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Belize

Sleeping beauty comes alive

Belize, the tiny country with 200 islands, is moving
from a slow crawl to a quick trot really fast. Cruise
ship tourism is up nearly 1,300 per cent in just five
years; from 48,116 arrivals in 2001 to 655,931
arrivals in 2006. Tourist arrivals are also on the
upswing, from 199,521 in 2002 to 247,309 in 2006. 

Then there’s development. Huge residential
communities targeted towards retirees and second
home owners are under construction or soon to break
ground in various parts of the country. “It’s the
fastest-growing port in the Caribbean and poised to
become the region’s next hot spot,” states
International Living.

“We are just what Costa Rica was 30 years ago,”
says Kenrick Theus, president of the board of
directors for the Belize Hotel Association. 

Previously called British Honduras, Belize lies on
the east coast of Central America, but has more in
common with its Caribbean island neighbours than
the sometimes volatile nations of Central America.
Lonely Planet dubs it “almost comatose.”

“Belize is rapidly approaching the tipping point
and becoming a preferred destination for both
travellers and retirees alike,” says Vince Minniti,
director of marketing for the 1,000-home project Ara
Macao which will break ground this year. “Over the
last five years it’s amazing to see how Belize has
become so popular with so many different groups,
especially baby boomers who are now looking for an
affordable alternative place to retire besides Mexico
and the US. Belize is becoming the preferred choice
for anyone looking to retire in paradise but still
maintain a low cost of living. I can’t say enough
about this wonderful country and the people.” He’s

in good company. One of the country’s biggest fans
is the film director Francis Ford Coppola who has
built two luxury resorts in the country.

Belize attractions include the largest barrier reef in
the western hemisphere and second largest in the
world, a strong Mayan heritage boasting the largest
concentration of Mayan sites within Central
America, a melting pot of nationalities (Creoles,
Africans, Spaniards, Mayans, East Indians,
Lebanese) and inland adventure in the rainforest.

“It’s really unspoilt,” notes Robin Schweitzer, an
account executive at Richartz, Fliss, Clark & Pope,
the public relations agency which promotes the
country of just 294,000 inhabitants. “Much of it is
undeveloped. Sixty per cent of the land is
government protected…nature reserves, national
parks. You go there and you feel you are in a
secluded area. It’s so quiet and pristine.”

Yet another selling point is language. “We’re the
only country in this part of the world where English
is the official language,” says Shakira Oxley, director
of marketing and public relations for the Belize
Tourism Board (BTB).

In 1998 the BTB created a national tourism
strategy, the Blackstone Report, for the development
of tourism within the country. The report led to a
more aggressive marketing approach including
establishing of a brand image for Belize’s product,

use of market surveys to identify the most suitable
market segments, incorporation of low-cost high-
yield advertising media such as the internet, and the
inclusion of inland adventure attractions and Belize’s
cultures to highlight the image of a diverse product.
The strategy was deemed a success as the number of
visitors steadily increased, and in 2003 Belize ranked
within the top ten world adventure travel
destinations.

Most visitors come from North America and are
between the ages of 45 – 60 with an average annual
income of US$100,000. “It’s a select group. People
like the diversity of the beach and the interior. They
also like to be pampered. Our luxury and boutique
hotels are doing well,” says Oxley.

The country has 582 accommodation properties
from B&Bs and rustic eco-tourism sites and
campgrounds to luxurious, all-inclusive resorts
employing 4,000 people. There is no rating system
for the lodging properties, but Theus says most are in
the mid range with a double room ranging in price
from US$50 to US$120 per night depending on
season and location. At the high end, seaside villas
go for US$4,000 to US$5,000 per week.

“In Belize you can find wonderful little cabins off
the beaten track that are reasonable, clean,
comfortable and provide access to great areas.
People are looking for something different, places
where they can spend less money but have a better
trip,” says John Watson of the tour company
Aventours which will begin offering trips to Belize
this spring. “People are looking for an alternative to
Cancun with its fancy hotels. They are looking to the
jungle, to pristine areas where they can connect with

In 1998, Belize formulated a marketing strategy for its many attractions. Ten years later, the
country is one of the most desired adventure tourism spots in the world, reports Leah Larkin. 

Belize is the preferred choice

for people to retire in paradise
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