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The Cruise Industry of Central America: An Overview

With its tropical climate, the region of Central America is highly popular with cruisers. The strength of the
region lies in the fact that all countries except for El Salvador can receive cruisers at both the Caribbean
and the Pacific, which are both among the most important waters for cruises. In 2015 around 1.35 million
people took a cruise with stops in Central America. The high flyer of the region is Honduras followed by
Panama and Costa Rica.! The cruise industry in the region is strongly connected to the US economy since
North Americans make up more than half of the passengers. Currently, demand for cruises is increasing
which is showcased by the increase of 62% between 2005 and 2015.2
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Cruise ports in Central America
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Costa Rica

As the destination for ecotourism, Costa Rica’s coastline is frequented by many cruise ships. In 2016 it
welcomed almost 3 million visitors which is an increase of almost 10% compared to 2015.3 Every year,
over 200 000 tourists visit Costa Rica by ship. These tourists spent on average 163.2 USD per person at
their destination. North Americans, represent the lion’s share of visitors, constituting 70% of the total
number.

Among numerous smaller ports, Costa Rica
boasts 3 major cruise ship ports which are
located in Puntarenas, Caldera and Puerto
Limén. Among the smaller ones are Punta
Morales, Quepos and Golfito. Since the
majority of these ports are all on the pacific
coast, it is no surprise that most tourists
disembark on the Pacific coast.

While hosting numerous highly popular cruise
destinations, in the recent years Costa Rica
faced some challenges in the development of
its cruise tourism industry. There is a need for
improvement of the infrastructure required for  cruise ship docking at Puntarenas

the cruise sector. Furthermore, smaller cruise

operators are struggling with the costs of the ports as the tariff scheme highly favors the large cruisers.
While in the cruise season of 2009-2010 the country welcomed almost 270 cruise ships, in 2014-2015 this
number decreased to 150. However, since 2016 el Instituto Costarricense de Turismo (ICT) has taken steps
to actively promote cruise tourism. *

Hernan Garrén Salazar Port Terminal

In August 2016, the ICT and JAPDEVA (Junta de Administracion Portuaria y de Desarrollo Econdmico de la
Vertiente Atlantica) earmarked 160 000 USD to improve the tourist facilities of the Hernan Garrén Salazar
Port Terminal in the Limén province within the next three years. The project pertains to the
transformation of “Bodega Cinco” into a cruise terminal, which includes the construction of sanitary
services, an information centre and spaces to facilitate tourist arrivals and departures.® Its aim is to revive
the cruise industry in Costa Rica by improving the competitivity of the province, as well as that of small
and medium-sized enterprises.®
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Guatemala

In Guatemala, the country of the eternal spring, the cruise industry is experiencing rapid growth,
expanding with 16% in the period 2014-2015.7 In 2016, the country welcomed almost 1.6 million tourists,
of which over 100 000 people visited the country by means of a cruise ship. Especially the month of
December is popular among tourists as this month alone brought 22 thousand tourist to Guatemala.® For
the year of 2016-2017 the country expects to host in total 95 ships of which 67 will visit the pacific coast
and 28 the Atlantic coast,® generating a total income of 7 million USD.%° The bulk of the passengers of
these cruise ships are hosted by the ports of Santo Tomas de Castilla on the Atlantic coast and Puerto
Quetzal on the Pacific coast. Guatemala has devoted significant investments to the sector in recent years,
as a result of which 4.500 cruise passengers could disembark and be attended to simultaneously in 2015.
However, the Guatemalan Institute for Tourism (INGUAT) urges that the country intensifies investments
to improve its facilities, in order to maintain growth levels and exploit the opportunities the sector proffers
as key to the expanding tourist industry. It has been suggested that upgrading the country’s port facilities
may require as much as 100 million USD in investments.?

For this country the DRIVE subsidies are made available by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Netherlands Enterprise industry. Among the eligible projects are water infrastructure projects. For all
requirements please check: www.rvo.nl/subsidies-regelingen/drive.

Port of Quetzal
Guatemala has devoted 15 million USD for works at the port
of Quetzal. The Quetzal Port Company will invest in the
construction of a road overpass, a breakwater and the
dredging of the commercial dock. The dredging, with a total
cost of 9 million USD, will be conducted at the commercial and
cruise docks. 1.5 million USD is destined for the protection of
the coast and the widening of the circle of maneuvers,

allowing for larger ships to dock. 2

Port of Quetzal
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El Salvador

El Salvador welcomed over 2 million visitors in 2016, which is an increase of 4%, continuing its steady
growth in tourism. The tourism sector represents around 4.5% of its total GDP, making the sector key to
the country’s economy. However, El Salvador remains one of the least visited countries by cruise ship in
Central America. The main reason for this are the security risks in the country and the bad press it receives
as a result of these security concerns.’* Nevertheless, the Salvadoran Ministry of Tourism (MITUR)
managed to attract 5 cruisers to its coasts in the months of January and February bringing around 2500
tourists to its shores. For the whole season of 2017 two times this amount of ships and tourists are
expected,'* which would represent a record in the country’s history. As a result, MITUR has announced
plans to invest around 60 000 USD in the country’s cruise port infrastructure and management to position
itself as a cruise ship destination and stimulate its tourist industry.®

Honduras

Honduras is the most popular destination for cruises in the region. Every year it attracts over 300 cruise
ships bringing over one million tourists to the country. These cruisers provided the country in total with
an influx of over $90 million in foreign exchange. The sector continues to grow, with a predicted 10%
increase in cruise arrivals by 2019.%° Honduras’ crown jewel is without doubt the island of Roatén in the
Caribbean sea which attracts the lion’s share of tourists. 80% of the cruise passengers visiting the island
of Roatan is American. These American tourists are comforted by the fact that this Honduran island is
predominantly English-speaking due to its British colonial past.!” This huge influx of cruise ships is
facilitated by the island’s two ports allowing the island to serve multiple cruise ships at the same time.

At the moment, Honduras is actively exploring opportunities to keep the cruisers in the country for a
longer time, allowing the passengers to spend more on the mainland.® Cruise tourism to the mainland
has already been expanding; the “Banana Coast” terminal in Trujillo is the first cruise terminal to service
the mainland. It experienced a 25% increase in cruise visitors in 2015 following investments of around 30
million USD. The government plans on investing an additional 20-25 million USD for the development of
a new dock in the port.?® In addition, the Honduran government is exploring opportunities to open up its
Pacific coast to cruise tourism, hoping to open the Amapala cruise port on Isla del Tigre in 2018.%°
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Furthermore, after the example of El Salvador, Honduras is now in the process of adopting a new tourism
law. The aim of the law is to boost the tourism industry as it now expects an increase of 6% in tourism.
The new tourism law is said to create 250 000 new jobs within 2 years and focusses on investments in
infrastructure. The law includes equal investment opportunities for different sizes of companies, fiscal
stability agreements and funds for land and air transport in tourism.?! While the focus is on land and air
transport, increased land connectivity could have a substantial effect on the attractiveness of cruise
destinations.

Nicaragua

In 2016, Nicaragua saw 59 cruise ships coming to its harbors. These 59 cruise ships brought the country
almost 90 000 visitors. These numbers represent an impressive growth of over 30% compared to the year
before,?? restoring visitors to 2008 levels following a downturn in the sector between 2009-2014. The
industry is expected to continue its ascent, with an expected increase of 10-12% for 2017-2018. 2 Almost
all of these cruise ships with its visitors docked in the harbors of San Juan del Sur and Corinto which are
both situated on the pacific coast. The complete tourism sector of Nicaragua facilitated around 1.6 million
tourists in the past year. To further stimulate the arrival of cruise visitors, the Empresa Portuaria Nacional
has announced investments approximating 8.5 million USD to improve port infrastructures and assets.?

For this country the DRIVE subsidies are made available by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the
Netherlands Enterprise industry. Among the eligible projects are water infrastructure projects. For all
requirements please check: www.rvo.nl/subsidies-regelingen/drive.

San Juan del Sur
In an attempt to boost the amount of cruise tourism to
one of the country’s largest cruise terminals, the
authorities have invested in the modernization of the
port of San Juan del Sur. The investments are financed
by the Interamerican Development Bank and consist of
the construction of 4 flamboyant buildings which
house markets, shops, 8 restaurants, tourist
information points and a disco.?> Another major

improvement is the increased ability for tourists to

Cruise port of San Juan del Sur

disembark the ship. Priory, the tourists had to wait for
one of the small boats that would bring them to shore. Now, to the port allows for a total 6 transport
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boats instead of 1. The fact that the cruise ships cannot always be connected to the mainland caused the
fact that tourists on 9 out of 30 cruise ships could not disembark in San Juan del Sur, causing a serious loss
of revenue for the local tourism industry.?®

Panama

Panama, as the second largest recipient of cruise ships in the region welcomed 217 000 cruise tourists to
its shores. In total, the tourism industry contributed around 6 percent of the country’s GDP.%” Although it
is still a large player in the cruise business, the country has seen its cruise visits decrease steadily since
2011.%2 Nevertheless, according to an IMF country report the expansion of the Panama canal has created
new opportunities to boost the cruise industry in Panama.? The industry is projected to recover and
continue its expansion in the coming years. One of the prime targets of future development in the industry
is the Puerto de Col6n 2000.%°

Cruise port Amador
Just outside of Panama City a new cruise portwill =

be constructed. The Panama Maritime Authority
(AMP) has awarded the construction of the port
to China Harbor Engineering Company and Jan de
Nul after a tender in which they were the only
party to participate. The project is reported to
cost around 165.7 million USD. The port will be
managed by a state authority with cooperation
from the Port of Hamburg.3!

Cruise port Amador
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