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Case Study of Belize:
Abstract: 
An overarching analysis of Belize’s destination management, with critical appraisal of their existing strategy and identifying key market developments set out in blending their established environmental strengths with their culture and heritage.
Background and features as an Ecotourism destination:
Belize is the northernmost Central American nation. Belize forms part of the Commonwealth Caribbean. Bordering Mexico to the north, Guatemala to the west and south and on the East the Caribbean Sea. The British and Spanish disputed the region in the 17th and 18th centuries; it formally became the colony of British Honduras in 1854 until 1973. (thecommonwealth.org) Its total area is 8,867 square miles. It is a constitutional monarchy with an estimated population of 333,200. Belize was the site of several Mayan city states until their decline at the end of the first millennium. (WorldFacts.us). 
In 2003, 54% of Belize was included in the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) protecting longest barrier reef in the western hemisphere and has the largest cave system in Central America. 
UNESCO in 1996 declared seven protected areas of Belize’s Reef identified as Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System as a World Heritage site due to its Outstanding Universal Value.
Tourism in Belize can be described as nestled within the Ecotourism sector. ’These natural and cultural attractions combined with its location close to North America give Belize an advantage in attracting ecotourists’. (kwan, P. Et., Al. 2007) (Appendices 1) It developed a pioneering Protected Area Conservation Trust legislation in 1996 (PACTBelize.org). Since then two decades of its creation it has now 103 protected areas, known as the Vast National Protected Areas System (NPAS), which encompass nature reserves, national parks, marine reserves, wildlife sanctuaries, natural monuments, spawning aggregation reserves and archaeological reserves.
PACT has been accredited with the fiduciary role with global agencies and conservation
funds such as Global Environment Facility, Meso-American Reef Fund and Belize Nature Conservation Fund. Revenues for the conservation are maintained by a $3.75 overnight visitor tax and fifteen percent commission per person on cruise ship visitors. This provides fifty percent of PACT’s revenue, an example of an Ecotourism project it has financially supported is the Community Baboon Sanctuary. (Belizeadventure)

Current Destination Management:
Belize has a devised destination management plan 2019-2022 this being devised by Belize Tourism Board. They state their ‘Strategic plan outlines strategies to improve, enhance and deliver Belize as a sustainable and successful tourism product…visitors experience is critical to the success of Belize’. This time bound three-year plan is part of the larger ten-year National Sustainable Tourism Master Plan (NSTMP):
· Marketing & Branding
· Product Development
· Capacity Building
The tourism board continues to assert ‘BTB’s vision is that by 2030, the country will be an internationally recognized destination. The NSTMP refers to the three pillars of sustainability approach, which is a complex concept in sustainable tourism (Cernat, L. & Gourdon, J. 2012) the incorporation of this approach is said to be nurtured in development of the following objectives:
· Leadership which will support the Belizean stakeholders in taking leadership over sustainable tourism development; 
· Optimization of socio-economic benefits from tourism; 
· Sustainable tourism planned development; 
· and Competitiveness in achieving world-class destination status.
As the global challenges set out in the International Conference 2019 set out Preservation, Presentation, Promotion and Profit are the parameters for management strategies echoing McCarthy 4 P’s (Weitz 2002). The necessity for the identified complexity of sustainable tourism requires the Culture and Heritage management to extend to Boom & Bitner 7 P’s Marketing Mix. (Rafiq, M. and Ahmed, P. 1995) (Appendix 2) Expanding on service marketing strategy having its own fundamental characteristics like being intangible, perishable, inseparable and heterogeneous. These additional factors are People, Process and Physical evidence. Whilst the identified NSTMP embraces the framework of the & 7 P’s the poignant absence is the representation of its vibrant people and their varied culture and heritage as the emphasis is on Belize’s geographical and ecological attributes.

Identified Vacuity:
Belize has a unique, diverse range of culture. It is the only English-speaking country in Central America. They also recognise Creole as their national language with the influence from neighbouring Caribbean islands of The Commonwealth such as Jamaica, which also brings with it the music of reggae and bar life. The Garifuna have a unique identity with its strong African roots and mix of indigenous people. The Garifuna culture has been listed on Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity (UNESCO 2008). The Garifuna are rich in their music, language and food. (BelizeHub).
Research by Scher (2011) describes the ‘growth of heritage tourism in the Caribbean, how culture can be seen as a resource, becomes a marketing force in the wake of increasingly difficult economic times in the Caribbean region. The marketing and selling of culture are increasingly important tourism strategies. The notion of the value of identity to the political process, culture is valuable now in concrete, economic ways’. This author theory articulating how Belize has a credible vacuity in its destination strategy. 
Equally, Belize is home to a vast array of Mayan Pyramids of the ancient civilisation of the Maya dating back to 300 B.C. Many of the sites unexcavated and although are protected by law don’t receive national recognition or prestige such as their Mexican and Guatemalan counterparts not receiving status of a tourism attraction. Fifteen of the pyramids are on the National Geographic World Atlas. Unfortunately, a sad report of one of the pyramids being destroyed for stone for construction. (National Geographic 2013) The department of Belize Ministry of Tourism and Culture stated ‘The Institute of Archaeology is going to use this opportunity to really embark on a national awareness campaign for the preservation and protection of the country’ however no evidence of this in the seven years since the incident.
Belize’s destination management plan failing to encompass the identified opportunity by Dallen (2018) ‘Heritage tourism is based upon the utilization of historic resources and forms the backbone of the tourism economies of many destinations’.
Critically analysing the strategic theory for culture and heritage management ‘place marketing and branding have become important strategic tools to allow destinations to create their own unique identity…to project a positive brand image’ (Baker & Cameron 2008)
This positive image requires a destination to advocate ‘the emotional power of a destination’s tone...a place’s ambiance, its physical fabric and character’ along with ‘the attitude of its people, its heritage, and narratives’…a destination’s sense of place. (Morgan. Et., Al. 2011). The term sense of place amplifies a destinations distinctiveness. Being able to be clear of the desired projected personality the ‘DNA of a place’ being the physical and cultural environment. (Anholt 2009). This identified blend of both the physical and cultural attributes of Belize is key to their achieving their objective as an internationally recognized destination by 2030 currently their conservation, environmental attributes are heavily weighted in their product vision. As confirmed by Campelo Et., Al. it’s the interaction of the tangible physical aspects of geographic location and physical landscape with the intangible social and cultural capital which ultimately represents the appeal of the destination. The key blending of successful tourism sectors is its ‘timely policy making and detailed planning help break intra- and inter-organisational information and planning silos, blending information from different sources’. (Kourentzes, N & Athanasopoulos, G. 2019)

Segmentation:
The BTB have identified, as it describes the ‘delicate balance’ through research to understand Belize’s resource to develop ‘strategic campaigns to a targeted demographic’. The nations targeted in this research include North and South America, and Europe and what motivates/inspires these markets. They go to claim that their niche markets are ‘Honeymooners, fly-fishing, birding and cuisine. However the top activities include diving and extreme sport’. The initial identification of their leading market segments gives the potential to be optimised into their NSTMP disseminating the information through leadership to all stakeholders. 
Belize has an embarked on the development and protection of its profoundly diverse ecological environments this can be further segmented as Palacio (1997) states in the Journal of Sustainable Tourism ‘to understand the Ecotourist market its necessary to segment the market…helps product developers enhance a products strength and overcome weakness’. This can be said to be reinforcing visitors’ favorable attitudes but also increasing the visitor experience thus increasing the desire for interest into Ecotourism. Positively these cumulative effects in segmenting ecotourism could achieve its educative goal. (Lee, W. and Moscardo, G. 2008) Encouraging more the discerning visitor to Belize but reinforce the aim of BTB to deliver the nation as world class destination status.

SWOT:
Strength:
· Established conservation and development of Ecotourism.
· NSTMP ‘The development of Blueprints for management, although supports universal value’ (Smith, M. 2003)
· Its proximity to key market areas of North and South America.
· Recognize a partnership philosophy to be assumed at a strategic level – to aid sustainability. (Leask & Fyall 2006) Such as TIES
· SMART objectives are reflected in in the NSTMP with specific time bound projections in their aims and objectives.
· Potential of Culture and Heritage to be a key economic driver.
Weakness:
· Adopting a management blueprints can be seen as problematic and can dissonant to local communities.
· Dependence on lateral agency for funding and guidance.
Opportunity:
· To highlight their diverse culture and heritage so critical in the identity and sense of place to develop Belize as a multi-dimensional experience. Blending the markets of Ecotourism with Culture and Heritage. 
Threat:
· Climate Change and pollution, the sensitive reef complex and all the ecosystems highlighting Belize.
· Unmonitored, aggressive development.
· Cruise Ship negative impacts due to intense foot fall. 
· Strengths of their neighboring markets in Mexico and Guatemala.

Recommendations:
Belize has many identified strengths, for these to be maximised but crucially being inclusive to the domestic cultures and all the unique experiences the communities can bring such as Garifuna Festivals and their Gastro dishes. Blending the established environmental ecotourism segments with culture producing an authentic experience and leveraging socio-economic impacts.
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