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Setting the Record Straight – From the Peninsula’s Perspective


The Peninsula Citizens for Sustainable Development is following with much interest the media show being staged in Belize by The Meridian Group, a large advertising agency working for the developer of the proposed Ara Macao Resort and Marina, ioVest Development, LLC and ioVest Management, Inc.  



In his role as the promoter of this media circus, Paul Goguen, President of ioVest, stated on Channel 5’s Friday night news that “he’s deeply disturbed and surprised by criticisms levied at the project ... criticisms that he claims aren’t grounded in reality.”



So, we thought we’d throw some reality his way.
1.  When is a Few Too Many?  From Channel 5’s Friday news broadcast:  “Today, armed with the signatures of village council chairmen and assurances that public meetings have resulted in overwhelming support, Goguen maintains that the bottom line is clear.  “Overwhelmingly, everybody that we spoke to wants this project and they emphatically say that the few people in Placencia village, and I think there’s only a few, they said they don’t speak for us. We can do our own analysis and frankly our analysis says that we need jobs right now”

· Armed with Signatures of the Village Council Chairmen?  Attached are statements of concern about the proposed Ara Macao development from Placencia Peninsula community organizations, including the Placencia Village Council, the Seine Bight Village Council, the Placencia BTIA, the Placencia Rotary Club, the Placencia Humane Society, the Placencia Peninsula Arts Association, the Iris Foundation for Education, Paws, Claws and Beaks, and the Seine Bight Village Council representatives for Maya Beach and Riversdale.  

· Only a Few People in Placencia Village are Concerned?  Attached are petitions (petition 1, petition 2) containing well over 150 signatures from local residents from Placencia, Seine Bight, Maya Beach and Riversdale requesting denial of the proposed Ara Macao project.  Please note that no one was paid to collect these signatures, nor was anyone paid for a signature.  Also, petition signatures had to be collected twice, because the signatures collected on petitions at the 3 May public consultation about the proposed development mysteriously disappeared. (Just this past Thursday, a representative of the developer tried to take a petition for denial of approval for Ara Macao from Wallen's, but the clerks saw him and stopped him.)
· Public Meetings Have Resulted in Overwhelming Support?  Really!  Public sentiment was definitely NOT in favor the proposed development at the 3 May public consultation which drew about 300 people from all parts of the Peninsula, plus Riversdale and Independence.  In fact, just the opposite was true as can be verified by the pictures from the consultation which can be accessed at www.destinationsbelize.com/ara_macao_public_meeting_3__may_2006.htm and reports by first-hand observers at the meeting, which can be accessed from www.destinationsbelize.com/ara_macao_resort.htm.

Mr. Goguen was at that meeting, and knows very well that the sentiments expressed were overwhelmingly unfavorable to the development.

(300 people may be just a few in Chicago where you are from Mr. Goguen.  But here on the Peninsula, 300 is definitely a crowd.)


· We Need Jobs Right Now.  Well, anyone who needs a job right now shouldn’t depend on working for Paul Goguen or Ara Macao.  Although Mr. Goguen flings about some heady employment numbers (more on that later), he also states his development will start with just 200 rooms, and won’t be completed for 5 years.
2.  Just Where the Heck IS the Placencia Peninsula, Anyway?  As Paul Goguen correctly stated in his Channel 5 interview on Friday, 9 June 2006, Ara Macao isn't on the Placencia Peninsula, it's just north of the Peninsula and south of Riversdale.  Maybe Mr. Goguen needs to come clean to potential purchasers about the location of his resort, because that's not what he tells them on his Website:

The Ara Macao Resort & Marina, a master planned residential resort community and marina, is located on the Placencia Peninsula on the southern coast of Belize, a sunny region highly prized for its great weather, turquoise water and sugar sand beaches."  www.aramacao.com/aboutaramacao.html
The same statement is made on page 1 of the developer's "Purchaser Information Package, Founders Club Edition, April 2006 (the “Founders Club Package”). 
3.  We Can Work It Out.  Mr. Goguen throws around some impressive employment numbers, such as BZ$30,000,000 in salaries for 2,600 jobs.  What he doesn't tell us is what those jobs will be, or how much employees will be paid. (We doubt the resort’s General Manger will make the same salary as the guys who rake the beach.)  
And, we also don't know what percentage of the 2,600 jobs will be full time and what percentage will be part time, how many are management, how many are laborers, etc.  How many are temporary construction jobs that will end once construction is over?
With a population of only around 2000 on the Peninsula, it’s obvious that most of these jobs will not be held by Peninsula residents.  And, if most of these 2,600 positions are minimum wage or lower paying jobs, most Ara Macao employees won’t be able to afford to live in the Peninsula area because resorts like this always bring higher prices for housing, groceries, etc. 



A San Francisco State University study of Belize found that, as a consequence of tourism development, the prices for locals increased by 8%.  Tourism development and the related rise in real estate demand may dramatically increase building costs and land values. Not only does this make it more difficult for local people, especially in developing countries, to meet their basic daily needs, it can also result in a dominance by outsiders in land markets and in-migration that erodes economic opportunities for the locals, eventually disempowering residents.  UNEP, Impacts of Tourism, www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/sust-tourism/economic.htm
Real estate prices are already prohibitive on the Peninsula, and affordable housing is non-existent.  Just where will these people live, shop, go to school and obtain healthcare?

In addition, 2,600 employees is 8.67% of all the men, women and children in the Stann Creek District (population of right around 30,000 according to http://www.cso.gov.bz/stats_population.html).  If about 30% of Stann Creek’s population is actually working in any given period (extrapolated from Belize labor statistics at 
www.ilocarib.org.tt/digest/belize/bel01.html), that means that almost 30% of the 9,000 working people living 
in the Stann Creek District will be working for one resort.  Kind of a scary prospect if the resort goes broke - 30% of Stann Creek District employees out of work all at the same time.
4.  That’s About the Size of It.  As Mr. Goguen has cofirmed in his interviews with Channel 5 and LoveFM, if approved as proposed, Ara Macao will have over 1,000 housing units (1,123 to be exact) that can hold 4,774 guests. At 70% occupancy, that amounts to 3,342 guests.  At 40% occupancy, 1,910 guests.  
1,910 guests is just about the current population of the Placencia Peninsula.  But, that’s not all. What Mr. Goguen seems to conveniently forget to mention are the other 8,572 people who will be at the resort at capacity.  And, he can’t claim a 40 or 70% occupancy figure for all of these 8,000+ people – after all, 2,600 will be employees, if we can believe Mr. Goguen.  

That leaves 5,972 people unaccounted for at capacity.  Even at the 70% occupancy rate assumed by the EIA and Mr. Goguen, that's another 4,180 non-employees at the resort that Mr. Goguen consistently (and purposefully?) fails to mention.  At 40% occupancy, that’s still another 2,389 non-employees and when added to the 3,000 guests assumed by Goguen, that’s 5,389 guests at the resort on any given day – about 2.5 times the current population of the Peninsula – and  all of whom will be using bathrooms, drinking water, throwing away trash – in general using the resources of the Peninsula.  

Add in the employees, and you have 7,989 people at Ara Macao – which is about the population of San Pedro!
What will these extra 2,400-4,000 people be doing at Ara Macao, you ask?
· Perhaps hanging out in the 100,000 square foot casino and nightclub shaped like a Mayan temple (with flaming torches on top, no less) that will hold 1,000 people? (We don't know how many of those will be employees and how many will be visitors because the Ara Macao EIA doesn't say.)
· Or maybe they'll be part of the 5,648 people the Ara Macao EIA says will be in “various units in several areas”?  Huh?  (See page 58 of the Ara Macao EIA .) 
And where will these people come from, you ask?  Dunno, nobody will tell us (but we sure would like to know).

5.  Stuff Like That.  Goguen's answer to the issue of sand starvation and beach erosion of properties south of his proposed development is appalling (Channel 5 News Friday Broadcast).  He says: 

We are actually going to replace the sand on our beach with this coarse sand. As we excavate our marina, we are going to filter it and put it out there. So quite frankly, we want that sand to keep going by, the stuff that’s coming down from the river. It’s not something we are interested in and moreover, if we were to collect that sand, it will fill in the mouth of our marina which would render the marina non-navigable. We need it so that boats can pass through. So any sand that might collect there we are just going to collect it and push off down the line.
Some of that sand "stuff" he's referring to contains at least 22% mud and silt, which means sedimentation that
can't even be controlled by sedimentation curtains during dredging, much less taking out the coarse grained sand and putting the rest of it "out there" where it will destroy corals, sea grass beds, fish and other marine life such as lobster and conch. (See page 61 of the Review of EIA for Coral Reef Impacts for ARA MACAO Resort & Marina, April 30, 3006 by The Reef Ball Foundation)

Further, Mr. Goguen's analysis of the potential for shoreline erosion south of his development is definitely not in line with the expert opinions of Drs. Tom Williams and Mark Chernaik who have been assisting Peninsula communities by reviewing the proposed Ara Macao EIA.  
Instead:

· From Dr. Chernaik’s review:  “Basically, this is equivalent to saying that the developers don’t know exactly what would happen after they build the marinas and jetties, but they would watch and see what happens.  If something really bad happens, then they’ll figure out something to do that might repair the damage.”  

· From Dr. Williams’ review:  “Until the beach and long-shore processes have been documented and analyzed properly and a full, detailed description of the Project’s marine activities, the impacts and Project validity can be judged only as totally inadequate and incomplete, and non-responsive to the terms and conditions of the EIA . . . and in the absence of positive information and analytical results, he impacts should be assumed to be negative and significant.”

6.  A Lake, a Sea, What’s the Difference?  Goguen has also been touting his team of the “best engineers and scientists.”  (Love FM 9 June 2006 interview).  What he doesn’t tell you is that most of the experience of the coastal engineering firm in charge of designing the huge marina the developer wants to cut into the sea is on the Great Lakes.  That’s right, the Great Lakes – not Florida, not California, but the interior Great Lakes.  

So, it’s all just water, you say?  Hardly.  Environmental concerns for fresh and saltwater are totally different.  Engineering wise, the pretty much holds true, too.  For example, someone whose experience has been primarily in fresh water has probably not had a great deal of experience (if any) with maintaining silt curtains in a high-energy ocean environment.  Also, sea water is more dense than fresh water, so sand and silt are more buoyant and travel further, which means a freshwater engineering firm’s models are probably not accurate.  And, carbonate sands are a specialty engineering field and an engineering firm with fresh water experience is very unlikely likely to have a carbonic sand expert on staff.

7.  Just About Time.  The reason the deadline for comments on the Ara Macao EIA was extended to 9 June 2006 was presumably to allow the developer time to address certain issues raised by its EIA.  Peninsula citizens knew nothing about the requested addendum until last week, and we do not know if the developer, or the Department of the Environment, planned to make the addendum available for our review.  We are uncertain how we were supposed to be able to provide comments on a document that might never be made available to us.
Further, although the deadline for comments has come and gone, Goguen says in his LoveFM interview on 9 June 2006 that the developer is only now "about to submit its addendum." 
In addition, if we are to believe Mr. Goguen, DOE and NEAC apparently ignored the issues raised at the public 

hearing on 3 May 2006 in Seine Bight.  In Mr. Goguen's own words:
We presented the document which is the environmental assessment to the NEAC committee and they reviewed it and we had a meeting at the end of April here and they has an opportunity to respond and they came out with an additional eight points of clarification and ask us to report back on so we have gone ahead and done that and we are about to present our addendum." (LoveFM interview, 9 June 2006)

Vince Minniti, the developer's Director of Financial Services, told a caller that the public consultation in May was only a dog and pony show for the benefit of Placencia Village and that the project had already been approved.  Was he right?  Read on!
8.  Methinks he doth protest too much.  Despite the developer's protestations that the project has not already been approved, we offer (a) statements in the Founders Club Package that the developer has already received assurances that the current Belize moratorium on fiscal incentives would be waived for the proposed development; (b) a press release from the developer dated 6 April 2006 stating that its ground breaking for Phase 1 was effectively launched the first week of September 2005 (www.thetimesharebeat.com/2006/apr/0406-03t.htm); (c) statements by the erstwhile Mr. Minitti that the developer had met with all members of Cabinet, who asked them to drill two wells and a few other requests, and when the developer complied with the Cabinet members' requests, the development was approved by the Cabinet members; and (d) the statement in the Placencia Road Upgrade EIA for the Peninsula Road that the development had already been approved as of 2005!
9.  Take the Money and Run.  Mr. Goguen tells us that his development will take 5 years to complete.  Funny, the EIA says 4 years. (See page 1-7 of the Ara Macao EIA)  But, 4 years or 5 years, the primary reason for the extended staging of the project is that the developer needs money.  How do we know?  The developer itself says so on page 40 of the Founders Club Package:

Financial resources of Developer may be Inadequate.  There is no assurance hat the Developer has or will be able to maintain sufficient financial resources to meet its obligations.  If these obligations exceed the Developer's assets and/or operating capital, neither the management of the Developer nor its investors have any legal obligation to advance funds to the Project. . . . The Developer has not established a credit facility [loan] for either short or long-term financing, or a line of credit. 

Page 40 of the Founder’s Package also includes the following interesting information:

Risk of Financing Strategy:  The Developer's principal financial strategy is based on the concept that the Project will eventually become self-funding as condominiums and villas are sold, because the Developer will be able to use the cash generated from such sales to fund the construction and development of later phases of the Project.  In the event the condominium and villa sales do not occur as planned, however, the Developer will not receive the anticipated cash when necessary to continue with its development efforts.  As a result, significant portions of the Project, as well as several of the Project amenities, may not be constructed as planned.  Delays that result from lack of cash to cover development costs will cause the carrying costs of the Project to increase and further delay completion of the Project."

So, who will be left holding the bag if sales don't go as planned?  Not Paul Goguen or other investors.  No, the 

people who will be holding the bag are the people who were enticed into buying into the project before it's 

completed -- and the people of Belize who may very well be left with a mess on their hands, such as uncompleted dredging and massive amounts of dredged materials (1.2 million cubic yards) that will be deposited onto the wetlands to the west of the property in anticipation of the construction of a golf course that is not scheduled to occur until the very end of the development process - and that may, in fact, never occur.  


10.  Money Makes the World Go Round.  Paul Goguen throws around a lot of big numbers, such as $12,000,000 a year in hotel taxes.  This means that the resort will have to generate about $135,000,000 per year, or $369,863 per day in hotel room revenues.  At 70% occupancy, that means his hotel rooms will have to have a rack rate of $528.38 per room.  At 40% occupancy (which is purportedly the average Belize hotel occupancy rate), that's $924.66 per day per room!  
Wow!  That’s a lot of money for a hotel room for 3 people (# of guests per room is Mr Goguen’s) -- $308.22 per person, not including taxes and service charges.  That’s more than Chaa Creek, Victoria House, Turtle Inn, Blancaneaux – pretty much any resort in Belize except Cayo Espanto, a private island with only 4 villas and private swimming pools, docks and a personal butler for each villa.
But, don’t think all those guests will bring lots of money to the Placencia area.  According to the United Nations (http://www.uneptie.org/pc/tourism/sust-tourism/economic.htm):

· A study of tourism 'leakage' in Thailand estimated that 70% of all money spent by tourists ended up leaving Thailand (via foreign-owned tour operators, airlines, hotels, imported drinks and food, etc.). Estimates for other Third World countries range from 80% in the Caribbean to 40% in India.
· Multinational corporations and large foreign businesses have a substantial share in the import leakage. Often, especially in poor developing destinations, they are the only ones that possess the necessary capital to invest in the construction of tourism infrastructure and facilities. As a consequence of this, an export leakage arises when overseas investors who finance the resorts and hotels take their profits back to their country of origin. 

· Local businesses often see their chances to earn income from tourists severely reduced by the creation of "all-inclusive" vacation packages. When tourists remain for their entire stay at the same cruise ship or resort, which provides everything they need and where they will make all their expenditures, not much opportunity is left for local people to profit from tourism. 


· The Organization of American States (OAS) carried out a survey of Jamaica's tourist industry that looked at the role of the all-inclusives compared to other types of accommodation. It found that 'All-inclusive hotels generate the largest amount of revenue but their impact on the economy is smaller per dollar of revenue than other accommodation subsectors.'

It also concluded that all-inclusives imported more, and employed fewer people per dollar of revenue than other hotels. This information confirms the concern of those who have argued that all-inclusives have a smaller trickle-down effect on local economies.
11.  Baby You Can Light My Fire.  From the Channel 5 News Broadcast, “Tonight we understand that as part of development plans, Ara Macao is proposing to assist with medical and fire fighting services on the Placencia peninsula.”  The Rotary Club of the Peninsula has been working very hard to bring fire fighting equipment and services to the Peninsula.  We wonder if Ara Macao has “informed” Rotary of its help.  
12.   If You Could Read My Mind, What a Tale It’d Tell.  We find it very interesting that all of the information just now being provided by the developer isn’t in the Ara Macao EIA. One could infer that the reason this information is not in the EIA is that the developers felt that they didn't need to spend the time or money to provide this kind of essential information because no one was going to have an opportunity to make meaningful comments, anyway.

13.  Let’s Twist Again.  The developer has made no effort to address any of the issues raised by the Placencia community, which include, but are not limited to:
· Cumulative impact of the development and all other approved and proposed developments in the area;
· Extinguishment of the public's easement for right of access to the first 66 feet of beach from the high tide line;
· Up-drift accretion of sand by coastal structures or by beach fill activities resulting in sand covering the coral reef adjacent to the property on which the proposed development would be located;
· Surface water run-off from the golf course and the rest of the resort into the Placencia Lagoon;
· Amount of fertilizers, insecticides and pesticides to be used on the golf course; 
· Hurricane evacuation and/or shelter for residents of the proposed development and hurricane evacuation of residents living south of the proposed development;
· Adequacy of local schools and health services to cope with the greatly increased population that will occur as the result of the development; 
· Adequacy of the existing dump to absorb the solid waste that will be generated by the development, and the source of money needed to finance the significant upgrades and equipment that will be needed to turn the dump into a sanitary landfill (assuming its capacity is adequate in the first place);
· Downstream erosion and sand starvation;
· High silt and peat content necessitating filters and settlement ponds to control silt and turbidity of reclamation discharge (none of which are mentioned in the EIA);
· Disposal of sludge from the wastewater treatment facilities;
· Possible contamination of dredged soils from banana and shrimp farm operations making the dredged soils unsuitable for fill;
· Potential breach from Caribbean to Lagoon and impacts of such a breach;
· Impacts on corals, lobster/conch/fish habitats and sea grass beds from dredging and land based activities;
· Legitimacy of water quality testing results; and
· Sufficiency of potable water source, effect on other users of the aquifer and potential for saltwater intrusion.

14.  I Started a Joke that Started the Whole World Laughing.  The developer’s press release in the 11 June 2006 edition of the Belize Times states that Ara Macao supports the creation of tax increment financing districts to finance improvements such as the Placencia Road.  Tax increment financing (or TIF as it’s called) is completely inappropriate for Belize because of its tax structure.  In addition, the basic concept underlying a TIF is that “but for” the financing of development through TIF, development would not occur.  Clearly, that concept does NOT apply to the Placencia Peninsula, nor should it.  For more information, see http://www.goodjobsfirst.org/accountable_development/tif_basics.cfm.

15.  Hide and Seek. Where are the "three thousand other units over the next two or three years" that Goguen says the Placencia area will have to absorb?  Maybe he knows something about a master plan that has yet to be shared with people living on the Peninsula.  Too, if there are in fact 3,000 other units already under development, how can the Peninsula's infrastructure handle that many more people in addition to Ara Macao?  Perhaps we should wait to see how those developments go, and then make a decision on Ara Macao.

The Peninsula Citizens for Sustainable Development is a community organization formed by Peninsula residents concerned with the rapid, and often poorly planned and executed, development of the Peninsula.  PCSD seeks to bring information about proposed developments to the residents of the Peninsula to ensure that all such developments are environmentally sustainable with respect to the fragile eco-systems of the Peninsula and its communities and cultures.









