowledge. Instead, 

viewing DEK as separate from both indigenous and scientific knowledge shows how the 

knowledge system of divers operates differently from both of these, allowing it to be 

harnessed alongside other local and indigenous knowledges. Using postcolonial theory as 
                                                           
40 For a more detailed discussion of the limitations of divers’ environmental knowledge, see chapter 4.  



196 
 

a lens clarifies the relationship between knowledge, power, and scuba divers, improves 

our understanding of the challenges its use presents for scientists and policymakers, and 

heightens awareness of the politics of knowledge and its mobilization whether by 

knowledge-holders or outside forces.  

 As the examples above from Alejandro and Jeremy illustrate, divers frame their 

environmental knowledge in particular ways. Understanding the cultural context within 

which knowledge is embedded is important in local and environmental knowledge 

research (Shackeroff and Campbell 2007). Fisheries research has demonstrated the 

importance of cultural context, showing how social rules and norms govern fishers’ 

behavior in what might otherwise be perceived as an open-access local commons (for 

example, Aswani and Hamilton 2004 in the Western Solomon Islands; Maurstad 2002 in 

Norway; Mellado et al. 2014 in Uruguay; and, Turner et al. 2013 in the United 

Kingdom). This chapter addresses the cultural context of professional scuba divers on 

Utila through an examination of their training and experiences. A discourse analysis of 

the instructional materials used for select scuba diving courses offered by the 

Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI®) demonstrates how the connection 

between scuba divers, conservation, and environmental stewardship is fostered 

throughout a diver’s education. This connection, alongside preexisting views, leads dive 

professionals to see themselves as natural partners in environmental conservation, even 

without taking any direct conservation actions. The latter half of the chapter focuses on 

the connection between local knowledge and power, including the potential policy 

implications of promoting and including divers’ knowledge in integrated coastal 

management planning. 
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Knowledge and Power 

 Battles over local knowledge and its value are frequently connected to conflicts 

over power. Unequal power relations often constitute social and environmental 

conditions according to political ecologists. The production of knowledge can reinforce 

these inequalities, given that decisions must be made about whose knowledge to seek and 

because knowledge claims can be used to set public policy (Bryant 1998; Negev and 

Teschner 2013). Where decisions must be made about which knowledge to include, local 

knowledge may be slotted into preexisting spots in a bureaucratic framework reflecting 

disdainful attitudes toward local knowledge (Walley 2004). Policymakers tend to pay lip 

service to local knowledge and scientists say they are unable to trust local knowledge in 

some cases (Nursey-Bray et al. 2014). Ecological knowledge can have clear policy 

implications by leading to the creation of protected areas or limits on natural resource 

access. For disadvantaged groups, this can result in their knowledge about resource 

locations and use being used to develop policies that restrict their access to or use of 

those very resources (Shackeroff and Campbell 2007).  

 Some scholars have contested the assumptions that underlie our understanding of 

what local knowledge is, who possesses it, and its value. Robbins argues that the state 

“seizes and reproduces locally powerful knowledges” (2000: 126), indicating varying 

degrees of power attended to particular local knowledges, which, as already explained, 

leads to some knowledges being privileged over others. This underscores the importance 

of understanding whose or which knowledge is privileged and by whom. For example, 

the introduction to this chapter shows how professional scuba divers on Utila privilege 
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their knowledge over that of local fishers. Additionally, the question of who possesses 

local knowledge is debated. Some identify aboriginal and non-aboriginal user groups as 

possessors of local knowledge (Dale and Armitage 2011), while others focus on people in 

particular occupations relevant to the area of inquiry (Crona 2006; Neis et al. 1999; 

Robbins 2000; Ruddle and Davis 2011). The latter has led to a focus on fishers and their 

knowledge in coastal and marine research. The previous chapter argues for the expansion 

of this to include divers. Using LEK has the benefit of providing knowledge that is 

location-specific and includes environmental linkages along with the promotion of local 

capacity building and power sharing (Drew 2005). Achievement of these benefits is 

contingent on researchers being willing to elicit and include into LEK in a culturally 

sensitive manner and on the ability of researchers to build trust among local community 

members. 

 

Utilians and Divers’ Knowledge 

 As addressed in the previous chapter, divers’ knowledge is currently unavailable 

to most Utilians either due to lack of interest or lack of access. Few Utilians have ever 

gone diving and most are not employed in the diving industry. They largely view diving 

as something for tourists, while fishing is seen as an activity for them. Moreover, 

obstacles remain for Utilians and ladinos seeking to learn to dive or become more 

involved in the diving industry as the previous chapter explained. In December 2011, one 

dive center offered a free Project AWARE Coral Reef Conservation course to its 

employees, staff, and customers at a designated day and time. This course is entirely 

classroom-based, requiring no direct diving knowledge or diving ability to participate. 
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Several staff working at the dive center expressed an interest in the course. The 

housekeeper, Carla, was interested but was unable to take the course because it was 

taught in English (she only spoke Spanish) and was during her work hours. Alicia, a 

black Utilian who worked nearby, wanted to take the course and her brother-in-law asked 

her why she would want to “waste her time” doing it. She responded by saying that it 

would be good to know more about the reef because she lives there and everything there 

depends on the reef. Ultimately, she was unable to take the course because no one would 

cover for her at work and there are no plans to offer that particular course in the future. 

Work has also kept her from learning how to scuba dive, since she cannot afford to take 

the consecutive days off work needed to complete the course (interview, December 12, 

2011). Alicia’s story illustrates the difficulties faced by many Utilians who might wish to 

become divers or learn more about the island’s coral reefs. While it is easy to say that 

Utilians should avail themselves of the free courses and criticize their failure to do so, it 

is important to recognize the practical obstacles they face which limit their ability to 

possess divers’ environmental knowledge. As a result, emphasizing divers’ knowledge 

may not rebalance the power relations between scientists and local communities because 

those with this knowledge are not from the local community. This requires researchers to 

carefully consider whom they attach the label of “local” to and how those with that label 

may be socially and economically separate from the broader local community.  

Divers’ environmental knowledge disrupts the typical dichotomy of Western, 

scientific knowledge as opposed to local knowledge in two distinct ways. First, though it 

is not scientifically based, it is Western knowledge in the sense that the backgrounds and 

experiences of the majority of those producing and sharing this knowledge is Western. 
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This is something that is typically not considered, with the local knowledge-holders in 

developing countries viewed as non-Western. Second, divers’ knowledge is local 

knowledge in a spatial sense, even though it does not come from the local community, 

because it is knowledge about a designated area and is specific to that area. Researchers 

have yet to seriously address how to situate environmental knowledge about locations 

that comes from Westerners and non-natives to that location. This gap in the literature 

merits careful consideration, particularly as work continues toward collaboration, 

participation, and inclusivity in environmental planning and natural resource 

conservation.  

Because divers’ environmental knowledge arrives in English, in a readily 

accessible form, and from people more ethnically or culturally familiar to most 

researchers, researchers may pay more attention to it than other forms of local or 

traditional knowledge. In such a situation, divers’ knowledge could become privileged in 

planning and management over other forms of local knowledge, like fishers’ knowledge, 

which could require a translator to elicit and background research to understand the 

broader context. The result could be the inclusion of local knowledge that largely leaves 

out the local community. In this way, researchers and government officials may be able 

to meet their goals of including local knowledge and receiving “local” input without 

actually engaging with or enlisting the participation of the local community. This could 

lead to a situation where local environmental knowledge is included in conservation and 

development planning in name only because those queried are not from that area but are 

nevertheless providing knowledge about that environment. This may limit the 
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empowerment of the local community, which is cited as a benefit of their participation 

and the inclusion of their knowledge in management and planning.  

 

The Discourses of Divers 

How environmental knowledge is produced, within which discourses, and how 

that knowledge is used are important for understanding and critiquing the concept of 

divers’ environmental knowledge. Postcolonialism brings value to particular kinds and 

sources of knowledge. It shows how divers’ environmental knowledge is power-laden, 

can further imbalance power relations between officials and the local community, and 

DEK’s potential to provide information that improves the local marine environment and 

its management. By problematizing how the world is known, postcolonialism allows us 

to see the power of discourses. Discourses give authority, and thus power, to the 

possessor of knowledge (Said 2000). A discourse analysis of divers’ environmental 

knowledge provides greater insight into its possibilities and pitfalls, illustrating how 

divers mobilize their knowledge and frame it in particular ways. Examining PADI®’s 

course materials demonstrates how these materials construct divers as both 

knowledgeable experts and environmental ambassadors. The framing of divers within 

this begins in their first dive course and continues throughout their dive education with 

PADI®.41 Understanding this framing illuminates the context within which divers acquire 

and use their environmental knowledge, which has important consequences for its use by 

researchers and in environmental planning and management, as will be discussed later in 

the chapter. Postcolonial theory offers important insights for local knowledge research 

                                                           
41 PADI® is the focus of this analysis because it is the world’s largest diving organization and its courses are 
taught at all of the dive centers on Utila. 
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and its implications for divers’ environmental knowledge in particular, which are 

explained after a brief introductory section on postcolonial theory and postcolonial 

research. The aim is to decolonize the production of DEK and make clearer its 

implications for conservation, tourism, environmental planning, and race in places like 

Utila, taking up one of the tasks for political ecology described by Biersack (2006).  

 

PADI® and Divers’ Knowledge 

 In framing their knowledge and experience, divers often bring marine 

conservation into the conversation. As a divemaster told me, “Conservation keeps the 

reef so conservation keeps the island afloat” (Cameron, interview, July 25, 2009). This is 

unsurprising given that many of them receive their training through PADI®, which 

emphasizes the potential contribution of divers to marine conservation in its published 

materials, including course manuals and accompanying videos. Statements such as 

Cameron’s were common. More interesting though is that these statements are made even 

by those who have been on Utila for a brief time.  For example, at the time of that 

interview, Cameron had been on Utila for less than two months. Political ecologists have 

an interest in understanding the creation of environmental viewpoints by political 

interests through discursive projects and issue framing (Baver 2012), such as PADI® and 

Project AWARE. Doing so shows the socially constructed images of nature used by 

PADI® to both attract and educate divers.  

PADI® offers adventure dives aimed at improving one’s environmental 

knowledge, including Project AWARE42 Fish Identification and underwater naturalist, 

                                                           
42 Project AWARE is an organization founded by environmentalist in PADI® to teach divers about issues 
facing the world’s oceans. Over time, their focus has shifted to divers and lasting environmental change. 
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which are part of the Adventures in Diving program divers can complete after obtaining 

their initial open-water certification. While these two dives are explicitly connected to 

environmental knowledge, the mandatory navigation dive and other adventure dives, such 

as night, search and recovery dive, underwater photography or videography, and wreck 

dives, also have an environmental knowledge component. Each of these courses requires 

divers to learn about underwater features, such as coral formations and coral types, as 

part of the course. Given the widespread availability of these courses and the 

encouragement by both PADI®, dive centers, and dive instructors to enroll in additional 

diving courses and complete more training, these courses provide many new, 

inexperienced divers with their first real experience doing more than thinking about 

diving basics like maintaining neutral buoyancy and balancing air consumption.  

The manual used for these dives evinces a clear emphasis by PADI® on divers 

learning more about the environment. PADI®’s size and large influence on recreational 

diving worldwide give them the power to produce discourses about the environment, its 

stewards, and ocean and coastal issues. A discourse analysis shows how these course 

materials are used by PADI® to influence public preferences, a form of knowledge based 

on “beliefs and priorities that provide insight into a various individuals’ or groups’ 

support of or opposition to a given position or outcome” (Ascher et al. 2010: 6). PADI®’s 

public preferences include support for laws, measures, and other efforts which enhance 

aquatic conservation globally. The organization recruits divers in this effort, instilling in 

them a sense that their interest in and advocacy for the aquatic environment is important 

for the pursuit of their hobby and for the broader social good. In the process, PADI® 

                                                                                                                                                                             

Today, Project AWARE is “dedicated to supporting YOU, AWARE divers, as ocean protectors” (Project 
AWARE 2013).  
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ignores or minimizes the effects of conservation on local livelihoods. For example, 

PADI®’s support of restrictive MPAs means they support restrictions on fishing. In many 

coastal communities, fishing is an important livelihood activity (Lunn and Dearden 

2006). No-take MPAs criminalize fishing to eliminate it, removing an activity on which 

many people depend. While some content that the livelihoods opportunities available in 

and through tourism are a sufficient replacement, there is evidence indicating this is not 

the case (e.g., Diedrich 2007; Pugholm 2009; Tao and Wall 2009). If more divers take up 

this cause and are successful at using their voices and dollars in this regard, great harm 

could be done to local communities, especially where nature-based tourism promotion 

has given scuba diving a prominent role in the economy.  

Observations of dive courses and conversations and interviews confirm this. 

Professional divers on Utila frequently espoused support for additional conservation 

measures, particularly those aimed at preventing fishing and other “harmful” activities by 

the local community. For PADI®, these beliefs include support for aquatic conservation 

and desired outcomes include divers advocating and petitioning for increased numbers 

and enforcement of marine protected areas, shark fishing bans, and related activities, as 

evidenced by Project AWARE’s campaigns in recent years. Certified divers are 

automatically signed up for AWARE’s email list, which sends monthly updates on their 

conservation actions and links for divers wishing to take action and become involved in 

these activities. Dive professionals thus work in a system and within a context which 

constructs them as important for conservation, even though they may not engage in direct 

conservation actions.  
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Underwater Naturalist Adventure Dive  

 The underwater naturalist dive aims to equip divers to “understand more about the 

animals and plants you see underwater and learn how the environment dictates their form 

and behavior” (PADI® 2006: 245). The written material for this dive introduces basic 

physical and structural ecosystem characteristics which vary between the terrestrial and 

aquatic environment, human perceptions of aquatic life, and how to interact responsibly 

toward aquatic life. The text emphasizes the value of knowledge, taking the stance that it 

is the diver’s responsibility to learn more about aquatic organisms and their behavior and 

to act appropriately based on this knowledge.  

PADI® states “divers inflict little damage to the underwater world” (PADI® 2006: 

257), a claim which contradicts evidence found by scholars. Instead, PADI® compares 

the damage caused by divers to that of “acid rain, offshore dumping and other forms of 

pollution that damage reefs” to conclude that divers cause minimal damage. They 

minimize this in a simple, one sentence explanation: “Of that damage, most is 

unintentional and can be prevented with a little bit of care and forethought” (PADI® 

2006: 257), before concluding that divers are not a major threat to reefs globally. By 

contrast, scientific research shows that divers with cameras make significantly more 

contact with the reef than those without cameras (Barker and Roberts 2004; Rouphael 

and Inglis 2001), that there is increased sedimentation and coral breakage at heavily-

visited dive sites (Zakai and Chadwick-Furman 2002), and that male divers cause 

significantly more damage and are more likely to break coral than female divers 

(Rouphael and Inglis 2001). These findings challenge PADI®’s portrayal of scuba diving 

as an activity aligned with conservation because of the very real damage wrought by 
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divers on coral reefs. This evidence is absent from PADI® materials because it would 

contradict the portrayal of divers as underwater ambassadors, possibly causing them to 

rethink the expensive leisure activity they have decided to pursue.  

 The manual offers a very generalized, basic introduction and understanding of the 

aquatic environment because it is used worldwide in a variety of underwater contexts. 

Whether divers conduct their underwater naturalist dive in a high altitude lake such as 

Lake Atitlán in Guatemala, along the tropical coral reefs of Zanzibar, or in California’s 

kelp forests, the manual and basic information they receive remains the same. The 

implicit expectation is that the dive instructor will provide location-specific information. 

My observations corroborate this. Using the materials available at the dive center, 

instructors show students some of the fish and shrimp they are most likely to see during 

the dive. They tend to focus on easily identifiable and frequently sighted species in this 

overview, pointing out in advance what divers are likely to see and recognize underwater 

with ease.  

 The closing pages of the underwater naturalist chapter make clear PADI®’s 

position on recreational divers and environmental knowledge. They write, “As you better 

understand the aquatic realm and its inhabitants you appreciate why divers need to take 

an active role in preserving the underwater environment. We see this world firsthand and 

are truly its ambassadors” (PADI® 2006: 258). Here PADI® is telling recreational divers 

that they are (or will become) knowledgeable about the environment and should use that 

knowledge to advocate for its conservation and protection. This translates readily to the 

management of dive tourism, positioning these divers as the appropriate environmental 

stewards of the environment they only recently learned about. Yet the manual does not 
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give divers specific actions to take, nor does it explain that PADI® courses alone are 

insufficient for acquiring an understanding of how aquatic ecosystems function. There is 

a lost opportunity, insofar as there are no direct linkages established between the course, 

its materials, and local, national, regional, or international environmental organizations. 

Locally, it is up to instructors to provide divers with specifics. On Utila where most 

divers are transient and are not interested or invested in local marine conservation or local 

environmental NGOs, it may be difficult for instructors to get their divers to see the 

importance of financially contributing to local environmental organizations.  

 It is difficult to separate dive professionals’ personal interest in the marine 

environment, which may have led them to pursue diving as a career, from an interest 

gained through taking diving courses and actually diving in conversations. Dive 

instructors, regardless of whether they have taken these earlier courses from PADI®, are 

trained to teach these courses as part of their Instructor Development Course. In teaching 

these courses, they rely on their knowledge as well as the guidelines in their instructor’s 

manual. The manual lists five performance requirements for the Underwater Naturalist 

Adventure Dive. One of these relates to general diving practices (maintain neutral 

buoyancy and avoid touching the bottom), while the other four connect students to 

aquatic life. The first of these is “passively observe aquatic life” (PADI® 2012: 73), 

which lacks any additional educational component. The final three requirements, 

however, do require the students to demonstrate some knowledge of the local aquatic life, 

presumably with the instructor’s assistance. These are “Locate and identify at least two 

aquatic plants (one for freshwater); Locate, observe and identify at least four aquatic 

invertebrate animals (one for fresh water); and, Locate, observe and identify at least five 
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aquatic vertebrate animals (two for freshwater)” (PADI® 2012: 73). These are the 

requirements students must fulfill to receive credit for the dive from their instructor and 

obtain certification for the dive course.  

Such minimal standards in an area as rich with aquatic life as Utila are practically 

useless since they do not require any real student engagement with the vast array of 

marine life they observe while diving. For the most part, these standards are not 

specifically addressed in most courses, calling little attention to the learning done by 

student divers. However, the introduction of invertebrates likely requires students to pay 

more attention to the smaller marine animals, like banded coral shrimp (Stenopus 

hispidus), which might otherwise go unnoticed. The most important aspect of these 

requirements is whether the instructor ensures they are met. Often students work together 

on locating and identifying what they see underwater, which may reduce individual 

learning. Instructors may not require students to identify plants, in part because they are 

less apparent or interesting in coral reef environments. All of these elements of 

observation and identification are heavily reliant on the instructor, who can facilitate and 

emphasize these through their review of student’s work and their dive briefing.  

 Through its materials, PADI® discursively positions recreational divers as 

involved, concerned actors toward the aquatic environment. A diver’s education is replete 

with statements arguing that they have a vested interest in the health and fate of the 

aquatic environment, beginning before the first in-water portion of the Open Water 

diving course. Advanced diving courses further this framing, with divers portrayed as 

underwater ambassadors concerned with and acting appropriately and respectfully toward 

the marine environment in spite of scholarly evidence to the contrary. As the manual 
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explains, “As soon as you enter an aquatic environment, you interact with the organisms 

living there, whether you intend to or not” (PADI 2006: 255), underscoring the 

importance of divers being cautious while diving. Thus because they are knowledgeable 

and self-aware of the potential effects of their actions, divers become ideal underwater 

ambassadors, even with limited experience underwater. The effects of these discourses 

expressed by PADI® are evident in interviews with professional divers when the topic of 

conservation arises.  

On Utila, the PADI®-influenced discourse combines with other discourses about 

tourism and locals to construct fishers and Utilians as the other in discussions of marine 

environmental management. A divemaster said, “Conservation goes against a bit what the 

fishermen have always done. …If it’s not protected, then it goes away and the island 

can’t maintain itself. The island lives on tourism. If you can’t dive here, then people 

won’t come” (interview, July 24, 2009). After thirteen months on the island, she 

understood the importance of tourism to the Utilian economy. However, her statements 

also reveal her personal stake in conservation because, as she explains, her livelihood of 

diving is threatened when the coral reefs are not protected. Combined these discourses 

have the ability to lead to new environmental regulations and reinforce the power of 

divers as a source of local knowledge, as an economic force in the economy, and as the 

constituency which should benefit from environmental planning. In the process, the 

interests of Utilians and their environmental knowledge may be ignored.  Divers as 

tourists already benefit because environmental regulations do not target them or their 

actions. Where there are restrictions or best practice guidelines, these primarily go 

unenforced.   
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Postcolonialism and Local Knowledge 

 Postcolonial theory has deconstructed the idea of the Western development expert 

(Lawson 2007). In geography, this has led to an increased emphasis on knowledge 

production and the process of bringing political value to different kinds of knowledge and 

knowledge from a multitude of sources. Political ecologists have spent decades 

advocating for the political value of local knowledge, arguing that it both complements 

and contests state-produced knowledges in ways meaningful for resource management 

policy (Robbins 2000). Consequently, political ecologists should be extremely interested 

in the potential political value of local knowledge from nontraditional sources, like scuba 

divers. Through divers, a complementary set of knowledge about the coral reef 

environment becomes available for analysis. This knowledge can contribute to policy, 

planning, and management of coral reefs and marine environments more generally. At the 

same time, divers’ knowledge may need to be deconstructed to ensure that scuba divers 

do not become a new version of the Western development or scientific expert.  

As postcolonial geographers focus on identifying discourses of resistance and 

circulating them, they must remain attuned to the difficulties of representing people and 

places across different cultures and contexts, avoid romanticizing the local, and try to let 

the discourses speak for themselves (Blunt and Wills 2000; Lawson 2007; Peet and Watts 

1996). Multiple discourses of scuba diving emerge, with some focused on environmental 

knowledge and others focused on enjoying underwater scenery, being close to nature, or 

encountering or interacting with marine life (Dimmock 2009). For example, over time, 

divers’ attitudes towards sharks and rays have changed from wanting to hunt them to 
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appreciating them as observers, possibly due to an increase in conservation awareness 

(Whatmough, Van Putten, and Chin 2011). This demonstrates how divers’ environmental 

knowledge can change temporally leading to perceived changes in the need for 

conservation or environmental regulations. Such changes in perspective are entirely 

separate from ecological concerns about the health of the marine environment. In 

interviews, professional divers eagerly discuss the importance of marine conservation. 

Ada described conservation as very important, adding “Utila has an incredible, beautiful 

reef and it should be protected and people should be aware of it” (interview, October 12, 

2011). Whether and how these perceptions of conservation’s importance may change is a 

question for future research. 

Letting divers’ environmental knowledge speak for itself means including the 

prejudices of divers and their interactions in examinations of their discourse. On Utila, 

these discourses include condemnations of local fishermen and their practices, the lack of 

environmental management and enforcement, and believing their activity is 

environmentally benign. Divers say things like “locals don’t know anything about 

conservation” (Denise, interview, July 26, 2009), “locals think the sea and animal life are 

fair game for income” (Melissa, interview, July 28, 2009), and that locals have “no 

interest whatsoever” in marine conservation (Connor, interview, December 14, 2011), 

reflecting dramatic differences in their minds between themselves and locals. These 

criticisms of the local community and fishers’ actions frame what divers know and how 

they frame and express their knowledge to researchers. They show that divers view their 

activities as benign while demonizing marine harvesters, just as PADI® does in its 

materials. In interviews, several divers said that they view themselves as more 
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knowledgeable about protecting the local marine environment than fishers. As one dive 

instructor explained, “Fishers may know more about what fish are good to eat but I know 

more about preserving the fish and the reef” (interview, July 31, 2010), a comment 

echoed by other instructors in formal interviews and casual conversations. While they are 

acknowledging differences between their knowledge and fishers’ knowledge, these divers 

fail to recognize the environmental acumen successful fishermen possess and their 

willingness to take actions that will protect fishing for the generations to come. Divers’ 

valuation of their knowledge over that of fishers could lead to further devaluations of the 

local knowledge and experiences of fishers.   

From a postcolonial perspective, it is clear that divers’ thoughts reflect their 

prejudices and political interests (Said 2000): they want to see coral reefs protected, 

which to them means eliminating fishing on or near coral reefs because it protects their 

livelihoodor recreational activity. Steeped in Western discourses about resource use and 

conservation, many divers oppose fishing and want it eliminated without considering how 

this will affect households, livelihoods, and the local economy. These biases and attitudes 

are emblematic of the conservation strategies of the past several decades where policies 

regulating or restricting fishing without also addressing the damage caused by the 

development of tourist industry infrastructure and the industry’s practices have been 

common. Thus, divers’ ideas can be mobilized to take away resource use access and 

rights. Given that most current marine conservation efforts are predicated on reducing or 

eliminating fishing as the means for habitat protection, caution must be exercised when 

using divers’ knowledge to ensure divers’ assumptions about fishers, their knowledge, 

and their practices are examined. Paying attention to this plurality of discourses also 
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affords researchers the opportunity to investigate and analyze how competing discourses 

about resources, their condition, and their use are legitimized or delegitimized by state 

and NGO discourses and practices.  

On Utila, the priorities and thus knowledge of divers have been privileged over 

those of fishers in the past, leading to divers complaining about where and how fishers 

are catching fish and focused efforts on changing particular fishing practices. For 

example, Turtle Harbour Marine Reserve on Utila is a no-take reserve, prohibiting fishing 

and other extractive activities. However, because diving is not viewed as an extractive or 

destructive activity, it is permitted and encouraged within the reserve. Dive centers and 

dive professionals often discuss diving in Turtle Harbour as a unique, rare, or otherwise 

special experience, leading to a mystique about the area in the divers’ imagination. As a 

result, divers want to dive in the reserve just as fishers want to fish there but, one activity 

is legitimated while the other is legally prohibited. The mooring buoys used to mark the 

island’s dive sites and prevent boats from dropping their anchor on the reef are another 

example. These buoys facilitate scuba diving, establishing a clearly identified network of 

sites while protecting the environment because boats no longer drop their anchors on the 

reef. However, no similar efforts have been made to undertake initiatives or establish a 

system which facilitates the livelihood of local fishers on Utila. While this does not mean 

that the potential of divers’ knowledge for informing development and conservation 

planning should be ignored, it does mean that precautions must be taken to ensure that 

divers and their knowledge are not over-romanticized and that researched remain attuned 

to the cultural contexts and discourses within and from which divers’ knowledge emerges 

and is produced. 
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As a form of local knowledge, divers’ environmental knowledge is not the 

opposite of Western knowledge. Rather, it shows us a new dimension and possibility of 

what Western and local knowledge could be and are. It leads to discourses disruptive of 

two imaginary figures: those of the all-knowing Western scientist and of the all-knowing 

local fisherman. Admittedly, both of these are mythical figures because no one knows 

everything and all knowledge is partial and limited by particular circumstances. For 

example, two limitations of local fishers’ knowledge are their lack of access to and 

knowledge of coral reefs and that fishers do not physically enter the water. Taking 

seriously the knowledge of divers requires researchers to move beyond viewing one 

specific group as the source of the best or most useful local knowledge data about coastal 

and marine environments.  

The growth in importance and scale of tourism reduces the economic importance 

of marine harvesting, contributing to shrinking numbers of marine harvesters. More 

tourists mean more people looking to capitalize on their knowledge of local natural 

resources as a livelihood provision strategy. Acknowledging this economic transition in 

the marine workforce suggests a need to broaden our focus to include non-harvesters and 

their interactions with and knowledge of coastal and marine environments. It further 

challenges us to understand how outsiders come to intimately understand aspects of the 

local marine environment, though they lack scientific training, a lifetime of experience, 

or the other characteristics typically used to identify local knowledge experts. Divers’ 

knowledge forces a reorientation of how Western scientific knowledge and discourses 

view local knowledge because there is no longer a clear “other” possessing and 

producing local knowledge. Many of these professional divers are not so different from 
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researchers in age, race/ethnicity, gender, language, and K-12 educational background. 

Since divers’ knowledge often comes from those outside the local community, it may not 

be able to serve as a discourse of resistance in the way postcolonialists often envision 

because the local community does not possess it. DEK offers the opportunity to resist 

particular forms of scientific knowledge but also to resist other forms of local knowledge, 

like that of fishers, which it may conflict with. Consequently, drawing on the 

environmental knowledge of scuba divers may further empower non-local residents, 

threatening the empowerment that can result from paying greater attention to local 

knowledge. A potential result is that divers and tourism could be privileged over other 

local economic activities, heightening local social and economic inequality and making 

marine harvesting increasingly difficult. That divers are not from the local community 

and have the status of being white foreigners may produce additional inequalities.  

 

Divers’ Knowledge in Practice 

 The previous section explained the role of divers’ education in framing their 

environmental knowledge. This section builds on this by focusing on how professional 

scuba divers construct their environmental knowledge in relation to fishers. This is 

juxtaposed with the environmental participation of professional divers to reveal the 

contradictions between their practices and their discourses. The aim is to demonstrate 

how divers’ views coalesce, how they mobilize fishers and the local community as the 

“destructive Other” in need of management and regulation, and their failure to critically 

examine their own practices. That these discourses are racialized may not be immediately 

apparent given that divers and many Utilian fishers are white. However, these fishers lack 
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the economic and social capital of divers, limiting their access to and influence on those 

involved in environmental decision-making. Understanding the similarities between 

divers’ views on the local fishers and the local community more broadly shows the 

potential problems of not including diverse local perspectives and knowledges.   

 

Divers on Fishers 

The discourses used by professional scuba divers embody the conservation-

oriented ethic espoused by PADI®. Divers make it clear that what they are doing is 

acceptable, while there are others engaged in environmentally destructive practices which 

they believe should be halted. This includes the view that local fishers are engaged in 

overfishing, fish in Utila’s no-take marine reserve, and that the local community does not 

care about the environment. Discursively constructing diving as environmentally benign 

allows divers to elevate their practices and views above those of the local community, a 

new version of the colonial mentality of knowing what is best for the brown-skinned 

Other, even in places like Utila where the other is also white.  

To better understand how divers view their knowledge, I specifically asked 

professional scuba divers to compare their knowledge to that of fishers in interviews. I 

asked them, “How would you compare your knowledge to local fishers’ knowledge?” 

The responses indicate that divers view fishers as the opposition and as a problem for the 

aquatic environment. Divers portrayed themselves as wise, educated environmental 

stewards, even without extensive experience diving, living on Utila, or with the marine 

environment. One dive instructor said, “Fishers may know more about what fish are good 

to eat but, I know more about preserving the fish and the reef” (Jeremy, interview, 
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October 8, 2011). Jeremy’s claim merits further evaluation because as a young American 

with limited experience in coastal ecosystems, Jeremy is likely less familiar with the 

coastal and marine ecosystems of Utila than lifelong fishers or even lay persons in the 

Utilian community. Another instructor said, “I know more about protecting the reef—or 

trying to care more about the reef than many” when asked to compare her knowledge to 

fishers (Ada, interview, October 12, 2011). In explaining their knowledge, both Ada and 

Jeremy made clear the differences they perceive between their knowledge and local 

fishers’ knowledge, a tacit acknowledgment of the partiality of both fishers’ and divers’ 

environmental knowledge. Yet, at the time of these interviews, Ada had been on Utila for 

eight months and Jeremy for five months. In spite of their limited time living and 

working on Utila and their limited background knowledge of Caribbean coral reef 

ecosystems, both Ada and Jeremy assumed that their experiences as divers fostered a 

more intimate connection with the coral reefs and their conservation than that of fishers 

or other locals. 

 Ada and Jeremy were not alone in these views. Other professional divers 

interviewed espoused similar views, though some were more careful about how they 

situated fishers’ knowledge in relation to their own. Taylor, a diver and small business 

owner, said, “Utila wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for fishing,” (interview, July 24, 2009), 

acknowledging the importance of fishing in the Utilian economy historically. This 

recognition of fishing’s long-time significance locally was shared by Alejandro, Connor, 

and Martin. When asked, Alejandro explicitly stated that he does not consider himself 

knowledgeable about the environment in general, though he does feel knowledgeable 

about Utila. He said, “I’ve learned by asking locals, biologists, whoever I can. …I know 
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more than other divers and fishers. Most of the fishermen don’t really care about it. They 

know the fish that costs the most and that’s it.” He went on to compare his knowledge to 

other divers, saying that his knowledge is different from theirs because he has asked in 

both the fishing and diving communities, whereas most divers only ask in the diving 

community (interview, November 29, 2011). While Alejandro’s knowledge may have 

been acquired differently from that of other dive professionals on Utila, he still ignores 

the limitations of this knowledge and finds it more valuable and expansive than that of 

local fishers. His statement simultaneously valorizes his knowledge and its acquisition 

process and devalues fishers’ knowledge by eliminating all of its environmental aspects 

and reducing it to an economically driven form of knowledge. Matthew is similar. He 

described his environmental knowledge as “on par with most instructors.” He said, “I 

know the reef fish better than the fishers. They know fish you can eat,” adding that their 

knowledge differs because of what they are interested in (interview, December 9, 2011). 

From conversing with Alejandro and Matthew informally over several months, it became 

clear that they both respect local fishers. However, a researcher focused specifically on 

asking questions about environmental knowledge may not discover this because it is not 

immediately evident, as Alejandro’s response shows.  

 Connor, a dive instructor from the United States, was similar to Alejandro in that 

he had gone beyond the diving community to learn about the local marine environment. 

He specifically referenced conversations with a local marine biologist, who taught him 

about coral and coral bleaching. He described his environmental knowledge as 

comparable to fishers because he spent a lot of time fishing when he was younger, though 

this fishing experience was in the United States. He said, “I look at dive sites like a 
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fisherman, not like a diver. The first thing I think is ‘Where would I go fishing?’” 

(interview, December 14, 2011). Throughout our interview, Connor kept referring to the 

overfishing he sees happening and the need for people to understand the consequences of 

overfishing. In this case, understanding the background and context within which Connor 

acquired his environmental knowledge provides crucial insight into the discourses he 

uses to talk about both diving and fishing. This background helps the researcher 

understand how Connor discursively frames his environmental knowledge and the 

contextualization helps understand why Connor’s attitudes toward local fishers are more 

moderate than many of his fellow dive professionals. This supports the importance of 

going beyond querying about an individual’s place-specific environmental knowledge 

and its acquisition in research on divers’ environmental knowledge.  

 

Environmental Participation 

 Interviews with professional scuba divers attest to both the importance of 

environmental protection to them and their lack of participation in the activities arranged 

by local environmental NGOs aimed at cleaning up or protecting the environment. The 

Bay Islands Conservation Association (BICA) and the Whale Shark and Oceanic 

Research Center (WSORC) organize beach cleanups and other environmental awareness 

activities each year. These activities typically require only a few hours of commitment on 

the day of the event. However, professional divers and the dive centers which employ 

them rarely participate in these activities. This is notable for two reasons. First, divers 

frequently talk about the trash they see while diving and that washes up on the island’s 

north side beaches. Second, this failure to participate in activities like beach cleanups 
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stands in stark contrast to their involvement in diving-oriented environmental activities 

like the semiannual lionfish derby, which attracts teams from every dive center on the 

island. Thus, while professional divers often say that there should be more conservation 

on the island and more efforts to protect its resources, they do not participate when given 

the opportunity to do so. The contradiction merits additional consideration. 

In interviews, few professional divers had participated in beach cleanups or other 

activities organized by BICA or WSORC. Of those that had, most had only done so once. 

When asked, most claimed they were too busy (whether with work or with other 

activities was unclear) to get involved with environmental organizations. Some, like Ada, 

expressed an interest in greater involvement with BICA and WSORC, acknowledging 

their overall importance. According to Connor, “Dive instructors don’t get a lot of 

flexibility to participate in things like beach cleanups” (interview, December 14, 2011). 

Thus, there is a gulf between their actions and their words. Connor was one of the few 

dive professionals interviewed cognizant of this gap. “We pay a lot of lip service but 

don’t do anything about it. We don’t do anything about the trash that blows in, we just let 

it wash under the dock. Not much effort is put into it, not a lot gets done,” he explained 

(interview, December 14, 2011). The difference between discourses and actions is 

troubling for local environmental organizations because it makes it more difficult for 

them to identify and enlist allies for support. As Maria, an employee of an environmental 

organization, said, “I’m sick of the dive shops claiming they do all of these 

[conservation-related] things because I dive and I know they don’t” (interview, August 

23, 2012). Expressed more broadly, this view suggests that divers’ discourses must be 
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carefully examined to ensure they are not presenting a misleading view of the local 

marine environment and divers’ role within it.  

The failure of divers to actively participate in local conservation efforts places 

them, at times, in opposition to rather than in support of conservation. In this regard, 

divers become quite similar to the very fishers they criticize for not caring about the 

environment and working to protect and sustain it. Maria said, “The dive shops use up the 

resources but don’t want to put anything back. It’s like they don’t pay attention to or care 

about the damage they do to the reef that they, and everyone else, depend on” (interview, 

August 23, 2012). In interviews, many only noticed this contradiction when specifically 

questioned about it. 

 

Conclusion 

 Through their discourses, it is clear that there are conflicts between divers, fishers, 

and the local community. Understanding the multiple scales, power dynamics, and 

privileged ways of knowing in these conflicts illuminates the ways in which divers have 

privileged knowledge that can be and is mobilized to reinforce particular discourses about 

the environment and appropriate uses of it. The unevenness between dive professionals 

and the local community gets wrapped into “truths” which are then used to act on the 

environment. Dominant discourses, which divers’ knowledge could become, affect 

livelihoods and landscapes in myriad ways (Goodman et al. 2008). Dive professionals 

have the most contact with the majority of the thousands of tourists that come to Utila 

each year. As such, they have a great deal of influence over how those tourists perceive 

the island and its environment. When they tell their students or divers about locals or the 
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“Spaniards” overfishing, this is often taken and accepted as truth because tourists lack the 

community contacts or outside sources with which to verify this information.  

On Utila, divers’ knowledge reflects their experiences, which in most cases 

includes little to no experience fishing in local waters. Yet dive professionals feel they 

are able to and frequently do speak about what they perceive as the ills of the local 

fishing industry in casual conversations and in formal interviews. One instructor 

explained, “Some [fishers] are pretty bad with what they fish for, like sharks and turtles” 

(Jeremy, interview, October 8, 2011). These statements both erase and disparage the 

environmental knowledge of fishers, allowing divers to establish themselves as the 

appropriate voices for and actors in the marine environment. Dive professionals also craft 

storylines minimizing the negative effects of divers. “Divers do damage to the reef and 

tourists can be bad for the environment. But people are overfishing,” one divemaster 

explained (notes, December 12, 2011). Because they recognize that novice divers can 

damage the reef, some dive professionals avoid taking their students to the reef or to 

areas they deem sensitive. This suggests they do know they are doing damage, though in 

their eyes this is less significant than the damage caused by fishers, mimicking the 

PADI® rhetoric found in their training manuals. 

Dive professionals speak, both casually and more formally, about the failures of 

the local community to either recognize or engage in coral reef conservation. While some 

extend this critique to include the dive centers employing them, the vast majority speak in 

broad strokes about people’s lack of awareness of the need to or importance of 

conservation. Yet, in conversations and interviews, it is clear that Utilians understand that 

the island’s economy depends on its marine resources and the coral reefs in particular. 
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Jeremy said, “Divers are good overall for the reef because it makes local people realize 

they have to protect the reef” (interview, October 8, 2011). Another said, “People should 

understand the consequences of overfishing and how much it has affected this place” 

(Connor, interview, December 14, 2011). A trained divemaster employed by an 

environmental organization said, “I’ve never seen a Utilian dedicated to environment, 

protection, conservation” (Maria, interview, August 23, 2012).  

 Thus, dive professionals already use their environmental knowledge to cast blame 

on others for the problems facing Utila’s marine environment. Their knowledge is local 

yet can be mobilized to cast those from the island as the perpetrators of environmental 

degradation and harm. This is a classic narrative in political ecology, which has been 

deconstructed to show how Westerners’ preconceived notions about landscapes, 

institutions, and actors lead to false perceptions about environmental condition. If 

researchers focus on identifying and using divers’ environmental knowledge, they may 

perpetuate these past errors by failing to understand the political, economic, and 

environmental context of the place they are studying.   
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

This dissertation examines tourism and marine conservation on the island of Utila 

in the Bay Islands of Honduras, arguing that multiple existing approaches to empowering 

the local community and enhancing their participation in governance and management 

have failed because they do not appropriately target the island’s communities. The 

previous chapters analyzed problems associated with two aspects of tourism and 

conservation—the relationship between tourists and seafood consumption and the 

proposed geotourism project, Go Blue Central America—and expanded the concept of 

local environmental (or ecological) knowledge to include the environmental knowledge 

of scuba diving professionals. Connecting these chapters are the themes of tourism 

management, local participation, conservation’s effects on tourism and the destination 

community, and the importance of local context for understanding tourism. While these 

chapters answer important questions about the material workings of conservation and 

tourism, questions remain. Political ecologists can and should make important 

contributions to the literature on tourism, much more so than they have thus far. Tourism 

highlights many of the processes political ecologists are interested in, including 

capitalism, development, environmental change, and complex socio-political contexts 

and institutions. Yet political ecology has largely ignored tourism’s role in effecting 

environmental change worldwide. Attending to race is crucial, as this project has shown. 

This conclusion summarizes the arguments presented thus far, highlighting thematic 

linkages between each chapter, and identifies avenues for future research.  
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Tourism in situ 

 Considering the local particulars of the tourism industry is important for tourism 

research going forward. The static categories and broad descriptions of mass tourism, 

ecotourism, sustainable tourism, and other forms of tourism are insufficient for 

characterizing how tourism works on the ground in particular locations. Thus, researchers 

must consider the local context within which tourism processes occur. For Utila, 

attending to local specifics requires paying attention to the island’s relatively unique 

historical social, political, and linguistic context. The island’s past as a British and 

Spanish colony, its long history of Anglo- and Afro-descendants living alongside one 

another, and its ties to the United States affects the Utilian economy and the tourism 

industry in particular. The modern tourism industry closely resembles the colonial 

economic and social system. As the region’s new monoculture, downturns in tourism 

have wide-reaching consequences as was evident in summer 2009. Tourism reproduces 

colonial images of blacks serving whites throughout the Caribbean, with Black Utilians 

and ladinos cleaning, cooking, and doing laundry for the white tourists visiting the island. 

Utila’s status as a low-cost destination in the region places it in contrast to Roatan, which 

is known for its cruise ships, luxury all-inclusives, and exclusive condominium 

complexes. Utila has long felt like the younger sibling to the larger, more popular Roatan. 

Thus, when introducing a project to Utila that has already been introduced on Roatan, it 

is important to ensure the communities receive equivalent resources and avoid repeating 

the past when resources were heavily devoted to Roatan. The Go Blue Central America 

project failed to do this, contributing to some of its problems. 
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 Understanding the local context on Utila requires attending to the ways in which 

race affects environmental conflicts, discourses, and changes. In spite of the island’s 

racial diversity, white foreigners from the Global North are able to mobilize discourses 

which portray Utilians as agents of negative environmental change causing harm to 

coastal and marine ecosystems. This can be seen when divers blame marine 

environmental problems on fishers and overfishing while ignoring the multitude of 

anthropogenic stresses causing problems, including the growth of the tourism industry 

and the need to construct an infrastructure to support the industry. Black Utilians and 

ladinos, who are already relatively disempowered and disadvantaged locally, are likely 

more reliant on an array of livelihood options to meet their needs. Thus they may be 

disproportionately harmed by conservation strategies targeting extractive activities. 

Previous research on Roatan concluded that the poor and minorities were more negatively 

affected by the establishment of a marine protected area than other groups, failing to reap 

the benefits of increased tourism to the area (Stonich 2003).  

 A major gap in the political ecology literature is that few researchers adequately 

address race, instead focusing on the role of class and gender in natural resource conflicts 

(Mollett 2006). Political ecology research is in a strong position to contribute to this 

literature because of its interest in the forces that produce and co-produce environmental 

knowledge (Forsyth 2008), many of which also produce particular visions of 

“indigenous” groups and their relationship to protected areas. This research contributes to 

the growing body of literature within geography addressing the role of race in natural 

resource management (see also Mollett 2006; Sundberg 2004, 2006, 2008). The 

introduction of divers’ environmental knowledge suggests the importance of considering 
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the vision of nonindigenous groups who may have particular visions of conservation and 

protected areas. It also points to the growing role played by nonindigenous actors acting 

in other locations to produce environmental knowledge and thereby influence 

environmental planning and management. That these divers are white is important for 

understanding why their knowledge may be more easily included by scientists and 

policymakers. Increased attention to race within political ecology will highlight important 

aspects of environmental change and provide an increased role for diverse local 

knowledges.  

Most of the tourism businesses on Utila are owned by white Utilians or 

expatriates, mostly from the United States and Western Europe. This limits the 

participation of black Utilians and ladinos in tourism industry operations, particularly of 

dive centers. Regardless of their ownership, exploitation is common as business owners 

exploit others, particularly migrants from the mainland, to work long hours for relatively 

low wages. The desire of Hondurans to emigrate from the mainland to Utila provides 

businesses with a workforce willing to work at or below the legal minimum wage, which 

is not enforced by the national government, leads to what Young (1990) categorizes as 

racially specific exploitation of these workers. Black Utilians, if they are able to find 

employment, are also exploited, with their labor contributing to the wealth and privilege 

of those who own the tourism businesses. Tourists are largely unaware of Honduran 

employment regulations and, given that they are working in the country illegally, have no 

recourse against their employer. While some tourists find well-compensated employment 

as dive instructors, many more work two jobs—as a divemaster and as a bartender or 

server—to earn sufficient income to live. Working in these industries and at low wages 
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makes them highly reliant on tips. Thus, the lowest-paid workers on Utila are ladinos and 

white tourists working as divemasters, disrupting conventional notions of the racially 

exploited Other. Understanding how these different groups are exploited similarly sheds 

light on the complex social relations underlying Utila’s tourism industry.  

The absence of Utilians from the diving industry has several important 

consequences for economic and social relations. First, it means that local residents are 

largely left out of one of the island’s largest economic activities and, where they are 

present, they receive relatively low wages, particularly when compared to those earned 

by the dive instructors. The wages paid by one of the island’s larger dive centers are 

illustrative. While the Utilian dive boat captain may only make US$54 for driving the 

boat for a course, the instructor teaching that course could earn up to $330.43 

Consequently, the captains rely heavily on tips to supplement their income, which they 

often only receive when divers see and enter the water with whale sharks or dolphins 

during their trip. However, these opportunities are not available on a regular or consistent 

basis because they depend on the season, weather conditions, and other factors. The result 

is that white foreigners working on Utila as dive instructors earn a great deal more 

income than local residents employed in the tourism industry, even dive boat captains 

who are at the top of the wage scale for locals in tourism.  

Another key consideration is the obstacles to local participation in the tourism 

industry. Few locals are certified divers. At the time of this research, only one Utilian was 

employed as a dive instructor, working at one of the island’s dive resorts, and there was 

one Honduran (ladino) employed as an instructor at a dive center. The rest of the 

                                                           
43 These figures are based on data collected at one dive center. A captain employed there said that the dive 
center’s owner paid his boat captains more than the other dive centers did. 
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divemasters and instructors on the island were foreigners. Diving continues to be 

inaccessible as a livelihood for most locals because of the high cost of becoming a 

certified instructor through the Professional Association of Diving Instructors (PADI®) 

and of purchasing one’s own equipment, whether new or used. Because tourism and 

diving are key economic drivers on Utila, the inability to access higher paying 

employment opportunities in these industries places those living permanently on Utila 

(whether Utilians or ladino immigrants from the Honduran mainland) at a disadvantage. 

It also allows white foreigners to be the voices communicating local culture and heritage 

to visiting tourists, mediating their experiences and contact with the Utilian community. 

Local participation, or the lack thereof, is also important for understanding Go Blue 

Central America, as discussed below. 

Backpackers, a subset of budget travelers, are an important component in Utila’s 

local context. The literature describes backpackers as interested in “authentic” 

experiences, such as eating the local cuisine, participating in the everyday activities of the 

local community, and staying in inexpensive accommodation, like guesthouses, rented 

rooms, or hostels, rather than hotels or resorts (Hampton 1998). This is not the case on 

Utila though backpackers do stay in the hostels associated with the dive center. While 

they may eat the local cuisine, their engagement in an intense 3-4 day dive course 

prevents them from participating in the community’s everyday activities, particularly 

since most of the local community does not scuba dive. These differences from the 

typical descriptions of backpackers in the literature indicate that backpacker tourism on 

Utila may not produce smaller leakages than other forms of tourism, contradicting the 
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literature. It also shows the need to know more about backpackers in the Americas and 

the tourism activities in which they participate.  

As with backpackers elsewhere, backpackers on Utila are driven by price. They 

are very concerned with obtaining services for the lowest possible price. The emphasis on 

price makes it difficult for businesses to raise their prices, even if these increases are to 

support environmental protection, an activity most backpackers support (in words if not 

in dollars). Their focus on price, rather than the environment, will ultimately lead to 

further degradation of Utila’s marine environment because businesses have little short-

term incentive to make their practices more sustainable. Go Blue Central America and the 

Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide attempt to change this by guiding consumers 

toward responsible, sustainable choices and using this to steer business toward 

engagement in such practices. 

Interventions in Tourism 

 Efforts to remake tourism into a more sustainable practice environmentally, 

economically, and socially are increasingly common as destinations seek to ameliorate 

the industry’s ills. However, whether these efforts produce meaningful, lasting change 

remains unclear. This dissertation addresses two different interventions in tourism: the 

Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide (BIRSG), intended to inform and guide tourists’ 

seafood consumption choices, and the Go Blue Central America (GBCA) geotourism 

project, which supports tourism that enhances the environment and well-being of the 

destination. Though different in nature, both projects target the actions and behaviors of 

tourists with the aim of using their choices to influence tourism industry practices. The 

BIRSG seeks to reduce pressures on exploited fish stocks by encouraging students to 
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consume fish that can be caught sustainably in the waters of the Bay Islands. GBCA 

markets businesses and services adhering to best practices which offer environmental 

protection and economic opportunities for the local community to tourists, encouraging 

them to patronize these businesses. They each view tourists as the way to encourage 

different actions by local businesses (whether fishermen, restaurants, or hotels) and thus 

improve the sustainability of the island’s tourism industry. However, research suggests 

these efforts are limited in their effectiveness. The BIRSG has been ineffective in 

encouraging or changing the choices of tourists. That people are unaware of its existence 

does not help this. GBCA’s planning process failed to attract the interest of most of the 

island’s businesses, which could compromise its long-term effectiveness. Given these 

similarities, it is important to interrogate further proposed tourism alternatives and other 

strategies seeking to transform or reshape the industry. These new practices may not 

improve upon the practices they seek to replace. They may also have unintended or 

unforeseen consequences for local livelihoods. 

The Responsible Seafood Guide 

 Based on scientific assessments of fish stocks and produced with the support of a 

broad group of local, regional, and international environmental organizations, the Bay 

Islands Responsible Seafood Guide makes easily comprehensible complex information 

about which seafood are sustainable in regional waters. Similar to other seafood guides, 

its goal is to encourage the consumption of “good” fish, rather than “bad” fish, as a way 

to protect seafood stocks and thereby the ocean. Consumers are supposed to do this on 

their own and their actions are presumed to then influence fishers and their catch by 

reducing the profit for catching “bad fish” (DeSombre and Barkin 2011; Greenberg 
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2010). However, consumers are often unaware of how these guides define sustainability, 

leading to confusion (Jacquet et al. 2010). This confusion was evident on Utila, with 

some of the tourists surveyed responding that they did not know if they could trust the 

BIRSG and its recommendations. The simple design of seafood guides comes from an 

effort to make information easily comprehensible and readily accessible. However, the 

reduction necessary to produce three neat categories of “Best Choices,” “Choices with 

Cautions,” and “Avoid Eating” may lead consumers to believe that they can eat as much 

as they want from the “Best Choices” column with no harmful environmental effects. 

This could be particularly problematic as the tourism industry and seafood consumption 

continue to increase.  

 The Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide presents local environmental 

knowledge of the regional fishery in a form easily accessible to tourists. The brochures 

and posters are colorful, printed in English, and contain pictures of some of the species, 

giving tourists the opportunity to see what the seafood they are or will consume looks 

like before it arrives on their plate. Because seafood guides endeavor to revive seafood 

stocks by encouraging the public to avoid certain species (Jacquet and Pauly 2007), they 

are reliant on the consumer’s choices for their effectiveness. However, these guides do 

not consider the factors which motivate tourists’ consumption. On Utila, where budget 

travelers are common, encouraging tourists to eat seafood responsibly may have minimal 

effects because travelers are more concerned with the price of their seafood dinner than 

with its long-term effects on the environment and its sustainability. If these tourists 

continue to focus on the price, they are unlikely to persuade restaurants of the need to 

serve only seafood deemed a responsible choice by the BIRSG. Without changes in 
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restaurants’ demand for seafood, it is highly unlikely local fishers will alter their 

practices. The result is that the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide is a largely 

ineffective means of changing tourism practices and reshaping the tourism industry. 

 

Geotourism 

Chapter 3 focused on the process of including Utila in Go Blue Central America, 

a geotourism project and MapGuide initiated by the National Geographic Center for 

Sustainable Destinations, the U.S. Agency for International Development, and the 

Instituto Hondureño de Turismo. The chapter emphasized several factors which 

hampered community interest and participation in the MapGuide, the delays caused by 

those overseeing the project, and the investment made by some in trying to see the project 

to fruition. While Utila may not have been included in the initial launch of Go Blue 

Central America, the process is nevertheless insightful. It demonstrates the difficulties in 

changing local attitudes and perceptions about outside projects, how understandings of 

local participation vary by subject position, and how supposedly bottom-up projects like 

this one are imbued with and affected by asymmetrical power relationships between local 

and outside actors. 

One of the challenges for Caribbean tourism destinations is the similarity of 

destinations, with many offering sun, sand, and sea for visitors to enjoy. The result is that 

price and the availability of particular amenities are the distinguishing factors between 

destinations. In an effort to market themselves, destinations increasingly market 

themselves based on their unique characteristics by advertising what distinguishes them 

from other nearby locations with similar tourism offerings. Geotourism, as articulated by 
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the National Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations, markets a destination’s 

unique aspects to tourists, using these to promote conservation and sustainable use of 

natural resources by both tourists and the local community. The emphasis on the 

geographical character of the place provides a way for destinations to distinguish 

themselves from one another. For the current and future destinations involved in Go Blue 

Central America, distinguishing themselves from one another and other coastal 

destinations in Central America and the Caribbean may be vital for their future. For Utila, 

this offers the opportunity to move beyond price-conscious backpackers and develop new 

tourism niches which will bring income to the Utilian community, rather than to foreign 

tourism workers and owners.  

 The geotourism literature currently focuses on two separate, albeit related, topics: 

tourism based on geological resources, and tourism which sustains or enhances the 

environment, culture, and economic well-being of the destination community. These two 

literatures on geotourism are connected by their emphasis on using natural resources for 

sustainable tourism and using tourism as a means to grow economically and provide 

long-term support for conservation. Tourism may not provide sufficient support for 

conservation, however. Utilians are clear about the importance of both the tourism 

industry and of conserving their natural resources, because they recognize the 

dependence of the local tourism industry on the island’s coral reefs. Yet, this 

understanding has not yet translated into effective natural resources conservation. Thus, it 

is unlikely that a geotourism project alone will be sufficient to change this. Both Utilians 

and tourists value Utila’s coral reefs, yet neither group actively engages in efforts to 

protect those reefs.   
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Both facets of geotourism aim to provide lasting benefits to the communities 

through tourism which places them firmly within existing development discourses. They 

show that, while there may have been changes in how tourism is practiced and locally 

configured, post-World War II efforts to use tourism as an economic development 

mechanism throughout Latin America and the Caribbean continue. As a development 

practice, geotourism as defined by the Center for Sustainable Destinations fails to 

produce the local empowerment often seen as a benefit of participation in development. 

Whether participation in the geotourism project on Utila was local depends on how you 

view the term “local.” If use of the term is restricted to mean those who are from or of the 

place, then much of the participation on Utila was not local because most of those 

involved were from the Honduran mainland, the United States, and Canada. Regardless 

of their origin, participants were long-term residents on Utila with an interest, often 

financial, in the island’s tourism industry and future. They are local in the sense that Utila 

is their home, whether temporarily or permanently, suggesting that local participation 

might need to go beyond being based on one’s origin. However, describing the 

geotourism stewardship council (GSC) members as representative of the local community 

ignores key socioeconomic and racial differences between the GSC and the broader 

Utilian community. Such depictions also ignore the complex history of Utilians and 

outsiders on the island, including the way foreigners have taken control of much of the 

island’s tourism industry. Thus caution must be used when discussing the local GSC’s 

work and the extent of local participation achieved through it by GBCA. 

A noteworthy aspect of the geotourism planning process was that many 

businesses were not involved in the local geotourism stewardship council. These 
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businesses, particularly scuba diving centers and restaurants, are often highly dependent 

on tourists for their revenue and suffered economically in 2009 when tourism to Utila 

declined. Scuba diving centers, for example, have to differentiate themselves from one 

another carefully because they all offer the same courses and dive packages at similar 

prices, requiring them to market their facilities or the overall experience to attract 

potential customers. Their price already distinguishes them from similar businesses 

throughout the region, which may partially explain their lack of involvement. Being 

marketed on the MapGuide may not attract new customers to specific businesses given 

the consumer emphasis on price as a decision-making factor. Moreover, because the 

focus of GBCA is on promoting the geographic character of the place, it does not help 

businesses promote their unique characteristics, particularly in an industry like scuba 

diving where the services are nearly identical from one business to the next. The result 

may be that GBCA encourages tourists to select Utila over another destination in the 

region, without influencing their choices once they arrive on the island.  

Whether Go Blue Central America can deliver on its promise of offering a way to 

sustain the environment, culture, heritage, and well-being of the community remains to 

be seen. The economic challenges are numerous. Utila’s scuba diving industry relies 

heavily on being a low-cost destination and attracting traveling backpackers looking to 

learn to dive and party on an island for a few nights. Efforts to raise prices unilaterally 

often fail, with customers instead selecting another dive center with which to dive, 

restaurant at which to dine, or bar at which to drink and dance. Some of the best practices 

to be followed will require additional expenses by businesses, such as switching from 

disposable to reusable cups to reduce the use of plastic. Not all businesses agreed to the 
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guidelines set out by the geotourism stewardship council, meaning that some businesses 

would be following them while others would not. Those that do may have to raise their 

prices to compensate for the costs of making the changes to adhere to the guidelines, 

making their services more expensive than their competitors’ are. The financial incentive 

for businesses to make these changes does not currently exist. If it did, businesses would 

likely have already made these changes independently but they have not. The Center for 

Sustainable Destination’s failure to provide the local community with data on the 

potential positive financial impact of appearing in the MapGuide rendered it impossible 

for business owners to make calculations about whether adhering to the geotourism 

guidelines would make financial sense for them.  

 The success of Go Blue Central America will depend on its ability to attract new 

tourists to the island who are interested in learning about the history and culture of the 

island, rather than simply enjoying its natural amenities for the lowest possible price. 

These tourists may seek additional amenities, desiring accommodations more upscale 

than hostels for example, leading to new construction or changes in the existing tourism 

industry. This may result in unintended ecological consequences as developments occur 

in response to these tourist demands. As discussed earlier, the desire by tourists to 

consume fresh seafood while on an island like Utila may increase pressure on the local 

fishery even if tourists and restaurants follow the region’s responsible seafood guide.  

Successful geotourism projects must gather and sustain local interest in the 

projects themselves and their social, economic, and environmental aims. This may 

require offering the community tangible benefits in exchange for their participation. One 

potentially powerful incentive on Utila would be requiring additional employment of 
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Utilian workers in tourist industry businesses. This may include making it easier for 

Utilians to become professional scuba divers, hiring more Utilians to work in bars and 

restaurants, and using microloans to assist Utilians wishing to open their own businesses 

on the island. Decreasing the foreign workforce and extent of foreign ownership in the 

tourism industry would ensure that the benefits of geotourism accrue to the local 

community, rather than leaving through leakages. Without such changes, it is unclear 

whether GBCA can lead to improved well-being in the local community, which is one of 

its aims. In spite of these problems, GBCA did achieve something important: it showed 

that one can assemble a relatively diverse group of locals, Hondurans, and expatriates 

interested in sustainable tourism and protecting the local environment. Whether this 

group can truly reflect local interests, given the paucity of Utilian participants, is an open 

question.  

 

Future Research  

 A great deal remains unknown about both responsible seafood guides and the 

geotourism MapGuides produced under the auspices of the National Geographic Center 

for Sustainable Destinations. Researchers have yet to examine fully the effects of 

responsible seafood campaigns on local or regional seafood markets (Jacquet and Pauly 

2007) and in tourist-oriented economies (DeSombre and Barkin 2011). The preliminary 

research offered in this dissertation attempts to address the second gap in this literature. 

However, additional research on the decisions of restaurants and tourists must be 

conducted to elucidate their choices. The literature on responsible seafood guides also 

does not address what will happen to local livelihoods if the guides achieve their goal of 
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closing certain seafood stocks to enable their revival. For a small island like Utila, the 

consequences are potentially grave and could force more fishers to pursue tourism as a 

primary livelihood strategy. A further shift of fishers into tourism may result in greater 

underemployment, given the paucity of opportunities for Utilians in the current tourism 

economy.   

Data on the short- and long-term effects of geotourism MapGuides remain sparse 

and geographically limited to guides on North America. These data should address the 

economic, social, cultural, and environmental effects of geotourism in the destination 

community, community and tourist attitudes toward and perceptions of geotourism, and 

the degree to which businesses adhere to the guidelines that have been put forth. 

Additional data on whether the MapGuides help destinations achieve the aims of 

geotourism set out by the National Geographic Center for Sustainable Destinations is 

necessary to help communities understand the value of participation and make 

appropriate decisions about whether or not geotourism is right for them. Such data will 

also provide the CSD with data on the efficacy of this program, potentially leading to 

modifications or changes to ensure the MapGuides contribute to the goals of geotourism.  

 The insights of political ecology will make a valuable contribution to the 

geotourism literature. Political ecology’s emphasis on understanding how relationships 

between various environmental actors are imbued with power will be useful for 

understanding the process of producing geotourism MapGuides. It will also help 

elucidate how tourism alternatives affect the environment and economic growth. The 

many unknowns in geotourism include questions about how geotourism affects access to 

and control of natural resources, an area where a political ecology approach can be 
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especially useful for understanding tensions between nature and society. Political ecology 

provides important critiques of development discourse and practices (Neumann 2005), 

which should include geotourism because it is embedded in the same ideas of 

development Escobar (1996) deconstructed almost two decades ago. Projects like Go 

Blue Central America develop bottom-up institutions to work for sustainable, equitable 

outcomes by protecting the environment and community well-being simultaneously. 

Interrogating the basis of these institutions, including their ability to engage and involve 

the local community, devise appropriate alternatives, and thereby reorganize 

development, is thus important for understanding the project’s successes and failures. 

This type of research is already common in political ecology. Future research on 

geotourism MapGuides using a political ecology framework will produce valuable 

information for local communities, the tourism industry, and the National Geographic 

Center for Sustainable Destinations.  

 
Divers’ Environmental Knowledge 

 The principal contribution of this dissertation comes from its explanation and 

elaboration of “divers’ environmental knowledge,” or the locally-specific marine 

environmental knowledge of professional scuba divers. Just as fishers use their intimate 

knowledge of the environment to maximize their catch and profits, professional scuba 

divers develop and use their knowledge of local dive sites to provide their scuba divers 

(customers) with a safe, enjoyable experience. Around Utila, the vast majority of these 

dive sites are on the island’s coral reefs, part of which comprises the southernmost extent 

of the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, the world’s second largest barrier reef. These reefs are 

not widely used for fishing, eliminating one potential source of local environmental 
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knowledge data. Querying professional divers provides additional data on these reefs, 

beyond the ecological data captured during reef surveys. These data include information 

on site use by divers, species sightings and abundance, and, potentially, temporal changes 

in species presence or abundance. The concentration of this information around particular 

dive sites simultaneously limits the spatial extent of divers’ knowledge and provides 

interested parties with detailed data on particular sites and species. These advantages 

should be leveraged to improve marine environmental management and conservation 

planning in and around tropical coral reefs. 

 Divers’ knowledge contributes to two, largely separate, academic literatures: one 

focused on scuba diving and its effects and the other on traditional, indigenous, lay, 

popular, and other forms of local knowledge. Much of the scholarly literature on scuba 

diving focuses on the practice of diving and its economic and environmental effects. 

Numerous studies have focused on divers’ willingness to pay for marine protection, 

concluding that marine parks and protected areas could charge higher fees for access to 

divers and then use the additional revenue to further conservation (for example, see Arin 

and Kramer 2002; Depondt and Green 2006; Pascoe et al. 2014; and Schuhmann et al. 

2013). These findings could be used to raise the current reef fees paid on Utila and 

elsewhere, though this has rarely been done thus far. A related focus is on the 

connections between tourism and diving, with researchers discussing the effects of dive 

tourism on the destination community and on conservation initiatives, such as marine 

protected areas (for example, Dearden, Bennett, and Rollins 2007; Hammerton et al. 

2012; Mograbi and Rogerson 2007; and Wongthong and Harvey 2014). Other researchers 

have focused on how divers’ underwater behavior affects the marine environment, 
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concluding that divers have negative effects on coral reef ecosystems often by directly 

damaging them (for example, Barker and Roberts 2004; Hasler and Ott 2008; and 

Hawkins et al. 1999). This research demonstrates that divers directly and indirectly affect 

marine conservation and the health of coral reef ecosystems, suggesting the need for a 

greater understanding of divers’ understanding of coral reef conservation and 

management. Divers’ environmental knowledge offers a potential way to address this by 

allowing divers to explain their understanding and use of the marine environment.   

 The technology of recreational scuba diving is relatively recent, only becoming 

widespread in the past 25 years. As a result, there is no corpus of traditional knowledge 

about scuba diving, particularly when diving is focused on tourism as it is on Utila and 

elsewhere in the Caribbean. Because it is a relatively recent practice, the full extent of 

scuba diving’s effects remains unknown. Divers’ environmental knowledge offers an 

opportunity to include the tourism industry and its resource users in conservation and 

management with the potential to identify and resolve potential issues before they 

become problems. Doing so may foster greater support for conservation projects among 

divers and the local community by bridging differences where divers are seen to be 

immune from restrictions on their practices while others in the community are not. The 

recent introduction of citizen science projects on Utila, such as the lionfish monitoring 

project organized by the Utila Centre for Marine Ecology, demonstrates the utility of 

relying on scuba divers for data and using divers’ knowledge and experiences for 

conservation. However, because divers are not citizens of the country in which they are 

diving and collecting these data, their inclusion allows conservationists to say they are 

working with the local community without actually doing so. Consequently, precautions 
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must be taken to ensure citizen science and divers’ knowledge are not used to overwrite, 

minimize, or otherwise reduce other forms and sources of local environmental 

knowledge. They must also not be substituted for the participation of members of the 

local community. The literature on citizen science clearly indicates that volunteers of 

almost any age and background can be trained to collect data which is accurate and 

reliable. Environmental organizations on Utila should thus develop citizen science 

projects that are not reliant on scuba diving, given the exclusivity of scuba diving. 

Instead, projects which engage students, connect to schools’ science curricula, and can be 

done with minimal training should be developed. Doing so will ensure that citizen 

science data can be collected by those from Utila.  

 

Future Research 

 This research provides a first inquiry into and investigation of the environmental 

knowledge of scuba divers. The argument on divers’ environmental knowledge presented 

in this dissertation is necessarily limited. It is geographically restricted to experience in 

the waters around Utila, limited by its reliance on foreign voices, and skewed by the age 

of the scuba diving professionals (most are under 30 years old). Future research which 

furthers our understanding of the possibilities of and limits to divers’ environmental 

knowledge is greatly needed. Such research might compare the knowledge of local and 

non-local divers, examining whether lifelong residents know and/or understand the 

marine environment differently through diving than tourists or expatriate residents. 

Methodological investigations into the best methods for eliciting divers’ environmental 

knowledge, identifying experts, and evaluating the veracity of a diver’s knowledge are 
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also needed. Additional scholarly research on divers’ environmental knowledge, its 

accuracy, and its significance will ultimately bolster claims by divers, particularly those 

who are part of or living in coastal communities where conservation and development 

programs are being initiated or expanded, for the inclusion of their knowledge in the 

planning process. This may have consequences for those coastal communities, further 

distancing local residents’ voices from the places where decisions are made and leading 

to regulations which privilege diving over fishing and other livelihood activities. 

Ultimately, divers’ knowledge of tropical coral reef environments may rival that of 

fishers as marine reserves restricting fishing activities are created, leaving divers as the 

principal resource users with regular and repeated access to coral reefs. 
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Utila’s Future? 

 The future of Utila is dependent on tourism and that tourism depends on the 

marine environment. While it is possible that tourists will continue to come to the island 

due to its low prices even if the environment degrades, tourists may instead shift their 

travels to another, better protected destination offering similar prices. Given this, 

enlisting the dive centers who directly depend on these tourists and the island’s coral 

reefs in conservation and management becomes imperative. However, as Go Blue Central 

America showed, it can be difficult to get dive center owners or operators actively 

involved in a sustainable tourism initiative. Increases in marine tourism imply that how 

these activities, such as diving, stand-up paddleboarding, kayaking, and snorkeling, use 

the environment must be planned for and managed for comprehensive environmental 

protection to occur. As marine tourism activities increase, the need to plan for these 

environmental uses grows. Thus collecting and using the local environmental knowledge 

of those in the marine tourism industry will be important going forward. For now, given 

the prevalence of diving, environmental managers should tap into divers’ environmental 

knowledge to understand how divers think about and use the marine environment. 

Conservation and management plans can thus account for multiple environmental uses 

including those that are non-extractive. On Utila, such planning should begin 

immediately. An inclusive plan for future marine protected areas may reduce fishers’ 

noncompliance with protected area restrictions by including fishers and scuba divers as 

stakeholders, rather than including the latter and omitting the former. Utila has the 

opportunity to be global leader in environmental planning for marine tourism, providing a 
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model for other scuba diving destinations, such as Koh Tao, Thailand, the Calamianes 

Islands, Philippines, and Perhentian Island in Malaysia, to follow.  

Given their economic reliance on tourism, it is unlikely that the tourism industry 

will ever completely disappear from places like Utila without dramatic changes to the 

local environment. A more viable future for Utila may require the development of a new 

set of alternatives to tourism that go beyond ecotourism, sustainable tourism, and other 

existing alternatives to encompass a new vision for tourism to developing countries and 

areas with rich biodiversity. Developing and implementing a wholly new alternative will 

be exceedingly difficult because it is difficult to build broad support for unproven 

practices. The status quo is comfortable for many, as they know both its advantages and 

disadvantages and have developed strategies for handling these. For example, efforts to 

promote geotourism on Utila received limited support from the Utilian community 

because the financial benefits were unclear. An alternative tourism for Utila will 

necessarily use the island’s coral reefs and other marine resources, the whale sharks that 

can be found off the island’s northern coast, and the invasive lionfish now found in its 

waters. Tourism businesses owned by Utilians, rather than immigrants to the island and 

expatriates, will be vital. This may require developing tourism cooperatives allowing 

people to pool their resources to purchase and operate businesses serving tourists. A new 

tourism for Utila should entail a shift away from backpacker-oriented tourism and 

towards a slightly more expensive product because backpackers’ limited budgets hinder 

the ability of businesses to raise their prices, which affects wages, environmental 

practices, and the fiscal and environmental sustainability of the island’s tourism industry. 

New tourism practices must take into consideration the racialized and colonial practices 
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that have historically shaped Caribbean tourism and work to disrupt these so that the 

communities themselves reap the financial and social benefits of being tourism 

destinations. These remedies will require altering existing business practices to increase 

local ownership of tourism-related businesses, using more locally provisioned goods and 

services, and greater local involvement in the decision-making processes that affect 

tourism and the local environment. 
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Appendix: Challenges in the Field 

 

 I encountered numerous challenges while conducting this fieldwork. Chief among 

these was my personal status as a single, childless Black female in my late 20s, a rarity 

on Utila. My status as a single woman complicated efforts to carry out the originally 

planned research project, which included going out with local fishermen on their daily 

fishing trips. While I had previously done this during preliminary fieldwork, I quickly 

learned that doing so while living on the island long-term raised unsavory allegations 

about my involvement with the local fishermen. To avoid marring my reputation and 

hampering my ability to interview women in the local community, I decided to stop 

going on these fishing trips. I did conduct several informal and two formal interviews 

with local fishermen, inquiring about their fishing practices, their catch, and their sale of 

that catch. Without the observational data, it is unclear to what extent their responses are 

accurate and reflective of their actions.   

 My original research plan also involved working closely with the Bay Islands 

Conservation Association (BICA) on Utila. I planned to accompany its marine patrolmen 

on their regular patrols, learning from them about the island’s marine protected area and 

their efforts to enforce its restrictions. However, shortly after my arrival on Utila, BICA 

stopped doing marine patrols. The funding they received for the patrols allowed them to 

pay staff and purchase the patrol boats but did not allow for spending on maintenance or 

upkeep. As a result, their boats fell into disrepair and they subsequently lost the funding 

to pay for patrolmen as well. Though I did interview two former marine patrolmen about 

their work for BICA and their struggle to find work after the marine patrols abruptly 
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ended, I was unable to collect data on marine enforcement strategies or marine protection 

more generally on Utila. These two circumstances, combined with my ongoing 

observations at Deep Down Dive Center, led to the decision to focus on scuba diving and 

tourism for this research project. 

 The shifting situation of local environmental nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs) complicated this research. There are three organizations actively involved in 

marine conservation efforts around Utila: the Bay Islands Conservation Association, the 

Centre for Marine Ecology (formerly the Utila Centre for Marine Ecology), and the 

Whale Shark and Oceanic Research Center (WSORC).44 One of BICA’s major sources of 

financial support was not renewed, forcing it to lay off several of its staffers in October 

2011. While some continued to work for the organization in a volunteer capacity, the loss 

of the revenue and staffers led to a decline in the BICA volunteer program. Between 

preliminary fieldwork in August 2010 and arriving in the field in September 2011, the 

Utila Centre for Marine Ecology changed its name and focus, becoming a nationally 

focused NGO working along the entire Honduran coast as the Centre for Marine Ecology 

(CME). Accordingly, they relocated their office to the mainland from Utila, leaving only 

one representative in the Bay Islands who later relocated to Roatan during my time in the 

field. Their office on Utila had previously been on East Harbour’s main street near 

several of the largest dive centers on the island, making it an easy stop for tourists 

interested in learning more about the local marine environment. The result was that an 

organization that was once visible and active on Utila (see, for example, the discussion of 

their lionfish tracking program in chapter 4) no longer played a major role in increasing 

awareness about marine protection or the dangers facing the local marine environment. 
                                                           
44 Another prominent environmental NGO on Utila is the Iguana Station, which has a terrestrial focus.  
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WSORC has had a tumultuous leadership situation for the past few years. Their most 

recent director spent less than a year at the helm and had no experience in the 

environment or conservation fields when he was hired. These situations made 

collaboration more difficult, though I often volunteered alongside BICA volunteers on 

their major projects, including the semiannual lionfish derbies and the irregularly 

scheduled beach cleanups. It was impossible to replicate these experiences with CME 

because it had no local office or WSORC, which only allowed volunteers through its pay-

to-volunteer program. While the influx and turnover of conservation organization 

leadership may be an important story, it is also a well-known one. As a result, it is 

difficult to provide insight into the environmental governance practices of these 

organizations and their efficacy.  

 Negotiating my interactions with multiple, diverse, and sometimes not 

overlapping communities was another challenge throughout the fieldwork. To conduct 

this research, I needed to interact regularly with short- and long-term tourists as well as 

the broader local community, which itself contains much diversity. As an American, I 

was unable to gain regular access to one of the island’s neighborhoods, Camponado.45 

Being a regular presence at Deep Down Dive Center allowed me to meet many short-

term tourists newly arrived on the island to take a scuba diving course. Conversing with 

them on the dock of the dive center during and after their course and going out for dinner 

or drinks with them gave me access to these tourists and an opportunity to discuss diving 

and tourism with them. Joining them for dinner also enabled me to supplement survey 

data on seafood consumption with firsthand observations of their consumption. These 

                                                           
45 For more about this neighborhood, see the work of Hogg, Gray, and Bown 2011.  
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data provide further information about the relationship between tourism and marine 

conservation initiatives, such as the Bay Islands Responsible Seafood Guide.  
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