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Abstract 

Puerto Peñasco, once a small Sonoran fishing village located 65 kilometers 
from the US border crossing, has over the last 10 years become one of the fastest 
growing cities in Mexico.  Tourism has been the force for this dramatic change 
and with the boom of resort developments and economic opportunities came 
unintended environmental and social costs.  Using current federal management 
plans, secondary literature and on-site surveys, this report describes the current 
environmental, economic and social conditions that define Peñasco today and 
identifies specific barriers that are blocking successful sustainable management 
initiatives at the national, regional and local levels. 
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Introduction 
 
 Puerto Peñasco, a small coastal city located in Sonora, Mexico is located 65 

kilometers from the U.S. border crossing at Lukeville, Arizona.  For decades this city 

thrived as a fishing community, supporting both national and US markets. In the past two 

decades, as the fishing industry has overexploited the Gulf of California’s resources, 

tourism has taken the lead as the way to sustain economic vitality in Puerto Peñasco and 

the surrounding region.  As is commonly seen in fast growing tourism communities, the 

boom of resort developments and business opportunities also results in strains on natural 

and community resources (Plog 1974; Butler 1980; Bodenchuk 1993; Gormsen 1997; 

Cooper et al. 1998; Tran 2006). While there is no doubt as to the importance of the 

tourism industry to the local economy, questions arise regarding what the future will hold 

for the local economy, social wellbeing and delicate desert environment as the rate of 

growth continues at such a fast pace, and as policies have yet to successfully manage 

unplanned urban and tourism development.  In the past few years, Mexico’s federal 

government has attempted to mitigate unintended consequences of tourism development 

by incorporating them into national sustainable tourism management programs to be 

applied to the regional and local level.  However, a lack of strong implementation, 

enforcement and accountability has lead to questionable success.   

 
Purpose of Investigation 

 The purpose of this report is four-fold: 1) Contribute to the pool of knowledge 

about the socio-economic and environmental impacts of tourism in Puerto Peñasco 

through data collection and analysis of residential surveys; 2) Review recent national 

policies relevant to Puerto Peñasco to summarize common trends and differences in how 
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these plans identify problems at a regional and local level and how they plan to mitigate 

them; 3) Identify existing barriers to sustainable development initiatives in Puerto 

Peñasco; and 4) Provide recommendations that may improve the management process to 

yield more successful results in the future. 

 
 

Before the specifics of the study are detailed, I will review the relevant literature on 

tourism development. 

 
Theories Behind Tourism Development and General Economic, Socio-Cultural and 
Environmental Effects  
 
Destination Evolution 

     Few resort destinations remain constant and unchanged and those that do will 

most likely be viewed as outdated and less attractive to visitors over time.  There is no 

single coherent theory that fully explains tourism development evolution and the situation 

is complicated by the fact that different disciplines, such as sociological, socio-economic 

or psychological approaches, take varying approaches in explaining the issue.  

For example, Stanley Plog (1974) created a typology of tourists and developed a 

classification in terms of psychographic analysis.  He used his classification of tourist 

behaviors/motivations to explain why resort destinations seem to follow a general pattern 

that causes them to rise and fall in popularity.  Plog saw a spectrum of market segments 

with two opposing groups on either extreme.  On the one side, allocentrics are those 

visitors who seek cultural and environmental differences from their usual lives, belong to 

higher income groups, and are adventurers who are not in need of the comforts of home.  

On the other side of the spectrum are the psychocentrics, visitors who seek familiar 
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surroundings, belong to a lower income bracket, are unadventurous and demand certain 

amenities.  In between the extremes are the near-allocentrics, midcentrics and near-

psychocentrics.  According to Plog’s (1977) framework, a resort may begin by attracting 

the small-numbering allocentrics and will quickly develop in order to attract more 

visitors, appealing to tourist segments across the spectrum and, in some cases, into the 

psychocentric realm – the comprehensive ‘no-surprises vacation’ package.  In the 

development process, original allocentric (trendsetting) visitors may feel alienated and 

will move on to find another area to explore or ‘discover’.   

Another approach to explaining this development pattern is R.W. Butler’s (1980) 

Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC).  This descriptive model states destinations go through 

a cycle of evolution similar to the life cycle of a product, where sales grow as the product 

evolves through stages of launch, development, maturity and decline.  Similarly, as 

number of visitors is replaced by sales of a product, a resort destination follows a life 

cycle composed of six stages as tourist numbers increase over time and eventually reach a 

carrying capacity threshold (See Figure 1).  The typical stages are as follows (Butler 

1980):  

 

1.   Exploration: Where small numbers of visitors are attracted by natural beauty  
or cultural characteristics, tourist numbers are limited and few tourist facilities 
exist. 

 
2.  Involvement: Where limited involvement by local residents provides some  

facilities for tourists, there is a recognizable tourist season and a definite 
tourist market is created. 
 

 3.  Development: Where large numbers of tourists arrive, control passes from the  
local community to external organizations (trans-national companies) and an 
increase in tensions between local peoples and tourists begins. 

 



 7 

4.  Consolidation: Where tourism becomes a major part of the economy, visitor  
numbers start to level off and some older facilities are considered second-rate 
to visitors. 

 
5.  Stagnation: Where a peak number of tourists has been reached and the resorts  

are not longer fashionable.  
 

6.  Rejuvenation/Decline: Where attractiveness begins to decline, visitors are lost  
to other resorts and destinations, resort becomes dependant on day visitors 
and weekend recreationalists from a limited geographic area and long-term 
decline will continue unless action is taken to rejuvenate and modernize the 
area 

 
Figure 1.  Butler’s Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC), showing the “S”-shaped tourism  
life cycle curve at a typical resort destination (Butler 1980). 
Source: www.casstourism.com/newtrc/read.asp?id=209 

 

 
 
 
Obviously, the shape of the TALC curve is site-specific but depends on a number 

of factors such as (Cooper et al. 1998): 

- the rate of development; 
- ease of access; 
- government policy; 
- market trends; and 
- competing destinations. 
 

One hypotheses of the TALC model is that as destinations begin to suffer from a 

loss of quality due to excessive levels of resource use and development, new destinations 
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would be developed, detracting from the number of tourists and investments in the 

original destination.  According to Butler (2004a), the cycle of a resort destination is as 

follows: 

 Increase in demand requires an expansion of infrastructure which requires a growth in 
markets or market shares to ensure a return on investment, which in turn ultimately 
requires additional infrastructure as visitor numbers increase, and so on. At some point in 
this cycle, the amount of development is likely to exceed its level of appropriateness, or 
the balance point between economic efficiency and attractivity, in other words, the 
carrying capacity of the destination.  The most likely result is a decline in visitation, 
followed by a decline in investment, resulting in reduced attractivity and further declines 
in visitation, the downward side of the positive cycle noted above. 
 
Butler considered his original 1980 article as a commentary on the inevitability of 

loss of quality by destinations in the absence of management.  It was a call for realization 

that destinations will ultimately face greater challenges to stay competitive and 

appropriate planning and management, including identifying limits to growth, setting 

realistic targets and adaptability, are necessary to ensure a sustainable future.   

 Although written before the term sustainable development became mainstream, it 

is not hard to see a connection between Butler’s TALC observations and recent 

sentiments appealing to necessity for regulation requiring a long-term view, keeping 

development within environmental and social constraints, and emphasizing community 

involvement and environmental consideration. 

 Although this model has primarily been used as a descriptive model, there is now 

evidence (Butler 2004b, 2004c) that the TALC can have predictive properties as well.  

Note that there are also significant problems with using this as a forecasting tool, 

including the difficult of identifying stages and turning points, managers responding to 

false warning signs and the difficulty of obtaining data (Cooper et al. 1998).  As is 

expected from a simplistic and generalized model, the TALC is not realistic for all 

destinations but in the case of Puerto Peñasco, as will be discussed in further detail later, 
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it is realistic to assume with the current natural resource concerns and the lack of strong 

management, that the city’s tourism industry is at risk of eventual decline without 

properly enforced management initiatives.  If nothing else, the TALC is important to this 

case study in simply identifying the importance of regulating tourism development to 

alleviate future probable impacts of unplanned or poorly managed tourist activity in the 

economic, socio-cultural and environmental arenas. 

 
Economic Effects 

Just as the negative impacts of tourism on host countries are often exaggerated, so 

are the economic benefits (Cooper et al. 1998).  However, the economic advantages are 

the major force behind tourism development.  Such benefits can be directly and indirectly 

felt in the host community, providing a cascading effect through the entire economy.  The 

direct effect begins with tourists spending money at restaurants, bars and hotels.  Indirect 

effects occur when enterprises directly receiving tourist money need to purchase services 

and goods from other sectors of the local economy, which also results in job creation and 

subsequent salaries and wages to local residents.   

 Negative economic effects of tourism arise as goods and services go towards the 

tourism industry instead of being used for alternative purposes.  Jobs created by tourism 

may take labor away from other sectors in the host community (Cooper et al. 1998).  A 

shortage of skilled labor may also create a need to import labor from other areas that 

leads to additional economic leakages (Cooper et al. 1998).  With population rise comes a 

need for more accommodating infrastructure. 

The lack of upward mobility potential is also a major criticism of the tourism 

industry in general.  Often, highly paid management positions are frequently filled by 
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outsiders, perhaps expatriate employees of multinational companies, while the low-wage, 

unskilled positions (maids, waiters, gardeners, construction workers) go to the local 

residents (Bodenchuk 1993). 

Assessing the economic effects of tourism is much easier than gauging the socio-

cultural and environmental impacts – although such studies are expensive (Cooper et al. 

1998).  The calculation of the economic impact of tourist expenditure is often achieved 

by using multiplier analyses.  To estimate the economic impact of tourism development 

projects, a cost-benefit analysis can be used.  

 
Socio-Cultural Effects 

 The socio-cultural effects of tourism often get the brunt of negative sentiments, 

but in reality, these impacts tend to contain a mixture of both positive and negative 

outcomes (Cooper et al. 1998).  Tourism is a product and is one of the few industries 

where consumers actually come to the site of production.  As a result, there are 

implications for both the hosts and the guests.  The type of tourism activity that takes 

place will to some extent, determine the development of the tourism product. 

 There are a number of different types of tourists, defined by their motivations for 

travel.  A detailed typology created by Valene Smith (1989) relates the type of tourist to 

volume and adaptation levels (Table 1). 
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Table 1.  Typology of tourism: frequency of type of tourist and their adaptations to local norms. 

Types of tourist Number of tourists Adaptation to local norms 
Explorer Very limited Accepts fully 
Elite Rarely seen Adapts fully 
Off-beat Uncommon but seen Adapts well 
Unusual Occasional Adapts somewhat 
Incipient mass Steady flow Seeks Western amenities 
Mass Continuous flow Expects Western amenities 
Charter Massive arrivals Demands Western amenities 
Source: Smith (1989)   

 
 Incipient mass, Mass and Charter tourist types can be generalized as package 

tourists, who usually demand Western amenities, are associated with rapid growth rates 

and often lead to the restructuring of the local economy (Cooper et al. 1998).  The other 

tourist types (Explorer, Elite, Off-beat and Unusual) can be generalized as independent 

tourists, who usually fit in better with the local environment and social structure, are 

associated with relatively slow growth rates and often lead to local ownership (Cooper et 

al. 1998).   

 In general, contact between hosts and visitors results in a direct socio-cultural 

impact.  De Kadt (1979) suggests that there are three broad categories of such contact: 

1. When the tourists buy goods and services for hosts 
 
2. When the hosts and tourists share a facility such as the beach, a bus or train, a 

bar or restaurant, etc. 
 

3. When tourists and hosts come together for the prime purpose of cultural 
exchange. 

 
According to Cooper et al. (1998) the first two of these types of contact are 

associated with the majority of negative aspects of social contact, whereas the third type 

of contact is generally though to promote positive results.  Mass and charter tourists are 

more likely to be primarily involved with the first two types of contact, generally 
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resulting in their presence being unfavorable from a socio-cultural point of view (Cooper 

et al. 1998).   

There is also a direct demonstration effect where tourists may influence the 

behavior of the host population by their example.  Understanding behavioral influences 

becomes even more complex when considering that tourists often take on different 

attitudes and behaviors when they are on vacation and away from their typical 

environment (Cooper et al. 1998).  The demonstration effect does not even require that 

tourists come into contact with members of the host population.  Those members of the 

host community that do interact with tourists can change the behavior of others in the 

community who have no contact, thus producing a indirect cascading effect.  The scale of 

the difference in characteristics between the host and guest cultures will determine the 

magnitude of the direct socio-cultural impact of tourism development.  Inskeep (1991) 

suggests that these differences include: 

- basic value and logic system; 
- religious beliefs; 
- traditions; 
- customs; 
- lifestyles; 
- behavioral patterns; 
- dress codes; 
- sense of time budgeting; 
- attitudes towards strangers. 
 

Furthermore, discerning the true socio-cultural benefits and costs of tourism is 

complicated by what defines a particular culture.  Cultures are constantly in a state of flux 

and tourism certainly has the capability of reconstructing the community quickly by 

bringing new ideas and behaviors into a previously isolated region.  Tourism can provide 

ways for the invention of new forms of cultural expression (Chambers 1997). According 
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to Chambers (1997, p31), “An authentic culture is not one that remains unchanged, which 

seems impossible under any condition, but one that retains the ability to determine the 

appropriateness of its adaptations”.  Generalizations regarding community reaction to 

tourism can be difficult to come by.   

 Some of the negative socio-cultural aspects that are generally blamed on tourism 

are difficult to separate from the rapid growth of the urban population.  The link between 

crime and tourism, for example, is hard to establish.  Is crime simply due to an increased 

population or is it specifically connected to tourism?  It is certain that the presence of 

large numbers of tourists provides an avenue for illegal activities including drug 

trafficking, robbery and violence (Cooper et al. 1998) but the question remains whether 

an increased population due to another economic sector could also increase these 

problems to the same extent. 

 Techniques for discerning socio-economic, as well as environmental, impact 

assessment are less developed than those that have been generated to measure economic 

impacts of tourism activity, party due to the complexity of measuring social and 

environmental impacts (Cooper et al. 1998).  Methods of measuring the socio-cultural 

impact of tourism involves primary data collection involving tourist or resident surveys, 

interviewing of focus groups, key informants and participant observation, to name a few.  

Secondary sources of data gathering may include reviewing unemployment/employment 

statistics, newspaper reports and other media coverage.  Socio-cultural studies are often 

highly qualitative and subjective in nature (Cooper et al. 1998) and as such, can be very 

difficult to measure. 
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Environmental Effects 

 Discussion of tourism’s environmental implications generally revolve around the 

negative effects but there may be a few positive outcomes, depending on the location.  

One of the positive effects may be the creation of national parks or reserves or the 

preservation/restoration of ancient monuments or cultural and historic sites (Cooper et al. 

1998).  While viewed as positive in the eyes of conservationists, this outcome may not be 

viewed favorably for local communities that may be displaced in various ways by a 

park’s creation.   

 In terms of negative outcomes, tourism may have a number of direct 

environmental impacts on the quality of water, air and noise levels.  Physical 

deterioration of natural and built environments can have a number of serious 

consequences.  Some examples are as follows (Cooper et al. 1998): 

- The use of all-terrain vehicles can erode sand dunes. 
- Hunting and fishing will affect wildlife abundance. 
- The construction of tourism developments may detract from aesthetics. 
- Improper disposal of litter can detract from the aesthetic quality of the 

environment and put wildlife at risk. 
 

As word spreads about the economic productivity of a tourist destination, the 

population increases as more and more people come to take advantage of the growing job 

market.  This puts increasing pressure on the local environment and its natural resources.  

Obviously, negative environmental impacts are not unique to tourism and will commonly 

occur in a region where rapid, unplanned development occurs. 
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Successful tourism development requires dedication in undertaking extensive 

quantitative and qualitative research in all three areas discussed.  This research should be 

collected and analyzed at relatively frequent intervals (Cooper et al. 1998). 

 

Methods 

 The analysis in this paper draws on three major sources of data: a survey of 

residents’ attitudes towards tourism conducted by the author, a System of Sustainability 

Indicators (SSI) study conducted by the Secretary of Tourism (SECTUR), and a review 

of two recent federal management plans conducted by the author. 

 

The Survey 

The objective of the on-site surveys is to assess residents’ attitudes, focusing on 

their feelings with respect to the tourism industry and the economic, environmental and 

social changes observed over the past 10 years.  Surveys were conducted during a two-

week period in July 2006.  On-site support was provided by the Intercultural Center for 

the Studies of Deserts and Oceans (Centro Intercultural de los Estudios de Desiertos y 

Océanos - CEDO), a non-profit organization that has been the leader in the region’s 

conservation for over 25 years. A detailed description of the research methods and 

questions can be found in Appendix A.  The complete results are located in Appendix B.  

These surveys are preliminary research in residents’ perceptions on tourism in the area 

and the results are used, where appropriate, to support the claims made in this report.  In 

total, 140 people responded to the survey.   
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SSI Study 

Along with the surveys, data was also collected from a System of Sustainability 

Indicators (SSI) study conducted as part of Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 for Tourism, a 

management plan implemented in 2004 that will be discussed in greater detail later.  The 

SSI is an instrument that allows for measuring and monitoring the conditions of each 

destination using nationally accepted parameters in a way that is easier to understand for 

all the stakeholders.  The final document is color coded by red, yellow and green – 

indicating areas of high priority, preventative priority and in a favorable condition, 

respectively.  The result of the system is, ideally, a set of fundamental tools for decision-

making, one that reflects the information and opinions of local stakeholders.  The 

diagnostic, conducted in Puerto Peñasco during a 6-month period in 2004, was to be used 

in establishing priorities and responsibilities towards more balanced development 

(SECTUR 2005). 

 

Federal Management Plans 

 I also reviewed the two most recent federal management plans related to the area 

to summarize what government identified as the most pressing issues in Puerto Peñasco 

and the Gulf of California, while highlighting the proposed goals and plans for 

implementation within the city.  The management plans discussed are the following: 

 

1.  Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 for Tourism, 2004-Present 

A federal policy jointly proposed by the Secretary of Tourism (SECTUR) 

and the Secretary of the Environment and Natural Resources 
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(SEMARNAT) and applied to Mexico’s most popular tourist destinations, 

including Puerto Peñasco. 

 

2. The Program for Ecological Order of the Gulf of California, Dec. 2006 

A recently proposed regional plan for the environmental management of 

the entire Gulf of California.  While not focused directly on the tourism 

sector, the industry is assessed in terms of its impact on the Gulf.  This 

document was created by SEMARNAT in cooperation with the states that 

surround the Gulf of California. 

 

In addition to the information listed above, I also reviewed periodicals, secondary 

literature, and CEDO reports and stakeholder interviews to further assess tourism impacts 

throughout the community. 

 
The Region 

The municipality of Puerto Peñasco is situated on 5,639 sq. km. in northwestern 

Sonora, Mexico.  The city itself is located 65 kilometers from the US border (Map 1). 

 
 

Map 1.  Puerto Peñasco, Sonora, Mexico.  Source: www.bellasirena.com 
 

Puerto Peñasco is in the driest part of the Sonoran Desert, an area that receives an 

average annual rainfall of 3 in/yr, most of which occurs during July and August.  The 
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municipality is nestled along the Upper Gulf of California (also known as the Sea of 

Cortez) coastline, an area which has been long-recognized as a highly – although poorly 

– managed ecoregion and of great environmental concern for both sides of the 

international border (Brusca & Bryner 2004).  Puerto Peñasco lies in the Free Zone of 

Sonora, where tourists are not required to obtain immigration papers to enter into 

Mexico.  At the time of this writing, U.S. tourists were not required to show a passport to 

cross the border into the free zone. 

 In June 1993, the Mexican government announced the formation of two biosphere 

reserves in northern Sonora: The Pinacate and Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve 

and the Upper Gulf of California and Colorado River Delta Biosphere Reserve.  

 
 
History of Puerto Peñasco 

 To most Americans, Puerto Peñasco is known as “Rocky Point”, a name given to 

the landmark volcanic hill by a British sailor named Robert Hardy in 1826 (Ewert 1990), 

who came to the region in search of gold and pearls.  The Tohono O’odham  (Papago 

Indians) visited the Upper Gulf of California for salt.  Early nomadic fishermen traveled 

to the region particularly for totoaba (Totoaba macdonaldi), a valuable endemic species 

that resembles grouper (Bodenchuk 1993).  Although the fishery resources found in the 

Upper Gulf were abundant, the lack of a known freshwater source made it impossible to 

live in the harsh Sonoran desert for longer than a few weeks at a time (Bodenchuk 1993). 

 In the early 1920s, the first permanent settlers rooted themselves in Puerto 

Peñasco.  While most of these residents came from other fishing villages along the Gulf 

and from inland Sonora, a few foreigners from the United States and Yugoslavia also 
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joined the newly formed community (Bodenchuk 1993).  Fresh water was trucked in 

from Sonoyta, a border town located 60 kilometers north of Puerto Peñasco. 

 According to Bodenchuk (1993), the emerging popularity of this area with foreign 

tourists correlates with U.S. prohibition laws in the 1920s, when drinking and gambling 

establishments began appearing along Mexico’s border with the U.S. The first permanent 

structure in Peñasco was a hotel built by an American named John Richardson.  

Richardson obtained permission from the Governor of Sonora to fly American guests to 

the hotel for gambling and drinking.  Richardson alienated residents and government 

officials when in the 1930s local fishermen tried to gain entrance to the hotel and were 

turned away.  He eventually set his hotel on fire and dynamited the well he had built, 

leaving the people without a local source of water (Bodenchuk 1993).  As this story 

demonstrates, there are instances where tourism has segregated the local residents from 

visitors since the very beginning of this town’s history.  Tourism has been a force present 

in Puerto Peñasco since its creation. 

 During the 1920s and 30s, life in Peñasco was rough due to its isolation and 

limited water resources.  In 1932, with a population of 35 fishermen, the town was 

officially named Puerto Peñasco.  By 1941, the population had grown to 187 and 

employment opportunities were limited to the fishing and railroad industries (Monografía 

1992). 

 The beginning of the boom of the fishing industry in the Upper Gulf occurred in 

the 1930s, when the Japanese received permission from the Mexican government to 

harvest shrimp.  This had a great influence on fishers throughout the Gulf of California, 

and fishers from Puerto Peñasco were no exception.  The Japanese taught these fishers 
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many of their fishing techniques, including dredging and trawling – keeping the shrimp 

and discarding the bycatch (West 1993).  The start of World War II and the wasteful 

fishing techniques prompted the Mexican government to ban the Japanese trawlers from 

the Gulf in the early 1940s (West 1993). 

 Puerto Peñasco’s extreme isolation ended with the completion of the Sonora-Baja 

California railroad in 1940.  Following the new access to places such as Sonoyta, 

Mexicali and San Felipe, a two-lane highway between Peñasco and Ajo, Arizona was 

paved in 1946.  This marked the first significant economic and population expansion in 

Peñasco (Bodenchuk 1993).  With an influx of immigrants coming from Mexico’s 

interior, the population had jumped to 2,500 people by 1950 (Ives 1989). 

 During the 1960s a second boom of economic growth in Puerto Peñasco occurred 

due to the worldwide price of shrimp rising dramatically.  With an even larger 

population, the town’s infrastructure also improved.  Inland water wells were dug in 1974 

to provide a sewage system and piped-water, replacing the need for truck deliveries 

(Bodenchuk 1993).  By 1979, electricity was wired through the city, the main roads were 

paved, and the harbors expanded.  With these improvements, tourism boomed in the 

1980s. (Bodenchuk 1993). 

By 1975, the totoaba was declared off-limits by the Mexican government and in 

1991 was listed, along with the vaquita (an endemic harbor porpoise), as an endangered 

species. The 1980s marked the period when the shrimp industry obtained its highest catch 

volumes.  During this time, the Sonoran fishing fleet included 717 shrimp trawlers, 230 

of which resided in Puerto Peñasco (Bodenchuk 1993).  By the end of 1992, there were 
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only 30 shrimp trawlers (Bodenchuk 1993) and the crash of the shrimp fishery marked 

the move from a primarily fishery-dependant economy to a tourism-dependant one.   

The 1990s marked a period of steady tourism growth but the mass-tourism market 

had yet to reach its peak.  With the onset of large resort communities, what was once a 

small- to medium-scale tourism destination quickly developed into a mass, large-scale 

tourism region that began to spread beyond the city’s boundaries.   

 
 
Puerto Peñasco Today: Growth and Consequences 

Before I delve into the current status of tourism in Puerto Peñasco, I want to first 

introduce the relevant constituents.  The major stakeholders concerned with the issue of 

tourism development include: 

- Local residents, including the growing immigrant population coming from other 
areas of Sonora and the rest of Mexico;  

 
- Tourists, the majority of whom come from the southwestern United States; 

 
- The tourism industry, including both foreign and national investors and 

developers; 
 

- The public sector, including those employed in the tourism industry and those 
employed in other sectors; and 

 
- Local, state and federal agencies involved in tourism and urban development. 

 
 

Since the early days of tourism development, the last 15 years have seen 

exponential growth: Peñasco is now the fastest growing city in Mexico (López 2006a).  

According to 2005 data from the National Institute of Geographic Statistics and 

Information (INEGI), the municipality’s population was around 44,800, compared to 

26,411 residents in 1991 (Bodenchuk 1993). However, non-official data accounting for 
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those registered for water services from Peñasco’s water agency, the Municipal 

Organization of Potable Water, Sewage and Sanitation (OOMAPAS), shows that the 

current population is actually between 60,000 – 70,000. (López 2006b, SECTUR 2004).  

The town’s population can increase by 20,000 on the weekends.  In 2004, 1.3 million 

tourists visited Peñasco (H. Ayuntamiento 2007). As of June 2006, the total number of 

rooms and condos active, under construction or planned exceeded 16,500 (Castillo 

2006a).  The total number of vacation houses nears 8,500 and 9 golf courses are planned, 

two of which are already active (Castillo 2006a).   

Referring to Smith’s (1989) typology of tourists, the types of tourists that most 

often visit Puerto Peñasco are of the mass and charter tourist varieties, those package 

tourists that expect Western amenities and are associated with rapid growth rates (Pers. 

Observ.).  Mass tourism also means megadevelopments, like that of Sandy Beach Resorts 

(Figure 2) that is currently under construction.  This giant tourist resort enclave, the first 

one to be created at this large a scale, provides restaurants, bars, private beaches (illegal 

in the Mexican Constitution), marinas, golf courses, shopping, RV parks, health clubs, 

condos and houses – virtually everything tourists would need during their stay.   
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Figure 2.  Sandy Beach Resorts Master Plan, including plans for nine villages with combined amenities 
providing housing, health clubs, golf courses, marinas, restaurants and bars, RV parks, beach clubs and 
more. Source: SBR Realty 

 
Along with new houses, hotels, resorts and the megadevelopment, Puerto Peñasco 

is at the heart of two larger, regional development schemes.  The first of these is the 

Federal Tourism Promotion Fund’s (FONATUR) Sea of Cortez Project (also known as 

the Escalara Náutica or Marine Ladder) and the second is the Coastal Highway 

(Carretera Costera).  Brief descriptions of these plans are provided in Box 1 and 2. 

 
The Marine Ladder 
 This project – recently renamed as the Sea of Cortez Project – was launched in February 2001 by 
FONATUR and with the support of the states of Sonora, Sinaloa, Baja California and Baja California Sur.  
Relying heavily on private investments, the program proposes to place marinas throughout the Gulf of 
California, linking coastal communities and ideally bringing jobs and improved standards of living to areas 
that have few economic opportunities.  One of these coastal communities is Puerto Peñasco.  The Sea of 
Cortez project in Puerto Peñasco involved the improvement of the existing commercial port.  The docks for 
the project have been built, providing 18 spaces for boats.  Fishermen, whose ports must be relocated to 
other less desirable areas, pay a price for these plans.  Recent CEDO interviews have shown that the fishing 
sector has demonstrated resentment towards this project (CEDO 2006). 
 As for the wider implications of the project, many critics see the Marine Ladder as an 
environmental threat that will overwhelm and degrade the Gulf of California (Dibble 2005).  Progress has 
been slow.  On the Baja California peninsula, FONATUR has left a number of uncompleted projects, 
including deserted trailer parks and an abandoned marina in Puerto Escondido.  According to Pesenti and 
Dean (2003), this demonstrates the lack of need for such a project and reflects the inability of bureaucrats 
in Mexico City to design successful projects and mitigate environmental impacts.   
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The Coastal Highway Project 

In November 2003, the governor of Sonora announced the 5-year plan to develop a 375-mile 
coastal highway that will extend from El Golfo de Santa Clara, Baja California (just south of San Luis and 
Yuma, Arizona) to Guaymas, Sonora, also passing through the Upper Gulf Biosphere Reserve and the city 
of Peñasco.  This proposed road will provide a scenic coastal route with ocean views and will substantially 
shorten the drive time from California cities, particularly San Diego, to Puerto Peñasco and future coastal 
developments.  Not only will the highway make Peñasco more accessible to greater number of American 
tourists, but it will also open access to nearby coastal ejidos (a government-supported communal land 
system) and communities, thus eventually converting undeveloped areas and centers of traditional 
livelihoods into tourist developments down the Gulf’s Sonoran coast.  The most important impacts are 
expected within the Upper Gulf Biosphere Reserve. The highway should reach completion in 2009. 
  

The development in Puerto Peñasco has brought with it unforeseen consequences 

that are affecting economic, socio-cultural and environmental aspects of the town.   

Although there is a need for more data collection in the region, the summary of such 

effects is discussed below and based upon information from the residential surveys, 

CEDO data, periodical reviews and the 2004 System of Sustainability Indicators (SSI) 

study.   

 
Economic Effects of Tourism in Puerto Peñasco 

 The residential survey indicates that 79% of the respondents felt that many people 

from many economic backgrounds benefit from tourism in Puerto Peñasco (18% felt that 

only a small section of the population benefits and 2% felt that no one benefits from 

tourism).  Benefits are particularly apparent in job creation (Figure 3). 

Construction projects bring with them numerous job opportunities.  The 

unemployment rate in Puerto Peñasco is now remarkably low (0.66%) due to the jobs 

created by the tourism sector (SECTUR 2004).  The July 2006 survey results (See Figure 

3) indicate that residents feel that jobs in the tourism industry are higher paying and are 

jobs of quality, offering benefits like social security and vacation time.  Many residents 

surveyed also felt that the majority of these jobs are often temporary, waxing and waning 
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with the popular tourist seasons, and the better jobs are given to people from other places. 

The later of these survey findings support the sentiments of Alejandro Castillo of CEDO, 

who is of the opinion that the type of tourism development that exists in Peñasco does not 

have as many positive economic benefits as it seems for various reasons, identifying the 

seasonality of tourism and the resulting deficit of permanent jobs, along with the rapid 

population increase, as leading causes (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A).   

 

 
Figure 3.  Results from July 2006 survey showing how the 140 respondents that participated viewed the 

tourism-related employment opportunities in Puerto Peñasco 
 

Municipal resources and public services have improved over the last few decades 

as a result of tourism.  Twenty to thirty percent of the city roads are now paved and over 

30% of houses have drainage (Castillo 2006a). Over the last few years, the municipality 

has increased the number of doctors and improved the quality of services.  Money has 

been invested to improve the Red Cross and General Hospital (Castillo 2006a).   
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At the same time, the fast rate of immigration is a documented concern of the 

government (SECTUR 2004), leading to a great increase in itinerant commerce, and 

infrastructure support is having a hard time keeping up.  Rapid population growth has 

also resulted in a large housing deficit in the area and housing materials are running low 

(SECTUR 2004, Champs 2006a). One of the main economic costs resulting from this 

type of development is the negative externality, meaning a byproduct that is not taken 

into account in establishing the market price of the tourism product, imposed on the local 

community.  The local government doesn’t have the capacity to supply all the necessary 

services (security, health, roads, housing, infrastructure, water) at a speed that will keep 

up with the rapid development (Castillo, Per. Com.). 

Another concern is that this “Sun n’ Fun” tourism does not promote the 

consumption of local goods.  Many tourists are American and rent condos owned by 

Americans or Mexicans that live outside of town.  Many visitors bring their own food, 

beverages, and other amenities and do not even visit local supermarkets during their trip.  

As a result, average tourist spending is low (Compare US$50/tourist/day to the national 

acceptable parameters of US$88-97/tourist/day), as is hotel occupancy (Compare 40% 

occupancy rate to the national acceptable parameters of 50-55%; SECTUR 2004).  It is 

unclear how resorts and megadevelopments will affect economic linkages with the wider 

city, as tourists have little reason to spend money outside of the resort limits. The trend of 

channeling tourists into large destination resorts makes it difficult for the average 

entrepreneur to compete in this environment.  These luxury resorts also mean that 

investment in infrastructure can be isolated to within the destination area itself, thus 

limiting the benefits of such infrastructure to the local community (Bodenchuk 1993). 
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Private investment opportunities are increasing along the entire Sonoran Gulf 

coast. The value of the land has increased substantially.  For example, the land around 

Sandy Beach once cost one dollar per square meter in the 1960s and today has a value of 

$350 on average (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A). The seventy members of 

an ejido (a federal system of community-managed land), located at the estero of San 

Jorge Bay south of Peñasco, have been offered large amounts of money from various 

developers to sell their land so that marinas and tourism developments can be built 

around and upon La Salina Estero.  One company in India has offered the ejido $200 

million (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A), whereby offering each member of 

the ejido $3 million. This estuary is considered to be a priority for the conservation of the 

Gulf of California, but with such an incentive to sell, it is difficult to see how this land 

could be preserved.  As this example demonstrates, economic and environmental impacts 

overlap in the tourism development within and around Puerto Peñasco. 

 
Socio-Cultural Effects of Tourism in Puerto Peñasco 
 
 There is a general feeling among residents that the government dedicates more of 

its resources to the tourism industry than to the local community (51% felt this way, 21% 

felt that the community received more attention, 25% felt that attention was given equally 

to both sectors and the remaining 2% was unsure). 

As is often seen in growing tourism destinations, the rate of crime has increased 

considerably in Peñasco (López and Galicia 2006).  Drug and alcohol addiction, as well 

as drug trafficking, are increasingly problematic.  Concerns by Puerto Peñasco residents 

reflect this growing trend (Figure 4).  The four issues of highest importance to residents 

who responded to this survey are drug addiction, the high cost of living, drug trafficking 
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and environmental degradation. It is interesting to note that the category “Too many 

tourists” was selected the least number of times.  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Results from July 2006 survey showing what the 140 participating respondents felt 
were the most pressing issues facing residents of Puerto Peñasco.   

 
More difficult to quantify are the cultural changes that have resulted from the 

tourism industry in this area.  “Traditional culture” is a loaded term that may not be 

appropriate in a discussion of the cultural impacts in Peñasco particularly when 

considering that the city is relatively young, has always coexisted with tourism at various 

scales and is composed of residents who have migrated to the area from other parts of 

Mexico and the world. But traditional lifestyles, at least those that have persevered over 

the last 85 years, are changing in this new tourism agenda.  Fishers, unable to fish year 

round due to Reserve regulations and lack of resources, have formed fishing cooperatives 

and are rethinking the ways they fish, with self-imposed quotas, species diversification 

and marine reserves.   
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Chambers (1997) and Gormsen (1997) state that types of visitors, visitor 

expectations and visitor numbers are all factors that play significant roles in the 

determination of how a local culture is affected by tourism.  Tourists who go on vacation 

often change their normal code of behavior (Cooper et al 1998).  This is seen in Puerto 

Peñasco, where American tourists who come to Mexico tend to have the perception that 

they are entering a country without laws and behave less responsibly than they would at 

home (Bodenchuk 1993).  This was a major complaint by respondents to the July 2006 

survey: When asked how the relationship between tourists and the community could be 

improved, 40 % of those who responded to the open-ended question commented that 

tourists should behave properly, obey Mexican laws and/or treat the community with 

more respect. An additional 30% felt that the communication between tourists and 

residents should be improved and everyone should try to coexist together. 

Another problem that has impacted the society is that access to some places has 

been tightened and residents feel that there are a growing number of places that are only 

for tourists.  Survey respondents mentioned in open-ended questions that one way to 

improve their lives would be to create more parks and open spaces for residents and their 

families.  When asked if there were places in the city where residents used to go but now 

do not feel welcome, 74% of respondents said “yes”. The most striking examples of areas 

that are now closed to the public are beaches.  Beach privatization, which is actually 

against Mexican law stating that the first 20 meters from the highest high tide out to the 

beach is within the federal zone and access is open to everyone, is evident.   Recently, a 

resort known as The Reef was trying to charge locals 55 pesos (roughly US$5) to use the 

beach in front of the resort’s property (Champs 2006b).  Although the government has 
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taken action to stop this behavior, it does reflect negatively upon the division between 

tourists and the local community. 

 Contact between hosts and guests in Puerto Peñasco is very limited, involving 

tourists buying goods and services from hosts and, to a lesser degree, sharing facilities 

like restaurants and bars.  According to Cooper et al. (1998), these types of interactions 

are often associated with the more negative aspects of social contacts.  When asked the 

question “Would you like it if tourists participated in traditional celebrations so that they 

better understand your culture?”, 91% of survey respondents said “yes”.  The question 

remains whether or not this would be feasible or beneficial with the current structure of 

tourism development and tourist motivations. 

 
 
Environmental Effects of Tourism in Puerto Peñasco 

Tourism development has been far from eco-friendly in Puerto Peñasco.  While 

such development has certainly resulted in some economic gains, the environment has 

paid a high price.  Two of the largest problems in the region are water availability and 

trash generation (SECTUR 2004, Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript).  This fact is 

mirrored in residents’ opinions about the most pressing environmental concerns in the 

region (Figure 5). 



 31 

 
Figure 5. Resident perceptions concerning the most important environmental issues in Puerto Peñasco. 

 
According to the System of Municipal Trash (OOMSLIM), the major trash 

producers are tourists (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript B).  However, the 

System of Sustainability Indicator (SSI) study presents that the tourist industry is not 

making as much of an impact as the urban sector.  This study states that the generation of 

per capita trash production in Peñasco’s urban zone is three times greater than the highest 

predetermined parameters (Compare 2.25 kg/person/day to the national parameters 

0.059-0.85 kg/person/day; SECTUR 2004).  As for the tourism sector, the quantitative 

analysis of the SSI study determined that each tourist produces an average of 0.01 kg/day 

(Compare to the national parameters of 2.0-2.5 kg/tourist/day).  The qualitative analysis 

of the same study, however, determined that waste production in the tourism sector was 

actually an area of high concern, although the methods used in this assessment were not 

made available (SECTUR 2004).  Recycling programs are minimal.  Illegal land dumps 

are seen across much of the desert landscape around the outskirts of town since many 

people either can’t afford or don’t want to pay for municipal trash recollection (H. 

Ayuntamiento 2007).  Trash along the beaches is also a growing problem.  During the 

Ocean Conservancy’s 2006 International Coastal Clean-Up (organized by CEDO), 5,435 
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kg of trash was collected from the beaches of Puerto Peñasco over a 25.1 km span 

(Valdivia 2006). 

Water availability is the greatest concern for the region’s population. The annual 

recharge volume of the local aquifer is around 136 hm3, while the annual extraction from 

the aquifer is measured at 293 hm3 (H. Ayuntamiento 2007).  The deficit of 78 hm3/year 

reflects the overexploitation of this resource.  The SSI study produced alarming results 

regarding water consumption. The per capita consumption is 600/l/day/person, a value 

that is double the national parameters set by the Secretary of Social Development 

(SEDESOL), making water consumption in Peñasco an issue of highest priority 

(SECTUR 2004).  Even more alarming, 93% of registered water users do not have meters 

necessary to measure water use (SECTUR 2004).  Pipe leaks are also a serious problem, 

an issue currently being combated by the municipality’s authorities, although the 

installation of more pipes to connect to the growing number of houses has taken 

precedence (Gallardo 2006).  While desalination plants could solve this problem, only 

resorts and wealthier residential communities are expected to benefit.  Building a 

desalination plant that would have the capacity to function for the entire community of 

Peñasco costs too much for the municipality to pay for.  At the time of this writing, only 

one of the desalination plants was under construction and the building of others was still 

in discussion.  Water shortages continue to be a common occurrence during peak seasons 

(Bodenchuk 1993; Champs 2006c; Valdivia, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript).  

Environmental certification programs within the tourism sector are non-existent 

(SECTUR 2004) and resorts and hotels do not use water efficient appliances (showers, 

toilets, dishwashers). 
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Modification of the landscape has also affected the natural environment, 

particularly with respect to the esteros, or negative estuaries. The five esteros that are 

scattered in and around the municipality are critical habitat for numerous fish and 

migratory birds.  Not a single estero is free from development pressure – at least one 

marina is planned for each (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A).  On October 12, 

2006 approval for the development "The Pointe in Las Conchas" appeared in the Official 

Gazette of the Secretary of the Environment and Natural Resources (SEMARNAT), even 

though this project violates establish law as expressed in the General Law for Ecological 

Balance and Environmental Protection (LGEEPA) (CEDO Press Release 2006).  The 

Mexican Center for Environmental Law (CEMDA), Environmental Defense of the 

Northwest (DAN), and the Intercultural Center for the Study of Deserts and Oceans 

(CEDO), the only NGO located in the municipality, view this approval given by 

SEMARNAT as “a decision that instead of watching out for the interests of the 

environment and the community, favors the economic interests of one private party” 

(CEDO Press Release 2006).   This project will affect the residents that live around this 

estero, including the four oyster cooperatives.  This project, according to CEDO, should 

not have been approved because it: “1) affects critical habitats for conservation (Estero 

Morua), 2) permanently impacts species protected by Mexican legislation (including the 

Least Tern which nesting colony will be destroyed), 3) the environmental impact 

statement does not comply with the requirements of the law in the part related to judicial 

orders, 4) it does not take into account alternate sources of water, 5) it does not 

adequately evaluate the social impacts, and 6) it does not evaluate the accumulative 

impacts at the local and regional levels, among other faults” (CEDO Press Release 2006). 
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The residents surveyed seem to realize a connection between tourism and water 

scarcity/contamination and unplanned development in Puerto Peñasco (Figure 6).  To a 

lesser degree, locals recognize that tourism contributes to the destruction of esteros.  

 

 
Figure 6.  Resident opinions regarding tourism’s responsibility in environmental degradation. 

 
 Much of the environmental problems seem to be coming from the urban sector, a 

direct result of the fast growing population rate that is correlated with the high level of 

job availability in the tourism sector.  The social, economic and environmental problems 

in the urban and tourism sectors are inexorably linked and must be managed together. 

 
Current Tourism Management Programs 

In Peñasco, environmental laws do not exist at the municipality level, nor does the 

law enforcement necessary to regulate development along the coasts of the Reserves 

(Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A).  The major element of environmental 

legislation is Environmental Impact Statements (Manifestaciones de Impacto Ambiental - 

MIAs), which are similar to the US counterparts. In Puerto Peñasco during 2005 to 2006, 

85% of the MIAs submitted were approved by the Secretary of the Environment and 
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Natural Resources (SEMARNAT), even those that state dramatic environmental impacts 

that will affect the community dependant upon them (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished 

Manuscript A).  This percentage is unfortunately high when considering that many of 

these MIAs are frequently filled with irrelevant information regarding the possible 

environmental consequences of planned resort developments or are simply copies of 

other MIAs from other regions in Mexico – as evidenced by an MIA in Peñasco that 

mentioned the presence of flamingos, which only inhabit southeastern Mexico (Castillo, 

CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A).   During the construction phase, there is a general 

lack of monitoring and when something is caught and reported by the public, there is a 

very long response time by the authorities.  There is a general discontent within the 

community with the participation of environmental authorities and some believe the 

MIAs are largely useless tools (Castillo, CEDO Unpublished Manuscript A).  

 Before beginning a discussion of the federal programs created to combat the 

problems associated with unplanned tourism development, it is important to mention that 

there are management plans created at the state and local levels.  The most recent of these 

are the Urban Tourism Development Plan of Puerto Peñasco for 1997-2000, produced by 

the Sonoran Government’s Secretary of Ecology and Urban Infrastructure (SUIE), and 

the Urban-Tourism Development Program of Puerto Peñasco proposed in March 2007 by 

the municipal government of Puerto Peñasco (H. Ayuntamiento de Puerto Peñasco).  In 

comparison to the new federal policies, these programs take a very different approach to 

development in the city, with the focus on urbanization, land use and economic growth 

over natural resource conservation.   These management plans do not incorporate 

environmental conservation into major priorities, do not take into account the majority of 
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environmental and socio-economic issues presented earlier and are viewed by the 

region’s conservationists as unsustainable (Castillo, Per. Com.).  

Traditionally, Mexico’s federal tourism policy can be summed up by two goals: 

1) Making tourism a national priority and 2) Achieving total tourist satisfaction 

(SECTUR 2001).  With this dual focus dominating policy objectives, socio-cultural and 

environmental concerns are generally the last to be considered, if at all, in the tourist 

development planning process.  In the past 15 years, international conferences, such as 

the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 (Earth 

Summit) and World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002, have emphasized the 

importance of sustainable development in coastal communities and created guides for 

sustainable development, such as Agenda 21.  This idea of sustainability, with an 

emphasis on local participation and government integration, has influenced numerous 

developing nations where tourism is an important part of the economy and Mexico is no 

exception.   

Over the years, the management programs proposed by Mexico’s federal 

government, in coordination with state governments, have adopted sustainability 

objectives in management.  This report focuses on two such programs: Mexico’s Local 

Agenda 21 for Tourism and the recently published Ecological Order for the Gulf of 

California (Programa de Ordenamiento Ecológico del Golfo de California – POEGC).   

 
Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 for Tourism, 2004 - present 

Agenda 21 is the official agenda adopted by the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development (Earth Summit, Rio de Janeiro, 1992).  At a national 

scale, numerous countries have adopted policies known as Local Agenda 21 across the 
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globe. Mexico refers to its 2004 tourism policy as “Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 for 

Tourism”.  The guiding principle of Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 for Tourism includes 

integration across multiple levels of government and non-government constituents, 

adaptation, community involvement, and the notion of territorial ecological management 

(Ordenamiento Ecológico Territorial or OET), planning that takes into account ecological 

criteria.   

The master plan for Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 for Tourism requires that each 

popular tourism destination follow the Local Agenda 21 plan specific to their situation, 

based on the results of the highest priority areas of each area’s SSI study.  The Agenda 

was introduced to the municipality of Puerto Peñasco in 2004 as the new model for local 

sustainable tourism development. SEMARNAT, working together with SECTUR, 

defined this model as a participatory and inter-sectoral process through which the 

preparation, implementation and evaluation of a long-term strategic plan of action tries to 

reach the objectives of sustainable development, taking into account local priorities 

(SEMARNAT 1999). Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 emphasizes local authorities who are 

responsible for understanding and promoting the needs and wants of their constituents 

(SEMARNAT 1999).  Also indispensable are the ideas of community participation in 

public policy and the collective development of an integrated, long-term vision that takes 

into account all actors (SEMARNAT 1999).  

The seven specific strategies for the Agenda in Puerto Peñasco are as follows: 1) 

Implement Local Agenda 21 in the municipality, 2) Design a system of sustainability 

indicators that will measure and analyze important ecological criteria in Puerto Peñasco, 

3) Promote improved environmental practices in tourism businesses, 4) Enact a program 
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of incentives for sustainable tourism activity, 5) Create a program of technological 

capacity and transference, 6) Ecologically regulate territory with a foundation in 

integrated tourism development and 7) Use eco-tourism as the key for sustainable 

development in natural protected areas and biosphere reserves (SECTUR 2005).   In 

Peñasco, the program is still young and in its earliest stages of development.  The only 

strategies that have been initiated in Peñasco are the analysis of a system of sustainability 

indicators, which occurred over a six-month period between August and December of 

2004 and the creation of the Local Agenda 21 Committee in December 2005 (SECTUR 

2004).    

Key to the implementation of Local Agenda 21 for Puerto Peñasco is the 

formation of the Agenda 21 Committee.  The Committee’s general coordination is the 

responsibility of the municipality mayor and the Tourism Office of Sonora. The rest of 

the Committee is comprised of four sub-committees that are each concerned with one of 

the following themes: Environment, urban development, socio-economic climate and 

tourism.  The framework of the Local Agenda 21 Committee is presented in Table 2.   

The sub-committees are each responsible for analyzing and promoting their concerns in 

the context of their theme.  Note that within each sub-committee there are representatives 

at the state and local government level, as well as NGOs, businesses and social 

organizations.  The proposed Committee ideally provides a high level of integration 

across sectors. 
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Table 2.  Local sub-committees of Agenda 21 in Puerto Peñasco 
1. Sub-Committee of the Environment 
 A. Municipal organization in charge of water 
 B. Municipal organization in charge of trash and cleanliness 
 C. Municipal organization in charge of public services 
 D. State organization with relation to the natural environment 
 E. NGOs and social organizations 
 
2. Sub-Committee of Urban Development 
 A. Municipal organization in charge of urban development and public works 
 B. Municipal organization in charge of planning 
 C. State organization with relation to urban development 
 
3. Sub-Committee of Socio-Economic Climate 
 A. Office of municipal public security 
 B. Office of municipal transportation 
 C. Municipal organization in charge of commerce 
 D. State organization with relation to security 
 E. NGOs and social organizations 
 
4. Sub-Committee of Tourism 
 A. Representation of the state organization of tourism 
 B. Representative organization of the municipality’s tourism area 
 C. Representation of hotels and motels 
 D. Representation of restaurants 
 E. Representation of other lender services 
 

As for the System of Sustainability Indicators, Table 3 shows the list of 12 sub-

themes categorized by four main themes.  In the actual analysis, these 12 sub-themes are 

divided into 27 indicators that specifically related to Puerto Peñasco.  As discussed 

earlier, the purpose of these sustainability indicators is to measure and monitor the 

conditions of the tourist destination as a way to establish priorities and responsibilities 

toward a more balanced development process, in terms of economic gains, social 

wellbeing and conservation of local natural resources.   
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Table 3.  Categories of the sustainability indicators, as determined by SECTUR, 
SEMARNAT and the Local Agenda 21 Committee. 

Theme Sub-Theme 
Water 
Energy 
Air Quality 
Water 

Environment Environmental Education 
Economic Benefits of Tourism 

Socio-economic Concerns Social Impact 
Tourist Demand 

Tourism Tourist Offerings 
Environment, Tourism and Urban Planning 
Integrated Urban Development 

Urban Development Urban Image 
 
 

Local Agenda 21 has now been a part of Puerto Peñasco for almost three years 

and progress have been minimal.  The SSI study listed a number of concerns for future 

developments, the most critical of which include water availability vs. consumption, the 

high rate of population growth, the increasing concentration of slums, low tourist 

spending and a severe need for more integrated environmental management in 

development (SECTUR 2004).  After my review of the information, it is clear that some 

of this information was based on misinformation (i.e. underestimated population, 

incorrect water use) and some methods used, both quantitative and qualitative, were not 

very transparent.  For example, one of the criteria was “Social Impact” and there was no 

explanation of how this term was defined in the study or what data was used as a basis for 

the result, which showed “social wellbeing” to be in a favorable condition.  Often 

information needed for the various criteria was unavailable and thus unreported in the 

final document.  A discussion of how national parameters were determined was not 

included in the final report.  I also question whether a 6-month study is truly able to 

produce the level of detail and accuracy needed.  The indicators have yet to be updated or 
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used in any work plans that were to be formed by the Committee to guide development in 

Puerto Peñasco.   

As for the Local Agenda 21 Committee in Puerto Peñasco, the members were 

assigned in early 2005 but the Committee has yet to meet, thus remaining a “virtual 

committee” (Castillo, Per. Com.).  Without the Committee meeting to continuously 

evaluate the social, economic and environmental priorities of the city and form an 

adaptable plan for development, the Local Agenda 21 has been a useless planning tool in 

Puerto Peñasco. None of the other goals and strategies have been addressed and ways to 

involve the community at large have not been investigated.  Tourism and urban 

construction continues to develop status quo, even with the call for territorial ecological 

management.   

 Although the ideas behind Mexico’s Local Agenda 21 Program are innovative – 

an attempt to give priority to environmental and social considerations as well as 

economic in tourism development - it is the implementation of the program which has 

met road blocks at the municipal level, where implementing sustainable, adaptable plans 

that keep up with development proves to be a great challenge.  

 
The Program for Ecological Order of the Gulf of California, El Programa de 
Ordenamiento Ecológico Marino del Golfo de California, (POEGC) Dec. 2006 
 

This management plan is the most recent management tool in the region at the 

time of this report and was released in December 2006.  This is a regional program 

focused on the entire Gulf of California and is not specifically oriented to tourism 

development.  Building on the OET principal of Agenda 21, the report claims to be an 

instrument of environmental politics, one where together the government and society 
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construct a regional plan that improves the balance between economically productive 

activities and environmental protection of the Gulf of California.  Similar to the previous 

programs, this management plan states that the interests and needs of the different social 

actors must be considered for the establishment of sound regional development, under the 

scheme of sustainability. This plan refers to sustainability in terms of ecological and 

economic balance, with an emphasis on environmental conservation.  The report states: 

The environment is formed by ecological, economic and social processes and 
structures that interact in a complex manner.  The development is the utilization of those 
structures and processes to satisfy human needs and, in the end, improve the quality of 
life and wellbeing.  In this manner, environmental goods and services are natural 
structures and processes necessary for the management of environmental quality and the 
fulfillment of human activities.   

Thus, if biodiversity and marine and coastal ecosystems are managed 
sustainably, they can satisfy a range of economic, social and cultural interests in the long 
term and promote a series of essential environmental services in the present without 
compromising the capacity of future generations to satisfy their own needs (POEGC, 
2006, Segundo Sección, p.55, Author’s Translation). 
 

 The major players in this plan are SECTUR, SEMARNAT and state and 

municipal governments. In terms of stakeholders, this analysis views that the different 

sectors of society that should be included in environmental planning are the commercial 

and artisanal fishing industries, tourism, aquaculture, indigenous groups and the 

academic sector. This diagnostic determines regional priority zones in terms of areas with 

high levels of fragility and pressure by using an indicator system to identify areas of 

greatest conflict in terms of industrial and artisanal fishing, tourism and conservation 

according to predetermined equations.   

The goals of this proposition include: 1) the integration of sustainability criteria 

into sectoral activities (including Agenda 21 indicators), 2) imposing species, habitat and 

ecosystem conservation priorities for the management of biodiversity and 3) continuous 

research and integration of future findings into management plans.  This program aims to 
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create a regional model for decision-making that takes into consideration the various 

conflicts that may arise in priority zones. 

 Specific to Puerto Peñasco, the plan states that the region’s level of vulnerability 

is high, as is the level of marine pressure, but the level of terrestrial pressure (agriculture, 

tourism development) is medium.  The report reminds managers that the value of “high 

aptitude” only reflects some areas of the Gulf that, at a regional scale, are more favorable 

for the development of productive activities and of conservation – making sure to 

mention that this does not imply that the activities with low aptitude can not be 

developed.    

This plan has a number of recommendations for the regional tourism sector 

surrounding the Gulf.  Similar to Mexico’s Local Agenda for Tourism, the POEGC states 

that SEMARNAT and SECTUR should jointly monitor tourism development projects 

and ensure that they follow the following sustainability criteria: 

* To avoid affecting endangered species and populations and conservation priorities of 
the General Law of Wildlife, as well as their habitats; 
* To avoid the degradation and destruction of priority habitats and ecosystems like 
reefs, coastal marshes (particularly mangroves), bays, esteros, coastal lagoons, islands, 
coastal dunes, among others. 
* The formulation of alternative proposals for the tourism projects where there exists 
evidence that such developments will have an adverse and irreversible affect on coastal 
marshes (particularly mangroves) in terms of structure and function. 
(POEGC, 2006, Segundo Sección, p.55, Author’s Translation) 
 

 According to the plan, support should be given to tourism projects that encompass 

sustainable development principles and contribute to improving environmental quality.  

Also core to the plan is the promotion of environmental education projects for investors, 

consumers and the community within tourist zones.  These education projects should be 

in coordination with the conservation sector and should promote the development of 

education projects to the general public about marine and coastal environments that 
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allows for an understanding of the importance of these ecosystems. Social participation is 

also emphasized: 

The design of a sustainable development model that attempts to harmonize the various 
economic, social and environmental variables requires the government structures to 
promote active social participation for gaining durable/lasting and viable solutions 
(POEGC, 2006, Segundo Sección, p.63, Author’s Translation).   

 
 This plan is too new to analyze its success in implementation. As for what is 

written on paper, while the long-term goal to achieve integration across the various 

sections of the Gulf of California is commendable, there are some noteworthy 

deficiencies that may lead to conflicts with implementation further down the line.  For 

example, this report fails to include a strong social component in its initial analysis.  The 

authors mention that the report lacks much information about social conflicts and natural 

history of the various regions of the Gulf.  The report also underestimates potential 

conflicts by including primarily water-use conflicts, whereby overlooking many coastal 

human ecology concerns. For example, the report views tourism only in terms of the 

water-related activities that occur in the Gulf of California, such as recreational fishing 

and jet-ski use, and marinas, reflecting a large disconnect between the land/sea interface.  

Not included in the report are the potential impacts from pollution that result from coastal 

tourism (i.e. sewage leaks and trash).  By completely separating the land from the sea, 

sustainably managing the Gulf of California as the complex ecosystem that it is becomes 

a great challenge. The reason for this disconnect has been attributed to the lack of 

political will from the state governors to integrate marine and terrestrial plans (Castillo, 

Per. Com.) 
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Discussion of Barriers to Sustainable Development Initiatives 

The overall impact of these proposed and initiated management tools have been 

slow to come to fruition.  With development generally continuing status quo and NGOs 

like CEDO, as well as other social groups, scrambling to keep up with the submitted 

MIAs, there is an obvious gap between Puerto Peñasco’s written policy and action.  In 

Puerto Peñasco there are behavioral, structural and political barriers make the top-down 

regulatory tools, although impressive on paper, ineffective on the ground.  Barriers to 

regional sustainability are clearly not unique to this city and are prevalent in other places 

(Parto and Doloreux 2003). I believe the key to moving forward in management 

initiatives in Puerto Peñasco is to first make these barriers more transparent. 

 
• Lack of sufficient environmental and socio-economic data regarding 

tourism’s impact in Puerto Peñasco 
 

There is a great need for more research in determining the true benefits and costs 

of tourism in Puerto Peñasco.  While the SSI study is a step in the right direction, there 

are numerous problems with it (insufficient, incorrect and unavailable data; no 

continuous monitoring).  When critical information is not available, it may appear to 

many that no problem exists.  Without more accurate information available to decision 

makers, it is difficult to make policies that reflect the various needs of involved 

stakeholders.   

 
• General lack of community understanding and involvement  

Many studies researching tourism in developing countries point to the active 

participation of local communities in development projects as key to successful and 

sustainable development planning (Chambers 1997; Tran 2006). Although the recent 
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federal management projects mirror these sentiments and mention community 

participation as being key to successful management, there is still a lack of such 

participation.  There are a few reasons for this outcome.  First of all, although 

environmental education is more available in the school system (SECTUR 2004), there is 

a lack of such education in the greater community, particularly among those with a direct 

stake in tourism such as developers, investors, and tourism sector employees (POEGC 

2006).  Without an understanding of conservation science (biodiversity, ecosystem 

function), the community at large may find it difficult to place a value on natural 

resources and thus not have much interest in the topic. 

 Secondly, the infrastructure has not been sufficiently built to incorporate the 

public into participating. From the survey, 96% of respondents felt that the community 

should be participating in the development planning in Peñasco.  Although the federal 

government claims that local participation is essential, there is little strategy provided on 

ways to accomplish this daunting task. 

 
• Economic growth continues to outweigh environmental conservation as a 

municipal priority 
 

In Puerto Peñasco, immigration is growing due to the increasing number of 

construction jobs in the tourism sector (H. Ayuntamiento 2007).  There is a high demand 

for more workers to support the high rate of development.  As mention earlier, Puerto 

Peñasco is currently the fastest growing city in Mexico.  The municipality’s emphasis is 

not on environmental protection because the perceived benefits of economic growth 

remain so strong.  Furthermore, as the direct dependence of the local population on 

natural resources decreases (i.e. as less people are employed in fisheries and more are 
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employed in the tourism sector), environmental protection will be more difficult to 

achieve. 

To further complicate the issue, Puerto Peñasco has not had a positive experience 

with past conservation initiatives.  The formation of the Biosphere Reserves, particularly 

the marine reserve, initiated by the federal government in the early ‘90s (yet suddenly 

and unexpectedly enforced in 2002), negatively affected the immediate economic status 

of fishers in Puerto Peñasco, resulting in a citywide protest (ACS 2002).  Since this 

period, the term “conservation” has been surrounded by much mistrust.  Mistrust is also 

held for CEDO, as a non-profit that works to protect the region’s biodiversity (Pers. 

Observ., Field Work).   When the marine reserve was suddenly enforced in 2002, fishers 

protested at the gates of CEDO, believing that as an NGO concerned with the Upper Gulf 

of California’s marine life, it must have been responsible for the unexpected fishing area 

closures (ACS 2002). 

 
• Lack of enforcement leads to many unlawful development projects. 

 As mentioned earlier, the majority of the MIAs submitted to SEMARNAT were 

approved during 2005-2006, many of which did not uphold the required environmental 

standards as set by Mexican law.  MIA guidelines have not been followed stringently and 

reviewers have not looked into claims thoroughly, as with the case of Peñasco being 

sighted as a habitat for flamingoes.  Lack of enforcement allows many development 

projects to go forth without the necessary authorization.   Playing by the rules and 

regulations are difficult when the economic incentives to not do so can be so strong. 
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• Recent management plans do not hold anyone locally accountable and use 

vague language. 
 

 Although the management plans over the past ten years, specifically Agenda 21 

and the POEGC, speak about the importance of a high level of inter-governmental 

integration and adaptability, they do not hold anyone directly accountable at the local 

level for failures of implementation and are vague about who exactly has the 

responsibility to put the policy into action.  This is clearly seen with the Local Agenda 21 

Committee, which has failed to meet to discuss any objectives.  These plans written in 

offices in Mexico City, describe broad objectives that are not specific to the destinations 

they pertain to, leaving strategic planning in the hands of the municipality.  Again, 

without enforcement or accountability, these weak planning and decision-making 

frameworks result in a tendency for things to continue with little to no change.   

 
• The uniqueness of Puerto Peñasco and tourist motivations pose specific 

challenges to the strategies in the current “sustainability agenda”.  
 

Puerto Peñasco is located in the driest part of the Sonoran Desert and its 

ecosystem, filled with desert scrub and cacti, sand and rugged mountains, reflects that 

fact.  As mentioned earlier, both Local Agenda 21 and the POEGC recommend using 

ecotourism, which aims to incorporate travel with an environmental and social 

awareness, to support sustainable tourism objectives.  Ecotourism has been a popular 

option in areas with an impressive array of flora, fauna and cultural heritage – such as 

Costa Rica – but has not solved all the problems associated with tourism and in fact, has 

created new problems in many areas (Honey 1999).  However, tourism is a product that 

aims to sell an experience and in the case of Puerto Peñasco, the mass and charter-type 



 49 

tourists are in search of the “Sun N’ Fun” tourism package. The majority of visitors come 

from the southwestern US – particularly Arizona - which shares a similar climate with 

Puerto Peñasco.  These tourists come to the coast of the Upper Gulf of California for a 

quick, relaxing weekend getaway at the beach.   The tourism sector in Peñasco is 

adhering to what tourists want by presenting them with hotel rooms with the Western 

amenities to which they are accustomed - where water is available for as many showers a 

day that the visitor desires, where ATVs are accessible for their enjoyment, where the 

beach is right outside their hotel rooms and where the taps flow with Tecate beer.  As 

previously noted, this is not an area with a traditional “cultural heritage”.   Attempting to 

take an ecotourism approach to the situation in Puerto Peñasco may only amount to 

ecotourism lite, often promoting minor, cost-saving environmental reform.  These minor 

adjustments in the tourism sector would not seriously amend or address the problems 

facing the urban sector. Understanding tourist motivations and recognizing how they 

pressure the effectiveness of environmental management plans is essential. 

 
Recommendations 

To meet Mexico’s official commitment to sustainable development at the local 

level, there are a number of steps that can be taken by municipality officials in Puerto 

Peñasco and the State of Sonora.   

 
 Greater support to finding avenues of involvement for public participation in 

the development process; Greater support to local conservation 
organizations and social groups 

 
If community participation is essential to the development and monitoring 

of these sustainable management plans, it must be actively sought.  To achieve a 
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high level of local participation, it is suggested to limit large ambitious projects 

and instead promote medium-sized and/or collective initiatives (Gormsen 1997). 

Other studies have found that providing communities with essential 

knowledge regarding environmental, development and social issues enables local 

residents to be more actively involved in environmental conservation (Tran 2006).  

A dedication to capacity-building and environmental education could provide the 

citizens of Puerto Peñasco with the skills and knowledge necessary to make sound 

decisions for the preservation and development of the city. 

Another avenue to increase community involvement in Puerto Peñasco is 

to provide more support to the conservation organizations and social groups.  

Currently, CEDO has been a huge impetus for the development of community 

advocacy and environmental education and conservation through public education 

events, local environmental contests and using surveys and interviews to gauge 

public knowledge. The municipal and state government need to offer more 

logistical and monetary support to CEDO and social groups as they continue to 

offer environmental education programs to the community and promote 

community involvement in the development process.  Programs like this were 

recommended by Local Agenda 21 and the POEGC and should be supported. 

 
 Improve the pool of knowledge in terms of the social, economic and 

environmental impacts of tourism in Puerto Peñasco. 
 

Various techniques could be used to improve the availability of 

information.  Economic research could involve a multiplier analysis to measure 

economic performance and a study on tourist motivations.  Environmental 
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research must involve a more in-depth analysis of environmental criteria than 

what was provided in the SSI study.  Information pertaining to socio-cultural 

aspects, the most difficult to measure and quantify, should rely heavily on 

surveys for general information and interviewing focus groups for more specific 

details.  Data collection needs to occur at regular intervals to keep up with the 

fast pace of development.  This is obviously not an easy or inexpensive task.  At 

the same time, this information is essential for policy makers to make sound 

decisions. 

 When a more sufficient body of knowledge emerges, using a model to 

produce various alternative futures may be an interesting approach to assessing 

the needs of various stakeholders.  The wide range of stakeholders’ needs 

(developers want more development, fishers want the esteros to be productive 

fish habitats, the community enjoys the numerous jobs created by tourism but are 

displeased with some of the social and environmental consequences) makes 

finding a common goal in sustainable development an incredible challenge.  This 

is not a unique problem to Puerto Peñasco and other popular destinations in 

Mexico are taking novel approaches to addressing the issue.  Take the region of 

Loreto, Baja California Sur, Mexico as an example.  The municipality recently 

contracted researchers at Harvard University to investigate alternative futures for 

the region. This innovative approach uses qualitative and quantitative data to 

model various alternative scenarios and their future outcomes to see how tourism 

management decisions made today can affect the future.  According to the study: 

Rather than producing a single recommendation, this approach produces a set of 
well-developed Alternative Futures that can help local stakeholders to assess the 
strengths and weaknesses of each of the policy choices inherent in the scenarios.  
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And advantage of this approach is that is models the consequences of a range of 
choices that decision-makers face today, rather than creating a single vision for 
the future of Loreto. (Steinitz 2005: 8) 

 
Perhaps Puerto Peñasco would benefit from a similar study and 

municipality and state officials should investigate options to conduct a similar 

study using outside contractors.  It is important to remember that carving a path 

towards sustainable development does not mean finding the “best” single option.  

Rather, we need to ask what combination of factors and what scale of governance 

are needed to be involved to create change in the right direction. 

 
 Increase accountability and enforcement in national tourism policy that is 

applied at the regional and local level. 
 

 As seen with the lack of interest in the Local Agenda 21 Committee, 

successful sustainable development will not be realized if no one is held 

accountable and policies are not enforced.  Management plans must be clear about 

who holds the responsibility to implement local initiative and dictate who holds 

the authority to determine accountability.  Money must be allocated for 

enforcement of agendas and goals.  With more clearly defined and enforced 

policies, corruption and misunderstandings will be averted. 

  
 Investigate appropriate tourist activities and environmental practices 

appropriate to Puerto Peñasco’s unique environment. 
 
Recognizing that tourist motivations lean towards the “Sun N’ Fun” 

mentality, the municipality needs to identify innovative ways to approach more 

sound environmental practices.  In addition to improving available information, 

local solutions focused on how to incorporate the uniqueness of Puerto Peñasco in 

sustainability objectives need to be sought. 
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Developers and investors cannot be expected to uphold environmental and 

socio-cultural objectives above economic gains.   Although beyond the scope of 

this research, the municipality should investigate ways in which developments 

could internalize some of the costs associated with the negative externalities 

imposed upon the community. 

 
  
Conclusion 

Tourism is a powerful and important force in the city of Puerto Peñasco, but even 

where tourism increases economic vitality and contributes to the local economy, it cannot 

solve all local social and economic problems and often creates serious environmental 

consequences.  There is often a divide between governments and social organizations in 

terms of how to define sustainable development but the most accepted definition is 

“Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs”(Brundtland Commission Report, WCED 

1987).  The notion of sustainable development challenges regions to balance future and 

present needs by adopting integrated, adaptable policies the emphasize a balance between 

economic growth and social and environmental needs.  Unfortunately, weak and 

inadequate regulatory tools used in an attempt to curb unsustainable activity reflect a 

troubled implementation of sustainable development initiatives in Puerto Peñasco. 

 According to Butler (2004), whether or not sustainable development is even 

applicable to any economic sector such as tourism is debatable.  In this context, 

regardless of the commitment made by the Mexican government, does the municipality 

of Puerto Peñasco have the necessary tools and interest in incorporating adaptive 
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environmental and socioeconomic considerations into its development process?   

Applying and enforcing broad national policies to the specific conditions of this unique 

region, as well as other destinations in Mexico and around the world, have been 

challenging. 

To move away from unsustainability requires a better understanding of the causes 

for the standstill.  This report was written in hopes that acknowledging the problems and 

the possibilities can help inform future research, policy-making and action on the ground 

level. 
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Appendix A.  Survey Techniques and Questions 

From July 5th to July 16th, 2006, I surveyed 140 local residents with assistance from the 
staff from the Intercultural Center for the Study of Deserts and Oceans (CEDO).  All 
assistants were provided the background of the research goals and were trained in how to 
approach potential respondents. 

CEDO personnel reviewed the questionnaire prior to its application.  This was a 
preliminary survey and, as such, does not represent a suitable sample population of 
Puerto Peñasco.  While there can be no statistical confidence in my results, these 
responses will show trends from which I can determine common areas of concern from 
residents.   

As for my selection process, I sampled 7 sites during times of “peak activity”. Due to the 
summer heat (over 100ºC and humid), not many people were outside.  As a result, I asked 
any resident in the selected sample sites to assist me with my survey.  
 

1. July 7th – Old Port (El Malecón) – Sun and Sea Festival 
2. July 8th – Plaza Camarón – Sun and Sea Festival 
3. July 10th – Sandy Beach Resorts, employees 
4. July 12th – Fishing ports and marinas 
5. July 13th – Downtown Puerto Peñasco 
6. July 15th – Playa La Cholla 
7. July 16th – Playa Hermosa, Calle 13 
8. Additional surveys were left at a coffee shop visited by many residents from 

different economic backgrounds.   
 
Staff from the Intercultural Center for the Study of Deserts and Oceans (CEDO) assisted 
me in survey administration.  All assistants were provided the background of the research 
goals and were trained in how to approach potential respondents. 
 
The sample strategy was not random due to external circumstances (the weather greatly 
reduced the number of people at the sample locations, most people were inside their 
homes during the intense summer heat) - random sampling would have required much 
more time than the two weeks I had available to work.  As a result, the results of this 
survey are preliminary. 
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Appendix B.  Survey Results 
 
 
1.  Age 
 
Age Total Respondents % Age 

< 20 14 10% 

21-30 33 25% 
31-40 44 33% 
41-50 27 20% 
51-60 13 10% 
61-70 3 2% 

< 70 0 0% 
 
 
 
2. Sex 
 

SEX % Age Total Respondents 

Male 68% 95 

Female 32% 45 

 
 
 
 

 
3. Education
 

Education 
Total 

respondents % 
Primary school 

or less 21 15% 
Secondary 

school 34 25% 
High School 32 23% 
Technical 
College 19 14% 
College 29 21% 

Advanced 
degree 3 2% 
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4.  Occupation 
 

Occupation % Responses 

Tourism, All 24% 
Fisheries, All 13% 
Professional 11% 

Sales and Commerce, All 10% 
Student 8% 

Construction or related 8% 
House Wife 7% 
Technician 6% 

Other 3% 
Public Officer 3% 
Not Answered 2% 
Manufacturer 1% 
Unemployed 1% 

Retired 1% 
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5. Time of Employment 
 

Time at Job Total % 
< 6 months 19 14% 
6 mo to 1 yr 6 4% 

1-2 years 16 12% 
2 yrs + 80 59% 

Student/Housewife 15 11% 
 
6. Job Type 
 

Type Total % 

Full-time 76 66% 
Hourly 15 13% 

Contracted 10 9% 
Half-time 8 7% 

Day-laborer 6 5% 
 
 
7. Pay 
 
 

Monthly pay 
(pesos) # % 
< 1250 25 19% 

1250-2500 14 11% 
2500 -3750 21 16% 
3750-6250 25 19% 

6250-12500 24 18% 
> 12500 21 16% 

 
 
8. Length of Residence in Puerto Peñasco 
 

Time in Puerto 
Peñasco % # 

Less than 1 
year 12% 16 

1 to 5 years 22% 30 
5-10 years 10% 13 

More than 10 
years 57% 77 
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9. Five most Important Problems in PP 
 

Problem 
# 

Responses 
Drug addiction 103 

High cost of living 93 
Drug trafficking 70 

Environmental degradation 57 
Poor education 38 

High taxes 37 
Over fishing 37 
Immigration 31 

Crime 28 
Traffic 27 
Other 26 

Tourism development 24 
Unemployment 19 

Emigration to the US 11 
  

 
 
 
10. How would you describe your level of interactions with tourists? 
 

Level of 
Interaction with 

Tourists 
% 

Reponses 
# 

Responses 

Occasionally 32% 34 

Business relations 31% 32 

Regularly 25% 26 

No interaction 11% 12 

Other 1% 1 
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11. In general, how would you describe the relationship between tourists and the 
community? 
 

 # % 
Good 80 59% 
Reasonably 37 27% 
Bad 13 10% 
Don't know 6 4% 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
12. In the last 10 years, do you think this relationship between tourists and the 
community is… 
 
 
 # % 
Better 110 80% 
Same 13 9% 
Don’t 
know 11 8% 
Worse 3 2% 
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13.   Who should change their attitude towards the community? 
 

  %   #  
Tourism 

businesses 53% 76 

Tourists 28% 41 

Don't know 14% 20 

Neither 5% 7 

 

 
 

14. The local government dedicates more of its resources to… 
 

  # % 
Tourism 64 51% 

Equal 32 25% 
The 

community 27 21% 
Don't know 3 2% 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
15.  Are there places in the city where you used to go but now you don't feel welcome 
because these places are utilized for the tourists? 
 
  #      % 

YES 98 74% 
NO 34 26% 
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16. Would you like it if tourists participated in traditional celebrations so that they better 
understand our culture? 
 
      #    % 

YES 126 91% 
NO 2 1% 

Doesn't 
matter 11 8% 

 

 
 

 
17.  How has tourism affected Puerto Peñasco in the following areas? 
 

Availability of water 
Much worse 86 

Same 46 
Worse 34 

Unanswered 12 
Much better 9 

Better 8 
 

Drainage 
Same 56 
Better 26 

Unanswered 20 
Worse 17 

Much worse 10 

Much better 6 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Traffic 
Worse 56 
Same 23 

Unanswered 21 
Much better 8 

Better 6 

Much worse 1 
 

Paving 
Better 46 
Same 36 

Unanswered 22 
Much better 12 

Worse 10 

Much worse 9 
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Trash 
Same 38 
Worse 35 

Much worse 23 
Unanswered 21 

Better 13 

Much better 5 
 

Noise 
Same 46 
Worse 33 

Much worse 26 
Unanswered 21 

Better 7 

Much better 2 

 
 

Cost of Living 
Same 44 

Much worse 27 
Worse 26 

Unanswered 18 
Better 15 

Much better 5 
 

       Medical Services 
Same 45 
Better 39 

Unanswered 23 
Worse 15 

Much better 7 

Much worse 6 

 

Public transportation 
Same 51 
Better 24 

Unanswered 19 
Worse 19 

Much worse 18 

Much better 4 
 

Residents' opinion of 
tourists 

Same 50 
Better 42 

Unanswered 20 
Much better 16 

Worse 6 

Much worse 1 

 
Understanding 

between cultures 
Better 45 
Same 42 

Unanswered 21 
Much better 19 

Worse 6 

Much worse 2 
 

International 
friendships 
Better 56 
Same 33 

Unanswered 28 
Much better 16 

Worse 2 

Much worse 0 
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18.  In general, jobs in the tourism industry… 

 
  Yes No Don't know Didn't Answer 

Have created many 
jobs 124 4 5 8 

Have increased my 
pay 100 24 8 7 

Offer benefits 88 17 25 12 
Majority are 
temporary 71 28 28 11 

Are jobs of quality 68 31 29 12 
The better jobs go to 

outsiders 64 40 26 10 
Pay more than other 

jobs 52 48 28 13 
Are equal for the old 

and young 45 61 23 10 
Are more available to 
men than to women 37 56 37 10 
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19. What best describes the effect of tourism in Puerto Peñasco? 
 

  # % 

Many people from 
different economic 

backgrounds 
benefit from 

tourism 104 79% 

Only a small 
population 

benefits from 
tourism 24 18% 

No one benefits 
from tourism 2 2% 

 

 

 
 
20. Indicate three factors that are most important about the environment in Puerto 
Peñasco?
 

Environmental 
Concerns # % 

Water Availability 105 27% 

Trash 101 26% 

Fishing 70 18% 

Water Contamination 54 14% 

Air Quality 44 11% 

Biodiversity 17 4% 
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21. Do you think tourism contributes to the following environmental problems? 
 

Total 
Water 

Scarcity 
Unplanned 

Development 
Water 

Contamination 
Destruction 
of Esteros Overfishing 

Loss of 
Biodiversity 

Bad 
Air 

Quality 

YES 91 68 64 54 39 39 29 

NO 31 41 48 47 57 43 83 
Don't 
know 7 15 11 21 19 29 8 
Didn't 

respond 11 16 17 18 25 29 20 

 

 
 
22. In general, do you think tourists have interest in environmental protection in Puerto Peñasco? 
 

  # % 

Agree 58 44% 
Don't know 41 31% 

Disagree 34 26% 

Don't know 41 31% 
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23.  Do you think golf courses and hotels should use treated water, desalinated water or 
potable water from the municipality? 
 

  # % 
Use treated 

water 75 49% 
Use 

desalinated 
water 62 41% 

Use potable 
water from 

the 
municipality 16 10% 

  
 

 
 
24. Economic benefits that result from the construction of marinas in the esteros are…
 

  # % 

Don't know 42 32% 

Less important that 
the social and 

environmental costs 34 26% 

More important that 
the social and 

environmental costs 32 25% 
There is no difference 22 17% 

 
 

 

 
 
 
25. Tourist industry should continue to develop at… 
 

  # % 
The same speed 66 49% 

Slower 27 20% 
Faster 26 19% 

Don't know 15 11% 
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26. Should the community participate development planning in PP? 
 

  # % 

YES 131 96% 
Don't know 4 3% 

NO 1 1% 
 

 
 

 
27.  Does development in Puerto Peñasco occurs in an ordered manner? 
 

  # % 

NO 69 51% 
YES 49 36% 
Don't 
know 17 13% 
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OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES 
 
28.  What factors or changes would improve your quality of life in Puerto Peñasco? 
  

• With more stores that give equal opportunities to people 
• With good urban planning that takes into account the lack of water, paving, drainage, 

electricity, quality public services and environmental protection 

• We should be on our beaches.  I believe that this is most important. 
• We need to stop global warming so the climate should be improved what factors or 

changes  
• Stop vandalism and drug trafficking 
• Urban development and future planning should be fundamental to social security 
• Tourism 
• To think about water primarily, already there are developments that offer to tourism 

their services.  And there isn't planning for the vital liquid in the present and the 
future. 

• To limit the zones that can have tourist or development access, because Peñasco 
should continue to have its natural beauty 

• To have our own stores 
• To have improved trash handling, the economy 
• To have improved equipment for work, that would be easier and faster and thus safer 
• To establish a business that allows to be a service to the tourists and at the same time 

give employment to my people 
• To be conscious of the water 
• There is work for men just as for women who are single, married or with children 
• The work 
• The water, the streets 
• The government need to hire a less corrupt police force and government in general 
• The government is fundamental - In Peñasco we see a incapacity of the municipality 

for planning, organizing, etc.  In my opinion, this is the responsibility of the division 
between Rocky Point and Peñasco 

• That we don't have too many drug addictions 
• That wages improve now that they have a manner because there are good wages at 

this port and we can't take advantage of the jobs. 
• That tourists use more responsibility, that they don't come here to do more things that 

they can't and shouldn't do 
• That tourism continues to bring more work 
• That they improve salaries and there is no discrimination 
• That there exists ordered development and that it is demanded of the sectors that 

they strengthen the society  
• That the public believes that it is equal with the tourist developments.  More 

importance is given to tourist developments than to the community. 
• That the people participate in campaigns and in the things that happen in Puerto 

Peñasco 
• That the government facilitates all the community services (like paving, drainage, 

potable water) 
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• That the authorities notice the very poor communities in Peñasco 
• That nowhere do they sell drugs. 
• That all the signs are respected and that there will be fines for throwing trash. 
• Support for the people that want to have their own stores 
• Support 
• Security, no more drug addiction 
• Respect, Take care, marine biodiversity and human life 
• Recreation centers for children and places for family amusement 
• Recreation centers 
• Quality in road pavement, that in truth the work is good, more vigilance in the streets 
• Quality of life, better job conditions, etc. 
• Quality in public services and better places to relax with the family. 
• Planned development of the community and that there exists an equilibrium between 

development and ecology and natural spaces 
• Paving and commerce living 
• Paving, public services, drainage, electricity to the community 
• Paving, drainage, water desalination plant, environmental protection 
• Paving 
• Overall it is necessary to implement an environmental education program for the 

entire population to educate the people about the good use of water and putting trash 
in its place. 

• Ordered growth and sustainable development 
• Ordered development with community participation and that there exists an 

equilibrium between development and natural spaces 
• Ordered development with community participation and that there exists an 

equilibrium between development and natural spaces  
• Ordered and sustainable development with respect to the law 
• New ways of access overall in the port, paving roads 
• More work for aquaculture 
• More water, more security, more cleanliness 
• More tourism, work 
• More tourism development 
• More tourism 
• More tourism 
• More security, water availability, equality of rights between tourism and local citizens 

• More security and recognition of the laws 
• More schools, more paving 
• More scholastic education, public security 
• More responsibility in the administration of the taxes with those that have more 

money.   
• More responsible governors, better potable water distribution, better equal 

opportunities  
• More recreation centers for children, more schools and less drug addiction, police serve 

more of the community 

• More places of amusement, department stores 
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• More paving, better security, more sports, more secondary schools, and less drug 
trafficking 

• More paving 
• More pavement, drainage, water, and city center for the children 
• More pavement and security 
• More jobs 
• More jobs 
• More honest and prepared governments 
• More happiness in work 
• More employment, no more drug addiction 
• More commerce, more competition in prices and store diversity for the population 
• More attention by the people in charge of the laws that they are responsible with 

permits 
• Lower rent! Lower cost of living in general because the quality doesn't measure up to 

the price 
• Lower prices 
• In reality Peñasco is a fortune for me because it has much work and I can progress 

much more 
• Improve social development works like speeding up paving roads, drainage systems 

and electricity 
• Having paved roads, electricity, drainage systems and water 
• Having access to the beach, better pay 
• Having more employment opportunities 
• Good jobs, but ones that pay well 
• Entertainment for the locals and more opportunities in support for stores 
• Education, health and better nutrition 
• Drainage, paving, electricity, water 
• Don't forget the town 
• Don't destroy estuaries and bays.  Don't sell drugs.  The federal government needs to 

support fishermen. 
• Culture, bilingual education for our children in schools and respect for our society and 

environment 
• Continued development of Puerto Peñasco 
• Combat drug addiction, better infrastructure with an emphasis in: drainage, potable 

water, paving, improved identity 
• Bringing the growth in order, protecting the resources and organizing the rules of 

urbanization 
• Better services such as water, lower electricity prices, lower store and service prices 

for the local residents 
• Better services 

• Better salaries, lower cost of living, to have organized tourism development 
• Better salaries for employees 
• Better quality of cultural activities, better order and urban planning, spaces for 

cultural recreation 
• Better public services, better attention to helping the community and addressing 

social problems 
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• Better jobs, more attention to the city, more development in Puerto Peñasco 
• Better jobs, improved cost of living 
• Better hospitals, schools of higher quality, more social activities for the local public 
• Better hospitals and medical services 
• Better preparation by transit agents and police, recreation areas for 

children/teenagers/adults, cultural events that are accessible to the public,  
• Attack the windows of drug hunters 
• An autonomous community 
• All united in working for tourism, the town, and families 
• All equally benefiting with the support of the government 
• Access to the beaches should be given to us 
• A war 
• A good salary 
• A better education 
• Cleanness.  Puerto Peñasco is a very dirty place that has too much trash.  

 
29. In what way could the relationship between tourists and the community 
be improved? 
  

• Although it's fun - get rid of spring break! It doesn't help the poor image others 
have of those from the US 

• Behave properly 
• Behaving better, feeling together 
• Believing in a culture of respect between foreign tourists and Mexicans 
• Better communication - understanding of English, cultural activities 
• Better treatment 
• Better treatment by the tourists - transition 
• Both parts having more respects for continuing relationships between both 

countries 
• Clean this city to receive tourists 
• Collaboration and respect of the law 
• Communicating more 
• Communication.  I think that if people don't have a problem with the languages 

the relationship would improve by 40% or more 
• Consciousness of both parties 
• In reciprocal interchange 

• Entering more in dialogue and living together with each other and our customs 
• Equal treatment 
• Equality between tourists and ourselves 
• Feeling together and being conscious of everyone 
• For everyone to carry themselves well 
• Friendship 
• Give service to them 
• Hosting more parties to live together with them 
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• I need a school in English 
• I place myself in political matters 
• I think it looks good 
• Improving the behavior.  Tourism about all young tourism 
• In better jobs and better communication 
• In how they treat one another 
• In that the tourists care for our port, to avoid contamination and to divide 

themselves like rest also go their city 
• In that we can with equal divide that this is our port 
• In the communication 
• Interacting with mutual benefits 
• Respect 
• Making meetings for consultation 
• Mexicans should have access to the hotels without restrictions 
• More coexisting 
• More communication 
• More communication 
• More communication and trying to learn our language 
• More consciousness in our daily activities 
• More culture understanding or we permit growth together 
• More English schools and the people study and coexist more 
• More profits…enjoying the city 
• More than anything, establishing equality 
• More tranquility 
• Mutual respect 
• No tourists 
• Nothing can be done 
• Offering better quality of services and seeing our culture's offerings 
• Offering better services.   That the jobs have capacity and offer indication to the 

tourists about regulations about a policy proclamation and good government.  
Offering facilities to obtain information.   

• Offering better tourism services, Tourists need to show more respect to the 
community and we need to establish more specific laws 

• On average, the communication 
• On average, the dialogue 
• Participate in community events 
• Participating together in activities 
• Permitting the mix/inclusion of the tourists with the residents of Peñasco 
• Promoting the communication between them with more propaganda 
• Providing a culture of respect towards the tourists and that the tourists respect 

the city, don't throw trash, and follow the laws. 
• Quality in the development of the city and tourism 
• Respect the laws that are there for both parties 
• Respecting one another is peace 
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• Respecting our values and cultures 
• Speaking English 

• Talking and arriving at reasonable understandings 

• That each one has their place in the city 
• That everyone learns to speak English 
• That the American tourists respect the traffic laws like they do in the U.S. 
• That the two parties treat each other with respect 
• That there is respect between the community and tourists 
• That they don't close the entrances to the beach 

• That they have respect of the laws of the country and the rules of the city 
• That they have responsibility 
• That they learn a little about our way of life, already the majority think that 

they do anything because they are in Mexico and they think that everything 
only costs one dollar 

• That they respect and obey the ways of the community 
• That they respect us 
• The tourists respect the laws of our country.  To think that here they can do 

things without respect. 
• There are some tourists that are very abusive of power over their inferiors and I 

believe that all are equal even if they don't have the same class 
• There aren't motorcycles on the dunes that the tourists don’t do things that 

affect the morals of those that live here. 
• They commit abuse between tourists (for example, police and roads) 
• They should learn the Spanish language now that they live here. 
• They understand our laws, the community's aptitude to make our regulatory 

legislation, etc. 
• To behave well 
• To bring artistic events to Puerto Peñasco 
• To change little by little…Tourists from the U.S. think that Mexico is a place 

where they do things without respecting our rules and limits  
• To develop a consciousness of the community that they can see tourism like the 

issues of jobs and development 
• To offer courses in English for all of the community, this can be a limit for those 

who don't totally understand the language. 
• To live together 
• To make events where they interact and know one another better 
• To make familiar recreation centers (not too many materials) 
• Tourists come here for fun and that is a good thing 
• Tourists need to respect Mexican laws!! 
• Trash the beaches less 
• Treat each other with respect 
• Treating well 
• We need more communication speaking English 
• Where there is better quality of service 



 80 

• Where there is better treatment 
• With better information that generates respect on the part of the visitors 
• With better treatment 
• With cultural interchange 
• With education in languages 
• With friendship 
• With more concentration of tourists like locals 
• With mutual respect to our customs 
• With the dialogue 
• Work together 

 
30. OTHER COMMENTS 

• Bring this to the director of security in Puerto Peñasco 
• Contamination, drug addiction and lack of security is a priority for Puerto 

Peñasco 
• Cooperation of the government with the community and a better 

relationship between the community and tourism and better salaries and 
preparation for the community for improved treatment to the visitors by the 
police, better quality. 

• Environmental education, tourists are problematic when they don't follow 
the laws. 

• For the tourists to be responsible with the community, the government, the 
municipality, and the state 

• Good luck! 
• Good luck! 
• Happy that all goes well 
• I hope that this questionnaire serves for the consciousness of our 

community and that it helps you.  Good luck, Emily. 

• I like that Emily is concerned with this issue.  Peñasco is not at fault for 
being like it was born.  But we can make it better if we approach sincere 
people like her.  There doesn't exist physical barriers between nations.  We, 
equivocally, do things together.  Congratulations. 

• I need permission to cross the border and American tourists should need 
permission as well. 

• I think that on the one hand, we Mexicans have to see that the Americans 
are an important part of our city but they also need to learn to treat us with 
respect and respect our culture, our beaches, laws, etc. 

• I think that the government of Peñasco should limit the construction and/or 
that each resort also offers benefits to the community (apart from jobs - like 
beach access) 

• I think this survey is very good 
• I wish you good luck in your expectations and your results and that you are 

for our country and state and that over all this has a good impact on the 
society and residents and tourism, etc. Good luck! 
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• If the tourist community would be in agreement equally with us of Puerto 
Peñasco  

• If this is for improvement, if this is for the benefit of my municipality, for 
my state, for my country, go forward. 

• In general, the federal government helps the tourists more than the 
fishermen in Puerto Peñasco.  Help the vaquita and kill the fisherman 

• In question 9, I think that alcoholism in destroying the youth and society.  
Is this permissible in a culture? Of alcoholism, I think that they community 
doesn't have programs for alcoholics, … 

• It's good to have some cultural events more successive and constant 
• Less corruption 
• Many of the problems are because of a bad government, not the tourists.  

This is a respectable port that can live in harmony with tourists, fish and 
town.  Lack of vision and determination. 

• More tourism in Puerto Peñasco 
• Puerto Peñasco is a small city and it would be easy to apply a recycling 

system here like in the US and some European countries.  All this will 
invite many environmental and ecological problems and we should improve 
the quality of life in PP.  It is easy to say we want to see clean streets and 
beaches but we have to do something to see a change.  I consider that now 
is a good time to do this.   

• Problems with dogs 
• Puerto Peñasco needs more quality of people - too many locals are like the 

foreigners 
• Seminars, announcements, talks  
• Terminate drug trafficking and crime 
• Thank you 

• Thank you for giving this questionnaire to the citizens of Puerto Peñasco 
• Thank you for giving us this questionnaire 
• Thank you! 
• Thanks to "the vision" of tourism development, Puerto Peñasco is a fountain 

of work, one that attracts many people from the south to Puerto Peñasco 
with the hope of a dignified life for their families for which they work but 
for 8 - 10 years working. But we are working to finish in hotel construction, 
commercial centers, and a lot of shit that occurs and people remain working 
for minimum salaries in the places that we construct.  To get better wages, 
many people move to drug addiction, prostitution, delinquency and it would 
be solved by more police. 

• Thanks to you for giving us this questionnaire 
• That the taxes are raised to the people of Puerto Peñasco when there is 

tourism that we don't get to see 
• That the tourists don't trash the streets and beaches, with trash and that 

they respect our tranquility, because in their country, they respect them.  
Why not here?  Our natural climate? 

• That the tourists have respect of the environment because they don't 
respect when they throw trash in the streets and where they don't live 
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• That there doesn't exist discrimination between the national and foreign 
tourists.  That there exists equality. 

• That there is beach access for all the people in tourist places 
• That there is no longer so much trash in this beautiful port.  Thank you. 
• That they will be a little more careful in drinking and driving 
• That tourists are careful with motor accidents 
• That we have conversations together 

• The city is growing for the tourists 
• The continuing drug addiction and drug hunters for the teenagers and 

children of Puerto Peñasco 
• The Mexicans treat the tourists with respect and honesty, but also the 

tourists respect our people 
• There isn't a place I lived that's better than Puerto Peñasco but there is too 

much immigration from people in the interior of the public. 
• They should offer more support to the people of Peñasco 
• This questionnaire is very good 

• This very a time the municipality of development an infrastructure that 
goes according to the tourists vision of a devastated PP, abandoned, I feel 
that this one of the municipality that capture more resources (Illegible) 

• To have direct contact with the tourists that comes here. 
• To tighten the vigilance over drugs 
• Tourism is good when people visit here 
• Urge recreation and cultural education 
• Water is the problem 

 
 
 
 
 
 


