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The Ara Macao Development Must be Denied


The proposed Ara Macao development has created enormous controversy not only among residents of the Placencia Peninsula and surrounding communities, but also throughout the entire country.  


The initial doubts of local residents about the adequacy of the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for the project have been confirmed by environmental experts who raise serious EIA-related concerns involving a wide range of issues including water resources and water quality, waste water, solid waste disposal, sanitary waste disposal, coastal erosion and sand starvation of downstream beaches, sedimentation threatening local fisheries and corals, run-off from dredged materials and golf course fertilizers, insecticides and pesticides, hazardous waste disposal, destruction of essential wetlands, diversion of the Placencia Road, and the social and economic effects of the development on local communities and local economies, transportation, housing and health and educational systems, among others.



As analyzed by Peter Zimmerman, an EIA practitioner, a member of the International Association of Impact Assessment (IAIA), and Vice President for the Canadian Ecosystems Market Segment of a global engineering consulting company:

The EIA is . . . very superficial and lacking in the degree of specific detail required to make a meaningful determination as to the magnitude, duration, scale, and geographic extent of the project impacts.  I also find most of the mitigative measures presented to be exceedingly vague and I believe their utility in addressing impacts will be quite limited.  There are few specific numerical or auditable objectives, preventative actions, or targets.  The cumulative effects section is perfunctory to the point of being meaningless.  


Unfortunately, in addition to environmental problems raised by EIA that still have not been addressed by the developer, the Ara Macao proponents are now attempting to set village against village and to drive a wedge among people currently living harmoniously on the Placencia Peninsula and in surrounding communities such as Independence Village across the Placencia Lagoon. 



Local residents will confirm that they are not opposed to development. But, they will also confirm that they do oppose development that is massive in scope, not carefully planned and that does not substantively address environmental or social and economic concerns.  


In addition, local residents are opposed to developments that may simply displace hundreds of Belizean-owned local businesses by one mega-resort that destroys the local environment without any meaningful addition to the national or local economies.  For, what does it matter that a developer will provide 2,600 jobs or $2 million in departure taxes after its development is completed, if that same development takes away that much, or more, from existing local businesses and tax revenues?
--more--



The following quote from the United Nations Division for Sustainable Development sums up the view of many area residents:

Tourism that focuses on natural environments is a large and growing part of the tourism industry. While it can contribute in a positive manner to socio-economic development and environmental protection, uncontrolled tourism growth can also cause environmental degradation, destruction of fragile ecosystems, and social and cultural conflict, undermining the basis of tourism.

United Nations Division for Sustainable Development


Tourists who have made Placencia the second largest destination in Belize echo this sentiment and local concerns:

I am a US resident who has visited Placencia, Belize on more than one occasion.  I love Placencia because it provides the opportunity to see the local landscape in its natural state and to experience the local culture.   I selected Placencia because it is the exact opposite of a large, sterile, mega-resort.  If I want to stay at a plush resort and play golf, I do not need to travel far from my home.  The whole point of travel is to experience other cultures and enjoy the natural beauty found in other parts of the world.  I have toured Southern Belize, visiting rain forests, Mayan ruins, caves, farms, and local homes.  An animal lover, I have enjoyed seeing the local wildlife in their natural habitats.  The highlights of my trips to Placencia have included snorkeling and fishing in the crystal clear waters off the shore of Southern Belize. The local guides made the experiences incredible, pointing out aquatic life I would not have identified on my own.

I truly hope that Belize does not allow Ara Macao and other mega-resorts to destroy the natural beauty of Southern Belize.  The impact of such structures on the local landscape, natural resources, and economy would be devastating and would destroy the very essence of the area.  

Quite frankly, if I wanted to go to a mega resort, I have many options which are easier and cheaper to get to than Southern Belize.  And if that is what Southern Belize becomes, I see no reason to incur the time and expense to travel there again and will instead spend my travel budget elsewhere.  Please do not let Ara Macao or any other mega-resort ruin your beautiful country.

Sincerely, Susan Spraul



For these reasons, we must call for denial of Ara Macao development as presently proposed.  


Ara Macao is simply too big, and the potential for significant harm to the Peninsula and surrounding communities is just too great.  


Further, all that is really being requested is for our government to enforce its existing environmental laws and to uphold its strong international reputation for environmental protection and sensitivity to the many cultures that make this unique country.  


And, we are also simply asking for consideration of the many owners of small Belizean businesses who have worked so hard for so many years, saving every dollar possible to realize the dream of owning their own business, being their own bosses and attaining financial independence.   


Should they now be asked to give up what they have worked so hard to achieve in return for some sort of job at a mega-resort that fails to comport with Belize’s hard-earned global recognition as a premier eco-destination?  


We think not.
--more--



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


All efforts of PCSD with respect to the proposed Ara Macao Resort and Marina are completely voluntary – no one is paid.  We have no paid staff, no paid consultants, no expense budget – no money to pay people to collect signatures on form letters.  



Even the expert opinions on the developer’s EIA were provided to us free of charge by concerned scientists who recognize the great potential for harm presented by this development.



We do not have the financial resources that the proponents of Ara Macao can bring to bear on this issue.  We cannot buy local support through large donations to charitable organizations, or pay for fancy dinners, cell phones or vacation jaunts.  



However, what we do have is determination, energy and the courage to fight to protect our communities.  We have and will continue to do this by exposing the deplorable inadequacies of the purported scientific data presented by Ara Macao, their lack of meaningful and transparent public consultation, their “perfunctory” and “meaningless” consideration of the cumulative effects of development on the Peninsula, their insulting suggestion that people be expected to substitute a job for the independence of owning their own small businesses, and their complete failure to address our communities’ concerns.



We believe that is enough.  

Attached to this release are the following documents that provide background and documentation for our concerns.  All of this information, plus additional documents about the development, such as the developer’s Environmental Impact Assessment and pictures and reports on the 3 May 2006 public consultation in Seine Bight, can be accessed through www.destinationsbelize.com/ara_macao_resort.htm.
· Site Plan and Fact Sheet for the proposed Ara Macao development (also available at www.destinationsbelize.com/ara_macao_resort.htm)
· 9 June 2006 PCSD Comments on the proposed Ara Macao EIA submitted to the Department of the Environment (Earlier comments may be accessed on-line through www.destinationsbelize.com/ara_macao_resort.htm.)
· 12 June 2006 PCSD Response to Paul Goguen’s Media Statements 

· Expert opinions on the EIA of Dr. Melanie McField, Dr. Mark Chernaik, Dr. Thomas Williams and Mercedes Lu, Q.F., dated 9 June 2006.  (Additional EIA comments from Drs. Chernaik and Williams, and Todd Barber of the Reef Ball Foundation can be found on-line at www.destinationsbelize.com/ara_macao_resort.htm.)
· Statements of Concern from community organizations including the Placencia and Seine Bight Village Councils, Friends of Nature, the Placencia BTIA, the Toledo Association for Sustainable Tourism and Empowerment and other local organizations
· Copies of Petitions of Opposition from Seine Bight, Riversdale and Placencia

· E-Mails from Placencia Tourists 
· Certificate of Registration of the Peninsula Citizens for Sustainable Development

· Form Letter Currently being Circulated by Paid Ara Macao Consultants

--End--
