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Introduction 

This document explores the findings of research conducted in Honduras as part of the Livelihoods 

and Reefs component of the Future of Reefs in a Changing Environment (FORCE) Project. The 

document is organised into the following five sections: 

1. Introduction: this section presents background to the FORCE project and in particular the 

Livelihoods and Reefs research component, including an outline of the research approach, 

process and method. 

2. Site Profile: this section provides a description of the two locations that the research team 

visited, presenting the broad environmental, socio-economic and governance context as a 

foreground to the research findings. 

3. Research Findings: this section presents an in-depth examination of the research findings in 

relation to the two key themes of: i) livelihood dependency; and ii) change and response to 

change. 

4. Summary of Key Findings: this section distils the key learning from the research results. 

5. Implications for Understanding and Action: this final section provides a brief discussion of 

the implications of the research findings for understanding livelihood vulnerability to coral 

reef change. 

Research Background 
The FORCE project was developed in response to the recognition that coral reefs in the Caribbean 

are being subjected to a wide range of pressures driven by a complex combination of factors, from 

direct reef use to wider economic changes1. As a result, the state of the coral reefs in the Caribbean 

has, in general, been on a long-term path of decline, and is expected to experience further 

significant pressure from climate change (Burke et al. 2011). As highlighted in Box 1, a key challenge 

for the FORCE project is to explore how to support coral reef stakeholders in the region to 

understand and respond to changes in the state of coral reefs. 

For many Caribbean countries the relationship that people have with the natural resources which 

surround them is critical to their survival, their ability to economically thrive and, through 

governance relationships, to the levels of equity and opportunity in society.  These natural resources 

and the benefits they provide are closely interrelated with the livelihoods which people adopt and  

these interactions are often complex and changing (Mahon et al. 2008). Historically the relationships 

between Caribbean people and their natural resource base has been strong (UNEP 2008), through 

fishing and agriculture for food and for trade. More recently, the natural resource base has provided 

people with income and employment through tourism. The relationship between people and 

ecosystem services is now under considerable stress as population pressure, economic growth, and 

impacts from climate change increase (UNEP 2006).  Understanding and responding effectively to 

this relationship now and in the long-term is becoming a major and urgent need.  

                                                           
1
 For an analysis of drivers of reef health see Forster et al. (2012) 



6 
 

The Livelihoods and Reefs component 

(work package 2) of the FORCE 

project is led by IMM Ltd in 

partnership with The Centre for 

Resource Management and 

Environmental Studies (CERMES) at 

the University of the West Indies and 

the School of Marine Science and 

Technology at Newcastle University. 

The work package is concerned with 

exploring the relationship between 

people and coral reefs in the 

Caribbean. Considered in its simplest 

form, this relationship may be defined 

by how people use coral reefs and in 

turn what services are provided by 

coral reefs to those people. Coral reef 

ecosystems provide services which 

people may depend on directly and 

indirectly and which go beyond the 

provision of food and income. As 

highlighted by the Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment (MA, 2005), 

human well-being is supported by a 

range of services, including 

supporting services (e.g. habitat 

provision, support for life cycles, 

nutrient cycles); provisioning services 

(e.g. fish for food and sale, 

employment and income);  regulating 

services (e.g. protection from coastal 

erosion and storm damage, 

maintenance of water quality, 

formation of beaches and islands); 

and cultural services (e.g. cultural 

identity, tourism and recreation, 

research and interest). 

Issues of coral reef-use expand to 

include who uses the reef, how they 

use it and how they negotiate access to different services from the reef. Likewise the delivery of 

coral reef ecosystem services expands to consider issues such as, the quality of the reef for diving, or 

the condition of the reef-associated fisheries for fishers. Moreover, coral reef use and service 

delivery are driven by a dynamic and complex web of interacting factors, acting directly or indirectly, 

over which people have varying degrees of control.  For example, factors range from the influence of 

Box 1: Background to the FORCE Project 

Future of Reefs in a Changing Environment (FORCE) is a 

collaborative project funded by the European Union. The FORCE 

project brings together researchers from the natural and social 

science disciplines in an effort to better understand changes in 

coral reefs in the Caribbean and to support coral reef 

stakeholders in responding to those changes. To address this 

complex challenge, 20 organisations located in 10 countries 

within Europe, the Caribbean and Australia and North America 

have come together. Their work is organised into 11 work 

packages (WP), as outlined in the diagram below.  
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changing markets, or extreme weather events on fishing practices, to the effect of political stability 

or global exchange rates on tourist arrivals.  

A  key part of understanding the relationship between coral reefs and associated resource-users is to 

understand the dependency people have on coral reefs, what forms that can take, and how that is 

changing.  This understanding will have significant implications for how managers can respond to 

future changes in ecosystem services flows and the benefits which people derive from them. To that 

end, the Livelihoods and Reefs component of the FORCE project aims to characterise the varied 

ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ on coral reefs in the Caribbean and their vulnerability to changes in 

the ecosystem services coral reefs provide, including those provisioning, regulating, cultural and 

supporting services. This is articulated through the following three research questions: 

1. How do people in the Caribbean depend on coral reef resources? 

2. Iƻǿ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 

reef services? 

3. How do people in coastal communities respond to changes in coral reefs? 

Research Approach  
The approach presented here builds upon over 10 years of action research experience at IMM Ltd 

related to understanding coastal and aquatic resource dependent livelihoods and the factors that 

influence livelihood change. This work started as part of the DFID-funded Sustainable Coastal 

Livelihoods (SCL) project, which focussed on understanding coastal livelihoods in South Asia; 

exploring how policy processes could more effectively address poverty. This research was extended 

through the DFID-funded Reef Livelihoods Assessment (RLA) work in South Asia and East Africa, 

which sought to understand the links between poverty and coral reef dependence. Research on 

aquatic resource dependency was further developed through an Aquatic Resources Dependency and 

Benefit Flows (ARDB) project in Cambodia; investigating how natural resource dependency affects 

people's ability to change their livelihoods. Building on these experiences, work has subsequently 

focussed on a Sustainable Livelihood Enhancement and Diversification (SLED) process; designed to 

promote livelihood development, while encouraging people to move away from harmful 

exploitation and degradation of natural resources. In this context, the research tests well established 

approaches and methodologies and presents a means of extending and adapting this experience to 

the Caribbean.  

Given the complexity of the research topic, an appropriate framework which helps to systematically 

explore the research questions is important. For this purpose the research overlaid two frames of 

reference: first, a livelihoods framework; second, a vulnerability framework. 

The livelihoods framework2 is a comprehensive framework that helps to understand the complex 

linkages between people and the various factors that affect their choices and actions. Its scope 

ranges from the very specific nature of individuals, their characteristics and their local 

ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ 

                                                           
2
 In the first stages of the research the Caribbean Reef and Livelihoods Framework (Cattermoul et al. 2011) was 

developed as a means of building on existing understanding to help the research team visualise and scope out 
the multitude of factors which might ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Caribbean. 
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at the local, national, societal and broader global levels. As a frame of reference for the research the 

ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ƭŜƴǎ ƻǊ ΨǎŜƴǎƛǘƛȊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩ3 that guided the field level 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ coral reefs.  

In order to place this understanding of livelihoods into the context of vulnerability to change, the 

research also drew upon a vulnerability framework. This framework was adapted from the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change definition of vulnerability as άthe degree to which a 

system is susceptible to, or unable to cope with, adverse effects of climate change, including climate 

variability and extremes. Vulnerability is a function of the character, magnitude, and rate of climate 

variation to which a system is exposed, its sensitivity, and its adaptive capacityέ όLt// нллмύ. In this 

way, it interpreted the key elements of vulnerability as follows:  

1) Exposure is the exposure of coral reefs and the provisioning, regulating, cultural and 

supporting services they provide to socio-ecological-driven changes (including but not 

limited to climate-related change).  

2) Sensitivity ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘs are likely to be affected by changes in 

ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ŀǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ depend on coral 

reef services. 

3) Adaptive Capacity is the ability of a society and individuals or households to respond, cope 

with and capitalise on changes in access to coral reef services. 

Applying this framework provided a means of examining livelihoods in the context of the key 

research questions. In this way it ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

livelihoods, combined with their variable sensitivities and capacities to cope and respond in relation 

to change, can generate different types of impacts and responses from people and institutions.  

Guided by the livelihoods and vulnerability frameworks, the research adopted an interpretive 

qualitative approach and focused on specific case studies with the aim of generating a rich in-depth 

understanding. While this research approach limits generalisation to those case studies gathered, it 

does allow for the inference of issues that are of wider relevance to understanding livelihood 

dependency and change. In the context of the research, this approach presents policy makers and 

planners with an understanding of: the diversity of forms that coral reef dependency can take; how 

coral reef dependency has been affected by change; and how different people have responded to 

those changes in research sites across the Caribbean. Overall, the following report aims to highlight 

the types of issues that need to be understood locally in order to formulate the appropriate policy 

responses, while simultaneously contributing a framework and approach for analysing and 

responding to reef dependency and change in the Caribbean.  

Alongside the qualitative research approach, was an emphasis on participation and collaboration 

with local co-researchers and research participants, which recognised the importance of mutual 

learning.  Such a participatory approach provides a means to jointly analyse and communicate 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜƭihoods; providing an understanding of local realities in 

                                                           
3
 ! ΨǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ .ƭǳƳŜǊΨǎ όмфрп ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ .ǊȅƳŀƴ нллуύ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ 

understand the social world should guide what to look for and so uncover diversity, rather than be applied 
definitively with fixed indicators which will limit what can be known of the variety that exists. 
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different contexts. However, it is also important to recognise that levels of participation may vary 

considerably at different stages of the research process; from active participant-led to passive 

researcher-led (Pretty et al. 1995). In the current research, the concept and design was largely an 

externally driven process, with limited participation from those people within the research 

communities. Yet as the research process progressed, and the research team established themselves 

in the selected research communities, the researchers were able to build relationships with local 

partners, agencies and participants. This allowed for greater participation and engagement with the 

research during the fieldwork stage. 

Research Process and Method 
Field research was undertaken as a coordinated process between the Livelihoods and Reefs (Work 

Package 2) and Governance and Coral Reefs (Work Package 1) components of the FORCE project. 

This represented a partnership between research teams from IMM Ltd, The Centre for Resource 

Management and Environmental Studies (CERMES) at the University of the West Indies and the 

School of Marine Science and Technology at Newcastle University.  

The research took place in four Caribbean case study countries; Barbados, Belize, Honduras and St 

Kitts and Nevis. The selection of countries aimed to take several key factors into consideration: 

¶ A diversity of characteristics from the point of view of their social and economic 

development; 

¶ Different levels of development in management, policy and governance arrangements in 

relation to the marine environment; 

¶ Opportunities to make linkages with the results of ecological research being conducted by 

other work packages of the FORCE project. 

 

At each case study location, the research sought to follow a seven stage process (Figure 1). This 

process was adapted from the Sustainable Coastal Livelihoods Research Process (IMM 2003), which 

was conceived as an iterative cycle of knowledge generation, interpretation, reflection and feedback 

relying on primary and secondary sources. It is important to note that the knowledge generated at 

each stage not only addresses the research questions, but also informs subsequent stages of the 

process. 

 

As the cycle progresses and participants become involved in the different stages, there is an explicit 

intention to make the research process more participatory. This is based on the assumption that 

participants perceive a benefit from the opportunity to articulate their own experience and to share 

this with others. Among householders, or common interest groups, this may represent an important 

chance to voice their priorities and concerns to service providers, policy makers or practitioners. 

Likewise, for local, regional or national service providers, policy makers or practitioners, this may 

represent an important opportunity to reflect on the specifics of a local situation, as well as to 

strengthen or form new relationships with other institutional participants.  
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In its idealised form4, the process starts with the collection of secondary data relevant to the 

particular research locations. Prepared with this background knowledge, researchers are then in a 

position to begin consultations with participants. This stage begins by engaging individuals and 

groups of institutional participants; firstly at a wider national, or regional levels, then at local 

research site levels. The process then moves on to engage community participants who represent 

individuals, households and groups with varying dependence, or interests in coral reefs and 

experience of coral reef and livelihood change. Having worked with these varying levels of 

participants, the research process then commits to revisit local, regional and national levels in order 

to present back and validate research findings and to engage in a discussion of future scenarios of 

community development and reef management.  

The FORCE Livelihoods and Reefs research process used two core methods to capture case study 

examples, namely semi-

structured interviews and 

opportunistic conversations. 

These methods formed the basis 

of the research and were used 

for individual key informants and 

household interviews. 

Accompanying this, the research 

team used participatory 

visualisation tools, such as 

timelines and seasonal calendars, 

to assist the interaction between 

the interviewer and the 

respondent(s).  To support the 

research team, detailed guidance 

notes5 on the research process 

and methodology were prepared 

and were updated as the 

methods were tested and 

adapted in the field. 

Within each of the four case 

study countries, two research 

sites were selected. These sites 

were selected paying particular 

attention to different patterns of 

dependence on coral reef resources. At each research site, the research process began with scoping 

activities in order to determine site boundaries and broadly identify the typologies of households 

within the community. This scoping helped to organise a sample of households for the in-depth 

                                                           
4
 To ensure proper coordination between the Livelihoods (WP2) and Governance (WP1) research components 

and given limitations of time in-country and at the research communities, the order in which different stages 
of the research process were undertaken was adapted. In practice this meant that community and national-
level consultations were often conducted once the field research work had already commenced. 
5
 To view detailed method guidance readers are referred to Cattermoul et al. 2012.  

 

Figure 1: Livelihoods and Reefs Research Process  
(adapted from IMM 2003)  

( 
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interviews. The purpose of the in-depth household sample6 was to develop detailed case studies of 

households across a spectrum of relative well-being and dependence on coral reefs, which would be 

illustrative of the diversity of households in the community. A target sample of ten to twelve 

households7 was identified at each research site and attempts were made to conduct an initial in-

depth interview with a household, and if necessary a further follow-up interview where more 

information was needed. Key informant interviews were undertaken where possible at local, or 

national levels and focussed either on individuals involved in implementing livelihood change 

interventions, or the beneficiaries of those interventions. Concurrently, conversations were 

conducted opportunistically to validate emerging themes and uncertainties encountered through 

household and key informant interviews. 

The field team undertook the research in Honduras for 10 weeks during July-August 2011. Table 1 

below summarises the research encounters in relation to the two research sites (Utila Cays and East 

Harbour) in Honduras. It should be noted that as the research process and methods were being 

tested during the Honduras case study, certain research encounters were not carried out as 

intensively as intended.  

 
Table 1: Summary of interviews, meetings and observations carried out in Honduras 
Type of research 
encounter 

Wider area 
consultation 

Local area 
consultation 

East Harbour 
consultation 

Utila Cays 
consultation 

Area consultation / 
validation meetings 

1 2 - - 

Initial in-depth household 
interviews  

- - 11 8 

Follow-up in-depth 
household interviews 

- - 4 1 

Opportunistic 
conversations 

- - 17 2 

Key informant interviews 
 

2 2 3 - 

 

Where possible and with consent from participants, all research encounters were recorded and 

subsequently transcribed. Analysis of transcriptions was undertaken using NVivo software. In the 

following sections, research findings are presented as quotes from these different encounters. To 

anonymise and protect the identity of participants, the names of all sources have been changed and 

occupational details have been assigned to broad categories.  

  

                                                           
6
 To view details of the household sampling strategy readers are referred to Cattermoul et al. 2012. 

7
 This sample size reflected what was possible given the time available in the field. 
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Research Site Profile 

Geography 
The Honduras case study research took place in the Bay Islands. One of three groups of reef island 

systems8 on the Caribbean coast of Honduras, the Bay Islands are dominated by the three larger 

islands of Utila, Roatán and Guanaja and numerous smaller islands or cays. The research focused on 

two sites in the Bay Islands; East Harbour and Utila Cays (Figure 1). Utila is located 29 km from the 

coast of Honduras and approximately 20 km south-west of the largest Bay Island; Roatán. Utila is just 

4 km wide and 11 km long. The island is dominated by mangroves and only a quarter of the land 

area is suitable for habitation (Jaxion-IŀǊƳ нлмлύΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 

concentrates in East Harbour, which was the first research site for the research.  

 

Figure 2: WP2 Livelihoods and Reefs Research Sites on the Bay Islands, Honduras 
 

The second research site was Utila Cays, a smaller group of islands located off the south-west tip of 

Utila. Altogether there are 13 small islands, two of which are inhabited and joined together by a 

bridge. These islands are less than 1 km from the main island of Utila.  

Coral Reefs 
The Bay Islands are situated at the southeastern end of the extensive Mesoamerican Barrier Reef 

System (MBRS)Τ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ тлл ƪƳ ŦǊƻƳ aŜȄƛŎƻΩǎ ¸ǳŎŀǘŀƴ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ along the Caribbean coasts  of 

Belize, Guatemala and Honduras. Within Honduras, this ecoregion encompasses coral reefs, 

mangroves, seagrass beds, estuaries, coastal lagoons and wetlands found along the Caribbean coast 

and offshore islands. Coral reefs are estimated to cover an area of 1,120 km2, with the most 

extensive reefs found around the Bay Islands and Cayos Cochinos. The Bay Islands have the most 

                                                           
8
 Three groups of reef island systems on the Caribbean coast of Honduras include: (1) Bay Islands (Utila, 

Roatan, Guanaja, Morat and Barbareta) and Cayos Cochinos group; (2) the Cayos Mosquitos; and (3) the Swan 
Islands. 
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extensive reefs ƻŦ IƻƴŘǳǊŀǎΩǎ ƻŦŦǎƘƻǊŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ, predominantly fringing reefs but also including a 

barrier reef north of Roatan (Burke and Maidens 2004). 

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦ IƻƴŘǳǊŀǎΩ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ŦƻǳƴŘΣ ƛƴ нллмΣ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

coral disease and associated mortality when compared to other countries of the MBRS (Garcia-

Salgado et al. 2008). Follow-up studies by WWF and TNC in 2006 found mean coral and macro-algal 

cover at 14.8 % and 25.3 % respectively (Garcia-Salgado et al. 2008). Similarly, observed changes 

across the Bay Islands and Cayos Cochinos group report discontinuous fringing barrier reefs that, 

when exposed at low tide, display high coral mortality and dense algae turfs (Kramer et al. 2000). 

Findings like these appear to indicate that the Central American MBRS is shifting from a coral to algal 

dominated reef system (Gardner et al. 2003). 

Coral reefs around East Harbour and Utila Cays are described in ²²CΩǎ ŀƴŘ ¢b/Ωǎ нллс ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ 

ŀǘ ŀƴ ΨŀƭŜǊǘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻǿ ŎƻǊŀƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ŀǘ мс% 

and critical levels of algal cover at over 40% 

(Garcia-Salgado et al. 2008). Important pressures 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǎŜŘƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

and run-off from deforested and degraded 

watersheds on mainland Honduras, especially as 

the island and cays of Utila are located close to 

the mainland (Raines et al. 2001).  In addition, 

effluent and waste as a result of an increasingly 

dense population and construction in coastal 

areas locally represents an important threat. 

Crucially, coastal development across Utila has 

focused on certain domains such as road and airport improvements, while simultaneously neglecting 

critical infrastructure such as provisions for water and sanitation (Stonich 1998).   

hǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǘƘǊŜŀǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ ŘƛǾƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ǊŜŜŦǎ 

are also at risk from coral bleaching, disease and hurricane events. The last major bleaching activity 

in 1998 which was followed by a category 4 hurricane, hurricane Mitch, causing extensive damage to 

coral reefs in Utila and across the Bay Islands (Raines et al. 2001).   

Much of Utila is located at sea level, and the highest point is a single peak at 74 meters (Canty, 

нллтύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ǘǿƻ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŜŘ /ŀȅǎ ǊƛǎŜ ƻƴƭȅ м Ƴ ŀōƻǾŜ ǎŜŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ 

(Drysdale et al. 2010). Subsequently, coral reefs that fringe the drop off around Utila and Utila Cays 

provide vital protection to the islands and their inhabitants. So too do other components of the 

wider coral reef ecosystems such as mangrove forests, which are under increasing pressure on Utila 

from an expanding population.  

It is also the case that the coral reefs of Utila and Utila Cays are located in the hurricane belt and are 

vulnerable to changes in storm and hurricane frequency. In recent years, the islands were severely 

impacted by Hurricane Mitch in 1998 which caused physical damage from wave action and 

smothering by terrestrial sediment; reefs were impacted again in 2001 by Hurricane Iris (Garcia-

Salgado et al. 2008).  

 

 
Reef fringed islands of Utila Cays 
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People 
The total population of Utila and the Cays fluctuates considerably according to the seasonal in-flows 

of tourists and people providing services for tourists. In the tourist peak season, local sources 

suggest that the population of Utila can swell by up to 8,500 people (Smith 2012). The permanent 

population, however, is much lower habitable areas are small and densely populated.  Available 

figures from the 2001 Population Census of the Government of Honduras suggest that the total 

permanent population of Utila and Utila Cays is 2,500 people (IDB 2006).  Fieldwork9 estimates 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘ ǘƘŜ /ŀȅǎΣ ŀǘ approximately 

300 people.  

 
The population of Utila and Utila Cays is composed of a mixture of residents including descendants 

of white British settlers from the long period of British control of the Bay Islands during the 17th 

through to the 19th century. In addition, Utila and Utila Cays are home to descendants of black 

slaves (known as the Garifuna), who settled on the islands in the late 18th Century, as well as white 

farmers from the Cayman Islands who migrated to the islands in the 19th century. More recently, 

Spanish speaking Honduran mainlanders have migrated and settled on Utila and Utila Cays. This 

ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

notable increases associated with impacts on the mainland of Hurricane Mitch in 1998 (Harborne et 

al., 2001). Migration to Utila and Utila Cays is also associated with high rates of population growth 

which averaged approximately 8 % per year over the last two decades (IDB, 2003). 

The different groups of people found on Utila and Utila Cays gives rise to distinct communities. 

These distinctions were noted in the 1970s by an anthropology doctoral student who described a 

social hierarchy on Utila, based on race and skin colour (Lord 1975). According to this hierarchy 

ΨǿƘƛǘŜΩ ¦ǘƛƭƛŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ΨōƭŀŎƪΩ ¦ǘƛƭƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǇŀƴƛŀǊŘǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƛƴƭŀƴŘ IƻƴŘǳǊŀǎ, who were 

considered at the bottom of the hierarchy, as the following description highlights: 

άΩ{ǇŀƴƛŀǊŘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƻŦ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ όǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƛƴƭŀƴŘ IƻƴŘǳǊŀǎύ ǿƘƻ ōŜŀǊ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ 

surnames, speak little or no English, and are common labourers recently arrived in Utila. They are 

typically poor in comparison to Utilians, have to live in the worst housing in the island (due to cost 

factors and the absolute shortage of rental property), usually have shabby clothing (and little of this), 

are immoral in the extreme according to Utilians (women have questionable reputations, men and 

women live in common law union rather than marry according to civil statutes) and epitomize 

uncouth and uncivilized behaviour (e.g., spitting on the floor on one hand, and being satisfied with 

meals of only beans and rice on the other)έ ό[ƻǊŘ мфтрΣ ǇмлфύΦ  

                                                           
9
 Source: WP1 & 2 Community Meeting, Utila Cays, 08/08/2011 

 
A view of East Harbour 
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For research respondent Ian10, a black Utilian married to a Honduran mainlander, though he 

considered the different communities on Utila as all being Utilians, he also recognised that there are 

divisions in terms of where different people live and how they integrate; noting that racism still 

exists though it is less than 30 years ago. Indeed, Ian described how black and white people will 

generally sit on different sides in church, άΧǘhey mingle but they keep their distanceέ. Moreover, Ian 

explained how his own children are considered άSpanish and lower classέΦ Mainlanders migrating to 

Utila have tended to live in marginalised areas, such as the Camponado, which is related to their 

ƭƻǿŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΥ άFor traditional Bay Islanders, social place is related to physical space. Those who 

have property on coastlines or nearby the water generally hold higher social positions than those 

who are relegated to marginalized areas such as swamps and other interior placesέ (Currin 2002, 

p96). 

 

The immigrants from mainland Honduras are not simply isolated physically in terms of where they 

have settled on Utila, but also socially as a result of their distinct culture and language. While 

Honduran mainlanders are predominantly Spanish-speaking, islanders as well as expatriates involved 

ƛƴ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ, are English-ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘŜǊǎΩ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ƛǎ an artefact of the Bay 

Islands colonial history which clearly distinguishes the islands from Spanish-speaking mainland 

Honduras and plays a role in maintaining migrantsΩ isolation fǊƻƳ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ long-term residents. 

Referring to the different social groups on Utila, Javier11 a migrant from mainland Honduras noted 

άΧpeople of each group just talk with people within the groupέ. And while Javier had a significant 

relationship with a particular islander who has helped him find employment, he also recognised that 

there are conflicts and tensions between islanders and migrants from mainland Honduras. 

 

                                                           
10

 Source: WP2 In-depth Household Interviews, East Harbour, 15/07/2011; 08/08/2011 
11

 Source: WP2 In-depth Household Interviews, East Harbour, 13/07/2011 

 
Living in the Camponado 

 

 
A view of the densely populated Utila Cays 
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Local Economy 
We consider here three key aspects of the economy of the research sites; fisheries, tourism and 

remittances.  

Fisheries 

Approximately 17,200 people engage in small-scale 

fishing in Honduras, with the majority (63%) located in 

the Caribbean region, followed by the Gulf of Fonseca on 

the Pacific Coast (19%), and inland fisheries (18%) 

(Beltrán Turriago et al. 2011). Artisanal fisheries in the 

Bay Islands are typically highly targeted reef fisheries 

(Gobert et al. 2005). Fishers target shellfish and 

crustaceans, such as Caribbean spiny lobsters, white 

shrimps, blue crabs, queen conchs, coquina clams, and marsh clams (Rivera and Midré 2005) and 

finfish including groupers, grunts, and jacks (Beltrán Turriago et al. 2011). 

Across the Bay Islands there are an estimated 518 small-scale boats, ranging from non-motorised 

dug-outs to fibreglass boats with an outboard or diesel engines (Gobert 2005). In Utila, boats are 

often larger and motorised, as fishers operate on a wide area of continental shelf between Punta Sal 

and Puerto Castilla (ibid). In comparison, artisanal fishers on other Bay Islands, such as Roatán and 

Guanaja, utilise the near-shore shelf and reef slopes (ibid).  

During the research, fishers in Utila and Utila Cays 

reported catches that included fin fish such as groupers, 

snappers, jacks and wahoo, as well as other marine 

products such as spiny lobster and queen conch. Gear use 

varied according to fishing activities, and reported gear 

used included hand-lines, traps, spear guns, and tanks for 

divers. On Utila Cays fishers fished an average of 2-3 days 

per week, compared to approximately 1-2 days per week 

for fishers in East Harbour. Many fishing activities were 

reported to be seasonal, with trap fishing taking place 

from January to March and lobster fishing peaking from 

July to April, with declining activity from March to June, 

coinciding with the closed season. Although conch fishing 

is illegal, it was found to peak in activity from June to 

December. Other fish species, such as reef pelagics 

appeared to be fished mainly from August to April, while 

fishing for shallow demersal reef species on Utila Cays 

peaked from September to March.  

Overfishing of near-shore reef fisheries has reportedly led to an increasing tendency of Bay Islander 

fishers to travel further to offshore banks rather than fishing the closer fringing reefs (Harborne et 

al. 2001). Fisher respondents, in particular islander fishermen, during the research noted the use of 

motorisŜŘ ōƻŀǘǎ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǎŜŀ ōŀƴƪǎΩ, as well as engaging in offshore fishing. Few of these 

fishermen felt that their activities depended on Utila and the CŀȅΩǎ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

 
Fishing boat and traps 

 

 
Fish catch on Utila Cays 
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provide. These fishermen explained that they travel far away from the reef to deeper water and 

contrasted their fishing activity with that of migrant Honduran mainland fishers who they underlined 

as exclusively exploiting the near-shore coral reefs. 

However, while offshore fishing activities harvest pelagic species such as marlin and wahoo, many 

also target species which are dependent on the coral reef during part of their life cycle. This was 

underlined by a respondent12 ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ¦{ !L5 ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ΨaŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ǉǳŀǘƛŎ wŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

!ƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩ όa!w9!ύ ǿƘƻ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άΧthe species that they (fishermen) target 

for income generation grow in the reef, for example the snappers, groupers, lobsters and conch, they 

ŘŜǇŜƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŜŦ ŦƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛŦŜ ŎȅŎƭŜΧ ǎƻ ƛǘ (the reef) is 

very importantέΦ As such, although not always recognised, the fisheries of Utila and the Cays are 

associated closely with the coral reefs and displays 

dependence on the provisioning services that coral 

reefs provide.  

Tourism 

The Bay Islands compromise just 0.2% of the total land 

area of Honduras (Stonich 1998), but they form an 

important component of the Honduran tourism sector. 

In the five years up to 2002 available figures show that 

28% of all tourist arrivals were destined for the Bay 

Islands (IDB 2003), and this number is likely to have 

increased since, as suggested by growing national 

tourism trends (Instituto Hondureno de Turismo 

2009). The large number of international visitors is 

associated with the Bay Islands becoming a popular 

SCUBA diving destination (Stonich 2000), and there is 

also a cruise ship port on the larger island of Roatán. 

Utila has gained an international reputation as one of 

the cheapest places to dive worldwide (Harborne et al. 

2000). The subsequent growth in the dive tourism 

industry has transformed Utila from a quiet island community dependent on fishing for its primary 

income (Harborne et al. 2001), to a popular international tourist destination, especially amongst 

ΨōŀŎƪǇŀŎƪŜǊǎΩ ǿŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊƛōōŜŀƴ ƻƴ ŀ ƭƻǿ ōǳŘƎŜǘΦ CƛƎǳǊŜǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /ƻǊŀƭ 

/ŀȅǎ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǳƴŘŜǊƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴƴǳŀƭƭȅ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ŘƛǾŜ; estimating as 

many as 12,648 dives at one site in 2000 (Raines et al. 2001).  

{ƛƴŎŜ мффу ¦ǘƛƭŀ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨSun JamΩ festival, held annually in August 

on Water CayΦ CƻǳǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƛǘǎ ƛƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ /ǳǊǊƛƴ όнллнύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǳƴ WŀƳΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άepitome 

of drinking, drugs, and partying on the islandέΤ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ LƴŘŜŜŘ 

Currin (2002) noted that the festival now contributes significantly to the summer tourism economy, 

ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ άΧThere was no other time during the summer of 2001 that all the hotels were full and lines 

would form outside restaurantsέΦ 
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 Source: WP2 Sustainable Livelihood Enhancement and Diversification Interviews, Tegucigalpa, 02/08/2012 
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Such has been the growth of tourism on Utila, that by the end of the 1990s Stonich (2000) reported 

that ул҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎΩ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ on the tourism industry, 

employed mainly in low-skilled service positions, with expatriates dominating management or 

executive positions. Tourism expansion on Utila is largely associated with the growing dive industry, 

and has been accompanied by an increase in hotels and other tourist related businesses (e.g. 

internet shops, laundry services, grocery stores and bottled water businesses) (Currin 2002). With 

this expansion, development on Utila has spread out from East Harbour to occupy formerly 

uninhabited areas of the island (ibid). 

In contrast, tourism development on Utila Cays has been very limited, with the Cays largely providing 

a location for day excursions for tourists on Utila (Currin 2002). This lack of development on the Cays 

may be linked to the absence of adequate resources or infrastructure, such as fresh water supplies 

or rubbish disposal (ibid), as well as the limited space available for building. 

Remittances 

The remittance economy13 makes significant contributions to the wider Honduran economy; 

accounting for 21.3 % of GDP in 2007 and representing the third largest source of household income 

(Endo et al. 2010). Many of those who travel abroad to work are destined for the US; accounting for 

over 90 % of Honduran migrants, with estimates suggesting that 10 % of the Honduran population 

live in the US (ibid). The draw to the US in particular stems from the construction industry, and as 

such there are more male (70%) than female (30%) migrants (ibid). 

Lord (1975) described the existence of a remittance economy on Utila and Utila Cays dating back to 

the 1940s; reporting that approximately 17 % of the total island population were working in 

different US and Scandinavian shipping lines at the time of his research. Employment in merchant 

shipping continues to offer opportunities predominantly to male islanders, but with the arrival of 

cruise ships opportunities for women are also present. In addition to remittances from merchant 

shipping, migration to find employment in the US also plays an important role in the existing 

remittance economy. As Currin (2002) documented: 

άThe USA became the land of opportunity for many Utilians. Children were sent to New Orleans for 

schooling and many families subsequently moved to the United States. New York and New Orleans 

have large Utilian communities todayέ όǇмуύ. 

Reference to the remittance economy was also encountered during the research, with evidence that 

it provides an important source of investment capital as well as a source of household support (as 

described in Box 2). 

                                                           
13

 Remittances refer to the transfer of money generated by work overseas back to a workers home country. 
The remittance economy is the production and consumption of goods and services based upon those 
remittances. 
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Local Coral Reef Governance 
Three departments are linked to natural resources governance and protected area management in 

Honduras: the Fisheries Department (DIGIPESCA), Forestry Institute (ICF) and the Natural Resources 

Department (SERNA).The Institute for Tourism are also involved through their leadership of the 

environmental management project for the Bay Islands. At a more local level, municipal layers of 

governance can designate protected areas (CME, pers. comm. 2010). 

National fisheries legislation and management measures are implemented under Honduran law. 

Closed seasons are implemented for different species at different times of year (e.g. lobster 1st July 

ς 28th Feb, Queen Conch 15 May ς 15 Sept, Reina Conch Sept ς March) (RMP 2013). Other fishing 

regulations such as quotas, gear restrictions, closed areas and minimum landing sizes are also 

covered by national level restrictions (McManus and Lacambra 2005). Minimum landing sizes are 

enforced for spiny lobster (tail length greater than 14.5cm), Queen Conch (shell length 22cm) and 

Reina Conch (shell length 15cm). Quota limits are also implemented for spiny lobster and Reina 

Conch (McManus and Lacambra 2005). National restrictions are in place on taking egg-bearing 

females for spiny lobster. 

Bay Islands 

Although each municipality has their own marine laws and regulations, there are regulations that 

govern the entire Bay Islands Department. These include the prohibition of anchoring on reefs, 

removing of living coral and coralline stone, use of explosives and noxious chemicals and the 

dumping of debris, and fishing of marine conch. The use of spearguns, harpoons, and gill, purse or 

seine nets is prohibited throughout the Bay Islands, and cast nets are legal only for targeting shallow 

bait fish (RMP 2013). 

The Bay Islands Environmental Management Project (Programa Manejo Ambiental de las Islas de la 

Bahia (PMAIB)), a multi-million project established by the Ministry of Tourism, was funded by the 

Inter-American Development Bank in 1994 and developed a long-term plan for protection of marine 

Box 2: Remittances as a support in old age 

Retired fisherman Kerwin on Utila Cays is now 84 years old. Apart from a period of 12 years when he 

worked on big ships in the US, he has lived all his life on Utila Cays. Kerwin and his wife are now both 

disabled, but they have a large family and they all help out, as Kerwin explained: 

άΧ they (my sons-in-ƭŀǿύ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƳƻƴŜȅ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳƻƴŜȅ ƘŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ǘǿƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ 

300 dollars a day. He works way out in China. Singapore he works on a ship there out at sea. They really 

ǎǘŀƴŘ ōȅ ƳŜ ΧΦ L Ǝƻǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŀŎƪ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀƴƪ ƎƻŘ Ƴȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ Ǝǳȅ ΧΦΦ {ƛƴŎŜ L Ǝƻǘ 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ BobbyΩǎ ǎƻƴ (son-in-law) ǎǘŜǇǇŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳƛƴŘ ΨǇŀǇƛΩΣ LΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ 

care of you and he does that. She has a sister in the states that also gives her a few dollars here and there. 

My wife has a sister in Tampa (Florida), and she sends her a little check every once in a while and 

something that fits in and helps outέΦ  

Multiple sources of remittance from different family members mean Kerwin is well supported, as he 

ƴƻǘŜŘ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ L ƭƛǾŜ ƎƻƻŘ ŦǊŀƴƪƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎέΦ 

1
 Source: WP2 In-depth Interviews, Utila Cays 19/07/2011; 31/07/2011. 
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resources (IDB 2003b). The second stage of PMAIB set out to manage twelve protected areas with 

funds generated from a proposed tourism fee to be charged to visitors (IDB 2003b).  

Utila and Utila Cays 

Local marine management in Utila falls within the realm of the environment office of the Utila 

Municipality, the Bay Islands Conservation Association (BICA) NGO, and other NGOS including the 

Utila Centre for Marine Ecology (UCME). Several NGOs on Utila are involved in the Bay Islands 

Sustainable Seafood Campaign to promote the sustainable consumption of seafood in restaurants in 

Roatan and Utila. UCME is also involved in a number of monitoring projects including collection of 

data on fish landings on the Utila Cays, where they employ a local staff member to assist in data 

collection.  

BICA and the Municipality have been managing the Wildlife Refuge and Turtle Harbour Marine 

Reserve under a co-management agreement ǎƛƴŎŜ мффмΦ Lƴ нллнΣ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ 

protected areas to include Turtle Harbour, Raggedy Cay and Turtle Harbour-Rock Harbour Marine 

National Park were agreed with the Municipality. Long-term plans for the protected areas of the Bay 

Islands have been in preparation since 2002, when a draft management plan for protected area 

management was produced by the Bay Islands Environmental Protection Project (PMAIB), but the 

protected areas of Utila did not receive legal backing at the national level until recently (BICA 2013). 

BICA have also developed a management plan for the entire Utila marine area, which extends 

beyond the MPAs, and undertake a variety of activities including patrolling, surveys, monitoring and 

environmental education. 
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Research Findings 

The following section presents an in-depth exploration of the research findings from East Harbour 

and Utila Cays. Findings are organised into two main sub-sections relating to the key themes of i) 

livelihood dependency, and ii) change and response to change. 

Livelihood Dependency 
The purpose of this section is to explore how people at the two research sites depend on coral reef 

and associated resources. Focussed around the role of coral reef-associated fisheries and tourism, 

the section explores the varied nature of livelihood dependence within households and throughout 

the year; highlighting both the importance and the uncertainties associated with this dependence.  

Fisheries and Tourism Dependence 

Household livelihoods in East Harbour are diverse, but one thing many share in common is their 

dependence on a combination of fisheries and tourism as a source of employment and income. As 

highlighted in the Site Profile above, fisheries dependence has a strong link to the coral reef and 

associated ecosystems found near-ǎƘƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦǎƘƻǊŜ ǎŜŀƳƻǳƴǘǎ ƻǊ ΨōŀƴƪǎΩΦ 

Similarly, dependence on tourism is linked to coral reefs which are a principal focus of the dive-

centred tourism industry on the island. 

For Alan14 in East Harbour, now in his early 60s, his main 

occupation since returning from work as a seaman, has been 

commercial fishing. In the past he used to dive commercially for 

lobster and conch, but after falling ill with decompression 

sickness and fearing for his health he chose to focus on fishing 

from his boat with a hand-line on the offshore banks. Keeping 

some fish for his family, Alan sells the rest of his catch to a fish 

buyer on Utila Cays. The sea, Alan explained, ƛǎ άΧǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅ 

important because you make a living out of itέΦ aoreover he 

ǎŀȅǎ άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƎƻƻŘ ƳƻƴŜyέ. 

However, about 15 years ago Alan also began applying his skills 

as a fisherman to a different type of work; taking tourists out on 

snorkelling and fishing trips. άI carry them down to Water Cay. It 

ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ /ŀȅΤ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ǊŜŜŦ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ 

swim around.έ Though fishing still occupies most of his effort, 

he will run tourist trips whenever he has the opportunity, 

ŀŘƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ άI enjoy being with them (the touristsύ Χ ItΩs good 

money as wellέ. The tourism industry also provides a source of employment and income for other 

members of AlanΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΤ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ hƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ and his daughtersΩ jobs at a hotel. Indeed it 

ƛǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ businessΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ 

income.  
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 Source: WP2 in-depth household interview, East Harbour, 09/07/2011 

 
A tourist boat trip from East Harbour 
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For Karl15, in East Harbour, fishing is an activity he does ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜŜŦǎ in his spare time. 

For his family it is tourism which plays a more significant role; supporting the restaurant he runs with 

his wife, as well as a small hotel that he runs with his family. While these tourism interests are not 

directly dependent on coral reefs, Karl recognised the 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ άThey (reefs) are my 

livelihood. I make my living off of tourismέ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ 

ά90% or more of the people who come to the island, 

come to dive. So we have the benefit of providing 

serviceέΦ 

Similarly, Alan identified the coral reef aǎ άǾŜǊȅΣ ǾŜǊȅέ 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ άbecause the tourists want to come and dive 

and see themέΦ Indeed, for certain households in East 

Harbour the dive industry is the principal 

source of livelihood. Such is the case for 

Gavin16 an expatriate who has been living on 

Utila for the last 16 years. Now married to 

another expatriate and with two school-aged 

children, he and his wife co-manage one of 

¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ŘƛǾŜ ǎƘƻǇǎΦ !ǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜ 

shop Gavin also works as a dive boat captain, 

while his wife also works as a dive instructor. 

As such their entire livelihood is dependent 

ƻƴ ¦ǘƛƭŀΩǎ ŘƛǾŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǉŀȅǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

regular wages as well as additional income 

from each boat trip Gavin captains. Gavin 

stated άthe reef is the foundation for 

everythingΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜΦΦΦέ.  

The dive shops of Utila are in large part controlled by expatriate owners. Although, an expatriate 

dive shop owner reported that ownership generally does not allow for much profit above a steady 

wage. Likewise, an expatriate dive instructor, Berton17, explained that the financial resources he 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƘƛƎƘ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ΨǊƛŎƘΩ at US $ 1,000 a month. However, this wage, 

though likely perceiveŘ ŀǎ ƭƻǿ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǿŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ ŜȄǇŀǘǊƛŀǘŜǎΩ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ƘƻƳŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ 

economies, is markedly abovŜ IƻƴŘǳǊŀǎΩ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ǿŀƎŜ18.  

Among these different case studies in East Harbour, coral reefs are clearly perceived as significant in 

relation to diving and tourism activities. As emphasised by Radford19, an islander and hotel manager 

in East Harbour, άΧǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƛǎ фф҈ ƻŦ ¦ǘƛƭŀΧέ. In contrast, perceptions of the importance of 

reefs in terms of fisheries are less clearly expressed. Yet fisheries undoubtedly play an important role 
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 Sources: WP2 in-depth household interviews, East Harbour, 05/08/2011; 07/08/2011 
16

 Sources: WP2 in-depth household interviews, East Harbour, 10/07/2011; 07/08/2011 
17

 Source: WP2 in-depth household interview, East Harbour, 16/07/2011 
18

 For the manufacturing industry the minimum wage in establishments with 1 to 10 employees, was set in 
2011 as 5,857.50 Lempiras per month, equivalent to 310 US Dollars. 
19

 Sources: WP2 In-depth household interview, East Harbour 06/07/2011; 10/08/2011 

 
Dive tourism around Utila 

 


