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Introduction

The Caribbean, with its turquoise waters, sun-drenched sands, and deeply rooted
cultures, has captured the imaginations of travelers and investors alike for decades.
As a beacon for global tourism, the region depends profoundly on the ebb and flow of
international arrivals, making the health of its tourism sector synonymous with the
wellbeing of its people and economies. This reliance has bred prosperity for some, but
has also introduced pressing questions about sustainability, equity, and the
preservation of what makes the Caribbean genuinely unique.

Over the years, mass tourism—dominated by large cruise ships and all-inclusive
resorts—has become the default model for welcoming millions of visitors. While these
industries bring much-needed revenue and employment to many islands, there is
mounting evidence of the unintended and often adverse consequences that this
approach entails. Economic leakage, where significant portions of tourism dollars
leave local economies, undermines national development goals, and the
environmental costs have never been higher. From the pollution of delicate marine
environments to the destruction of coral reefs and mangroves, the region faces an
environmental reckoning shaped, in no small part, by its booming tourism industry.

Yet, the impacts of mass tourism are not limited to the natural environment. The
arrival of overwhelming numbers of visitors, often concentrated in specific locales,
exerts discernible pressure on local communities, sometimes straining infrastructure,
heightening tensions over cultural authenticity, and leaving locals feeling marginalized
from the industry that dominates their homeland. The commercialization of traditions
and shifts in community identity for tourist consumption can erode cultural heritage,
while a lack of direct economic benefit compounds discontent.

In response to these complex dynamics, local initiatives and regional policy
frameworks have begun to champion alternative models—most notably community-
based tourism (CBT) and other locally driven approaches. These community-centered
alternatives seek to redistribute the economic, social, and environmental benefits of
tourism more equitably, with a focus on empowering local stakeholders, preserving
invaluable cultural heritage, and safeguarding fragile natural resources. Caribbean
nations, bolstered by organizations such as the Caribbean Tourism Organization, have
laid the groundwork for more resilient and sustainable tourism futures, guided by
progressive policy frameworks and a vision for inclusive growth.

This book, Cruise vs. Local: Sustainable Tourism Policy Case Studies in the Caribbean,

is a response to the urgent need for in-depth analysis and practical guidance at this
crossroads. Through comprehensive research, policy examination, and real-world case
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studies, it traces the multifaceted impacts of cruise tourism and juxtaposes them with
the transformative potential of community-centered models across the Caribbean. By
foregrounding both the successes and obstacles encountered on the road to
sustainability, it aims to inform policymakers, tourism practitioners, community
leaders, and scholars seeking to understand and influence the future of Caribbean
tourism.

Ultimately, the pages that follow explore a fundamental question: Can the Caribbean
move beyond the extractive patterns of mass tourism and build a tourism industry
that is sustainable, inclusive, and authentically local? This analysis not only uncovers
the stark realities of mass tourism’s impacts but also highlights the promise of policies
and practices grounded in community empowerment, environmental stewardship, and
cultural pride. Through these insights, the book charts a pathway toward a Caribbean
tourism sector that truly sustains—rather than undermines—the islands, people, and
traditions that make the region extraordinary.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Caribbean Tourism:
Historical Context and Trends

The Caribbean, a mosaic of islands stretching across the azure expanse between North
and South America, has always held a magnetic pull. For centuries, its strategic
location, fertile lands, and unique cultures have attracted explorers, colonizers, and,
more recently, legions of tourists. To understand the contemporary challenges and
opportunities within the region’s tourism sector, one must first appreciate the deep
historical roots and evolving trends that have shaped it into the powerhouse it is
today.

Before the advent of modern tourism, the Caribbean’s allure was primarily economic
and geopolitical. European powers vied for control, establishing plantations that
exploited both the land and enslaved peoples to produce lucrative commodities like
sugar, tobacco, and coffee. This era, while brutal, inadvertently laid some groundwork
for future travel by establishing trade routes, port cities, and an interconnectedness
that would, much later, facilitate the movement of visitors. The architectural legacies
of colonial empires, from grand estates to fortified harbors, now serve as historical
attractions, drawing those interested in the region’s complex past.

The true genesis of Caribbean tourism, however, began to stir in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. As steamship travel became more accessible and the concept of
leisure time gained traction among the burgeoning middle and upper classes in North
America and Europe, the Caribbean emerged as an exotic, yet relatively close, winter
escape. Early tourists, often affluent, sought refuge from harsh northern climates,
drawn to the promise of sunshine, warm waters, and a perceived sense of adventure.
This nascent tourism was largely exclusive, catering to a select few who could afford
the luxury of extended stays in rudimentary, often privately owned, guesthouses or
small, emerging hotels.

The interwar period saw a gradual expansion, with improvements in transportation
infrastructure and the growing popularity of sea voyages. Cruise ships, though vastly
different from their colossal modern counterparts, began to include Caribbean ports on
their itineraries, offering glimpses of multiple islands within a single trip. These early
cruises were often seen as a sophisticated form of travel, a chance to experience
different cultures without the perceived inconveniences of independent travel. The
destinations themselves, however, were still largely unprepared for a significant influx
of visitors, and local economies benefited primarily through the sale of handicrafts and
limited services to disembarking passengers.
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Following World War IlI, the Caribbean tourism landscape underwent a significant
transformation. The economic boom in North America, coupled with advancements in
air travel technology, made distant destinations far more accessible and affordable for
a broader demographic. Propeller planes gave way to jets, dramatically reducing
travel times and opening up the islands to mass tourism. This period marked a pivotal
shift from an exclusive, elite pursuit to a more widespread phenomenon. Governments
across the Caribbean, eager to foster economic development in newly independent or
self-governing nations, increasingly recognized tourism as a viable pathway to
prosperity.

The mid-20th century saw the rapid construction of hotels, often backed by foreign
investment, particularly from North America. These initial resorts frequently adopted
an all-inclusive model, designed to cater to a desire for convenience and predictability
among international travelers. While these resorts provided employment and
generated revenue, they also began to establish a pattern of economic leakage, where
a substantial portion of tourist spending did not circulate within local economies. This
was an early indicator of the challenges that would intensify with the further growth of
mass tourism.

By the 1970s and 1980s, the Caribbean had firmly cemented its reputation as a
premier global tourism destination. The marketing of "sun, sand, and sea" became
pervasive, drawing millions seeking idyllic beach vacations. This era also witnessed
the scaling up of the cruise industry, with ships growing in size and offering an ever-
expanding array of onboard amenities designed to keep passengers entertained—and
spending—within the confines of the vessel. The competition for cruise ship calls
intensified among Caribbean nations, leading to investments in port infrastructure and
concessions aimed at attracting these floating resorts.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries have been characterized by an exponential
increase in visitor arrivals, reaching over 50 million in 2019 before the global
pandemic temporarily halted this growth. This era has seen the dominance of two
primary models: large-scale cruise tourism and the continued expansion of all-
inclusive resorts. While these models have undeniably contributed billions of dollars to
the regional economy and supported millions of jobs, they have also amplified the
existing concerns about their long-term sustainability. The sheer volume of visitors,
concentrated in specific areas, began to strain local infrastructure, heighten
environmental pressures, and increasingly highlight the uneven distribution of
economic benefits.

The trend towards larger cruise ships, often carrying thousands of passengers and
crew, has profoundly impacted port communities. While a port call might mean a
sudden influx of potential customers for local vendors, it also brings logistical
challenges, including traffic congestion, pressure on local services, and a brief, often
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superficial, interaction between visitors and local culture. The economic transactions,
while seemingly substantial in aggregate, often remain superficial, with much of the
spending directed towards cruise line-approved excursions or duty-free shops that
may not be locally owned.

Parallel to the rise of cruise tourism, the all-inclusive resort model has continued to
expand, particularly in destinations like the Dominican Republic, Jamaica, and Mexico
(often grouped with the Caribbean in tourism analysis). These resorts, while providing
a contained and convenient vacation experience, often create insulated bubbles where
guests have little incentive to venture out and engage with local businesses or
communities. This further exacerbates the issue of economic leakage, as most of the
guest's spending remains within the resort complex.

Technological advancements have also played a significant role in shaping Caribbean
tourism trends. The internet and the rise of online travel agencies have democratized
access to travel information and booking, allowing for more independent travel
planning. This has, in turn, fueled a growing demand for more authentic and
experiential travel, moving beyond the traditional "sun, sand, and sea" offerings.
Tourists, increasingly environmentally and socially conscious, are seeking deeper
engagement with local cultures, sustainable practices, and opportunities to contribute
positively to the destinations they visit.

Social media, too, has become a powerful force, allowing travelers to share their
experiences in real-time and influencing destination choices. Images of pristine
beaches and vibrant cultural events can inspire wanderlust, but critical posts about
environmental degradation or perceived exploitation can also rapidly shape public
perception and influence travel decisions. This increased transparency places a
greater onus on destinations and tourism operators to genuinely embrace sustainable
practices.

Demographic shifts in major source markets have also influenced Caribbean tourism.
An aging population in North America and Europe, coupled with a growing interest in
multi-generational travel, has led to a demand for diverse offerings that cater to
various age groups and interests. Furthermore, the rise of conscious consumerism,
where travelers seek to align their vacation choices with their values, is compelling the
tourism industry to adapt and demonstrate a commitment to social and environmental
responsibility.

These evolving trends have brought the Caribbean to a critical juncture. While the
region remains incredibly popular, the traditional models of mass tourism are
increasingly scrutinized for their environmental, economic, and social impacts. The
inherent paradox of the industry—where the very elements that attract tourists, such
as pristine natural environments and vibrant cultures, are simultaneously threatened
by unsustainable tourism practices—has become impossible to ignore. This awareness
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has spurred a growing interest in alternative, more sustainable models, particularly
those centered around local communities.

The historical trajectory of Caribbean tourism, from its exclusive beginnings to its
current mass appeal, reveals a pattern of continuous adaptation and growth. However,
it also underscores the enduring tension between economic development and the
preservation of natural and cultural heritage. Understanding this historical context is
crucial for appreciating the urgency with which Caribbean nations and regional
organizations are now seeking to redefine their tourism strategies, moving towards
models that promise greater equity, resilience, and genuine sustainability for the
future. The foundational trends discussed here set the stage for a deeper exploration
into the specific impacts of mass tourism and the emerging potential of community-
centered alternatives that will be examined in subsequent chapters.
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