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Abstract 

Many studies highlight alternative tourism as a path for sustainable local 
development in marine protected areas. However appropriate tools to measure 
the sustainability of tourism development must be implemented. The case of our 
study is the Cabo Pulmo National Park, located in Baja California Sur, Mexico. 
The methodology applied is the IUCN sustainability assessment and an analysis 
of Strengths, Opportunities, Weaknesses and Threats (SWOT), based on a 
comprehensive review of statistics and documents, and on an opinion survey of 
the main stakeholders and key players. The analysis clearly shows that there are 
elements for sustainability based on alternative tourism. Nevertheless, to achieve 
this desirable model of development some constraints need to be overcome. 
Based on our analysis, we underscore the main points which should be taken into 
account in the process of policy making. Albeit oriented to the needs of a 
specific community, we think that these considerations should be of benefit in 
constructing sustainable development projects elsewhere, in similar small coastal 
communities with alternative tourism activities.   
Keywords:  alternative tourism, sustainable development, sustainability 
assessment, marine protected area, small coastal community, SWOT analysis, 
Cabo Pulmo, Mexico. 

1 Introduction 

In response to a growing recognition of the need for conservation efforts 
resulting from the degradation of ocean systems, marine protected areas (MPAs) 
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are being established worldwide. If designed correctly and managed well, MPAs 
have an important role to play in the protection of ecosystems and, in some 
cases, enhancing or restoring the productive potential of coastal and marine 
fisheries. However, it is recognized that MPAs are not the only solution for 
coastal and marine problems. For example, when MPAs are used in conjunction 
with other management tools, such as the integrated planning of economic 
activities and sustainability management, they can provide a solid offer the 
cornerstone for a strategy for sustainable development [3, 4]. 
     When appropriately placed and well-managed, MPAs contribute to: 

 Conserving biological diversity and associated ecosystems. 
 Providing focal points for educating the public about marine ecosystems 

and human impacts upon them. 
 Nature-based recreation and tourism. 
 Providing undisturbed control or reference sites that serve as baselines 

for scientific research and for designing and evaluating other areas. 
 Sharing costs and benefits among local communities, the private sector, 

regional and national governments, and other stakeholders [18]. 
 Reducing poverty and increasing the quality of life in surrounding 

communities by development of sustainable tourism [12, 19]. 
 
     The aim of this paper is to evaluate the sustainability of the alternative 
tourism activities performed by the community of the Cabo Pulmo National Park 
MPA, Mexico. 

2 Case study 

The Cabo Pulmo National Park is a Marine Protected Area in the Municipality 
Los Cabos of the State of Baja California Sur Mexico, located between  23º 22' 
30'' and 23º 30' 00'' North 109º 28' 03'' and 109º 28' 00'' West, in the Gulf of 
California. It is famous because it has the largest coral reef on the Pacific coast 
of the Americas, and is home to many species from the bio-geographical 
provinces of Panama, as well some species from Indo-Pacific areas [17, 18]. 
     As IUCN (2008) states: “Large natural or near natural areas set aside to 
protect large scale ecological processes, along with the complement of species 
and ecosystems characteristic of the area, help to provide a foundation for 
environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, scientific, educational, 
recreational and visitor opportunities.”  In the Cabo Pulmo area, several small 
community enterprises are doing sustainable tourism, such as diving, snorkelling 
and kayaking [7]. The local inhabitants had an active role in the establishment of 
the MPA and are conscientious about the conservation of the environment and 
unique natural resources of the site [8. 16].  However in this context appropriate 
tools to measure the sustainability of tourism development must be implemented.  
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3 Methods 

First, we use as research tool a sustainability assessment based on the IUCN 
indicators combined with the indicators developed by UNWTO for tourism 
activities and adapted to a small coastal community. The field data are obtained 
from survey and in-depth interviews with government officials, local residents 
and academics.   
     Second, the results are presented in the form of a barometer of sustainability  
which enables users to obtain clear messages, gain an overview of wellbeing and 
sustainability, and show where performance is especially weak or strong.  The 
barometer of sustainability is a tool for combining indicators and displaying the 
results. It is designed to measure human and ecosystem wellbeing together 
without submerging one into the other. It has two axes, one for human wellbeing, 
the other for ecosystem wellbeing. The axis with the lower score overrides the 
other axis.  Each axis is divided into five bands for greater flexibility and control 
of the scale.   
     Figures 1 and 2 show examples of the required information for each case.  

 

 

Figure 1: Location of Cabo Pulmo National Park, Mexico. 

 
     Third, based on the results of the sustainability assessment, the Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis is used to identify 
problems related to the sustainability. As Talancón [15] suggests, environmental, 
economic, social, cultural and legal factors are examined. 
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Figure 2: Indicators for ecosystem wellbeing, IUCN (2001). 

 
 
 

 

Figure 3: Indicators for human wellbeing, IUCN (2001). 
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4 Results 

Results of the process as applied to the Cabo Pulmo National Park MPA are 
shown below in graph form.  It should be noted that overall Ecosystem 
Wellbeing (EW) earns very high marks, 85 out of a possible 100, indicating a 
sustainable ecosystem.  On the other hand, Human Wellbeing (HW) stands at 
only 58, a middling mark, implying below “almost sustainable” condition.  
Thanks to the EW and HW combination, the Cabo Pulmo area is ranked as a 
medium sustainable development region. 
 

 

Figure 4: Position of Cabo Pulmo on the barometer of sustainability (as result 
of our study). 

 
     The results just presented prompted the SWOT analysis mentioned above, as 
shown in Tables 1 and 2. 
 
 
 
 

CABO PULMO 
(72) 

HW(58)&EW(85) 
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Table 1:  Internal analysis (strengths and weaknesses). 

Factors Strengths Weaknesses 

Environmental 

 
 Natural landscape and 

ecosystems; sea, beach, endemic 
flora and fauna; sport fishing.  

 Coral reefs unique in the Pacific 
[16, 17] 

 National Park (Marine Protected 
Area). 

 Strong environmental NGOs. 

 
 Deficient waste management. 
 The carrying capacity is not 

defined. 

Economic and 

Financial. 

 
 Viability of a development pattern 

based on the alternative tourism 
[6]. 

 The local community obtains high 
incomes performing alternative 
tourism services. 

 The site is attractive to visitors 
with high and medium income.  

 The local SMEs are advertising 
their services by Internet. 

 Insufficient infrastructure: 
hostels, roads.  

 Lack of maintenance of the 
existing roads. 

 Difficult access to drinking 
water. 

 Difficulties for the locals to 
access financing 
(insufficient information 
on the available finance 
resources, high 
collaterals) [9]. 

 

Social and 
Cultural 

 Hospitality of local inhabitants. 
 Human capacities building (a high 

percentage of the local young 
people studying alternative 
tourism). 

 Community members are part of 
environmental NGOs (protecting 
the MPA) 

 High community consciousness on 
conservation and natural 
resources protection 

 Programs on environmental 
education implemented in the 
community.   

  There are no primary schools. 
 There are no medical services.   
 The local entrepreneurs need 

advice on business 
management and 
financing.  

 Lack of cultural and sport 
activities for the 
community.  

 Local traditions are not 
consolidated. 

 Insufficient coordination 
between the public and 
business sector. 

 Centralized patriarchal 
decisions on the land use 
within the families. 

 Land speculation. 

Legal 

 Laws and regulations on 
environmental protection.  

 Program on management of the 
NP [5] 

 Lack of land property 
definition. 

 Difficulties for environmental 
laws compliance. 
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Table 2:  External analysis (opportunities and threats).  

Factors Opportunities Threats 

Environmental 

 
 Clean and attractive 

environment, competitive on 
world level. 

 Unique coral reef in the 
Pacific. 

 

 
 Growing supply of alternative 

tourism services in Central 
American and Asia Pacific 
destinations 

 Possible damages to the 
environment due to 
insufficient management and 
no specified natural carrying 
capacity. 

Economic and 
Financial 

 
 Mexico is one of the most 

important tourism 
destinations in the world.  

 National and international  
alternative tourism demand 
is growing [2]. 

 There are finance resources 
oriented to NPAs and for 
tourism services developed 
by communities. 

 Tourists visiting Cabo San 
Lucas are potential visitors to 
Cabo Pulmo. 

 Growing interest for  tourism 
activities related to the nature, 
flora and fauna. 

  Possibility to expand to other 
foreign tourism markets 
(Europe and Asia). 

  Competitive prices on 
international level. 

 Unique tourist product. 
 Governmental support to the 

tourism development [13, 14]. 
 Policies that favor 

investment in tourism. 

 
 Lack of adequate schemes to 

design, develop, and 
promote the region´s 
tourism products.  

 Increasing demand for 
quality services. 

 Difficulties in the financing 
of alternative tourism 
projects. 

 Competition from other 
touristic destinations with 
more infrastructure. 

 Neighboring communities 
that offer greater facilities 
to tourists.  

 Existence of a massive 
second-residence and 
hotel, golf course, and 
shopping mall project, to 
be located adjacent to the 
area. 
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Table 2: Continued. 

Factors Opportunities Threats 

Social 

 Empowerment of the local 
community for decision- 
making and participation in 
the development 

 Higher incomes for local 
families 

 Better infrastructure 
(roads, schools, clinics, 
etc) 

 Possible loss of local 
identity and values 

 Insufficient participation of 
local community in the 
incomes generated by 
tourism activities. 

Legal 

 Laws fostering tourism 
development in Mexico and 
in the state of Baja 
California Sur 

 Laws on environmental 
protection and on MPAs 

 

 Centralized development 
policies. 

 Lack of legal mechanisms 
to guarantee the local 
participation in the 
development. 

5 Discussion and recommendations 

The analysis clearly shows that there are elements for the sustainable 
development based on alternative tourism in the Cabo Pulmo National Park. 
Nevertheless, to achieve this desirable model of development some constraints 
need to be overcome [8]. Based on the previous analysis, we next underscore the 
main points which, in our opinion, should be taken into account in the process of 
policy making. Albeit oriented to the needs of a specific community, we think 
that these considerations should be of benefit in constructing sustainable 
development projects elsewhere, in similar small coastal communities with 
alternative tourism activities.  Our recommendations are as follows. 

i. Create a transparent regime and guarantees on the land. 
     The lack of security on the property of the land is a constraint for community 
members in developing infrastructure and real estate for tourism activities, even 
when governmental support is offered. 

 

ii.  Development of basic infrastructure necessary to offer better tourism 
facilities and service, while at the same time creating  better living 
conditions for the community.  

     We do not suggest big hotels or buildings, but small environmentally friendly 
hostels owned by locals. Although finance will be required, we think that this 
would be a necessary an important action, because at present most of the existing 
facilities are owned by foreigners, which brings little benefit to the locals. Also, 
roads must be in good shape, so as to guarantee the continuous and safe access to 
the site. 
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iii. Basic services. 
     The most important are the medical attention and the availability of drinking 
water. The implementation of these services is not only important for the visitors 
(it would allow them the possibility of extending their stay in the National Park); 
it is also clear that raising to social sustainability indicators is of vital importance 
for the local people.  
 

iv. Education and culture. 
     A primary school is also necessary for the local children, which today must 
attend school in a nearby locality. It is also necessary to create recreation spaces 
for community members. The joint cultural experiences will contribute to the 
family and social cohesion. 

 

v. Environmental education  
     It is important to introduce into the community more programs on 
environmental education, both for tourist and community members. It is an 
important to involve the community in waste recycling programs and natural 
park management and conservation. As well, visitors must not only be informed 
about the characteristics and value of the local resources, but also how to interact 
with the nature in the “Leave No Trace” manner, and without causing damage. 

 

vi. Capacity building in business management and access to finance 
resources.  

     To have more success in their small businesses many locals would appreciate 
professional advice and assistance. Most local entrepreneurs and community 
organizations interested in the alternative tourism market do not have the 
necessary skill sets to operate successful tourism establishments. Assistance 
could be provided by government agencies or by higher learning institutions in 
the state of Baja California Sur. Thus the creation of human capital would be 
fostered, with positive impacts on the competitiveness of the site. 
 

vii.  Create mechanisms oriented to foster the local management of the 
tourism. 

     This study shows that the Cabo Pulmo National Park development is based on 
the convergence of groups of factors. The first is exogenous, based on central 
government investments, e.g. the creation of the MPA. The second is based on 
endogenous factor, in particular the presence of a small cultural and social 
system whose intrinsic relationships are able to generate productive efficiency 
and sustainability.  
 

viii. Foster research on natural resources management. 
     In this context the priority is to define the site`s carrying capacity and avoid 
endangering local natural resources, with the coral reef as a priority.  The 
conservation and management must be carried out of sites with respect for a 
site’s carrying capacity. This will require that the tourism sector cooperate with 
and work under the guidance of professional conservators. It is also important to 
continue to develop methods and indicators that enable us to evaluate the 
sustainability of the local development. 
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6 Final remarks 

Alternative tourism practice within marine protected areas is a long-term 
commitment. But while it is important to think long-term, it is also necessary to 
set realistic short and mid-term goals.  
     It is important for marine protected area planners to develop incentive 
measures that will influence decision-making processes within society. It is 
necessary to create inducements to incite or motivate government, local people, 
and international organizations to conserve biological and cultural diversity. The 
existing legislation and economic policies need to be reviewed in order to 
identify and promote incentives for the conservation and sustainable use of the 
resources, involving directly the local community. 
     Based on empirical research carried out in Cabo Pulmo National Park we can 
state that there is a great potential for a sustainable and community based 
development based on alternative tourism. The main strengths in this context are 
the natural landscape and ecosystems; sea, beach, endemic flora and fauna; and 
the coral reefs unique in the Pacific. The local community obtains high incomes 
performing alternative tourism services. Community members are part of 
environmental NGOs, and present high consciousness on conservation and 
natural resources protection 
     However our research shows also some weaknesses that must be addressed to 
reinforce the critical success factors for sustainability in Cabo Pulmo National 
Park. The list of suggestions for policy makers provided in part 4 – if applied - 
could turn this potential into reality in a relatively short time. Finally, it is 
important to highlight that the success of the sustainable tourism development 
depends on the collaboration of all the stakeholders, government, business, and, 
in first place, the community members that must become the principal agents of 
local development.  
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