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INTRODUCTION 

On October 12th 1492, Christopher Columbus landed on a tiny island 

of the now Bahamas and christened it San Salvador. From that time, 

the Bahamas was ruled by various nations, culminating in 1973 with 

the inception of independence and the end of three hundred years of 

rule by foreign powers, primarily Great Britain. 

Today, the Commonwealth of the Bahamas is a small nation consisting 

of an archipelago of about 5,500 square miles. There are over 700 

islands and cays (pronounced "keys") scattered over about 100,000 

square miles of ocean. 

HISTORY OF TOURISM 

The Bahamas, as most other nations in history, has seen its periods 

of "boom and bust." Agricultural booms of the past have been in the 

likes of plantation farming. Crops such as sugar cane and sisal (used 

for making rope), brought much revenue into the country in the mid

nineth and early twentieth centuries. Lack of fertility and in

sufficient soil, and competition from foreign markets were re

spectively responsible for the economic "busts" of these two crops. 

Two other economic booms of the Bahamas were lumbering (yellow pine 

used for pulp) and sponging. Depletion, in the case of lumbering, 

and in the case of sponging, the notorious "red tides" ( a marine 

phenomenon of the early 1950's that killed many sponges), and the develop

ment of artificial sponges from synthetic fibres were responsible for 
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the bust of these two economic ventures. 

One of the biggest booms happened after the enactment of the 18th 

(Prohibition) Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. The era between 

1920 and 1932 saw the Bahamas bathed with prosperity occasioned by 

enormous sales of liquors to the men who operated "rum running" routes 

from Bahamian ports to the Mainland. 1 

In the mid 19th century, the Bahamas began to realize its potential 

as a tropical resort for those seeking a more healthful climate~ This 

realization led to the largest and longest lasting economic boom the 

Bahamas has ever experienced--tourism. Today, the Bahamas population 

of a little over 218,000 depend almost entirely on this frangible 

tourist industry for their livelihood. 

The first deliberated effort by the government of the Bahamas to in

crease the r,umber of visitors to Nassau (the capital of the Bahamas) 

was in 1851 when an annual subsidy of three hundred pounds was 

offered to any person or company who would provide a "good sUbstan

tial and efficient" steamship service between New York and Nassau. 

Samuel Cunard, owner of Cunard Lines accepted the offer and in 1859, 

a paddle-wheel steamer named the Karnak took five days to make the 

first voyage. 3 

In response to the steam ship service and the expected increase in 

visitors, the government of the Bahamas set about constructing 

accomodations, which were, to say the least, drastically lacking at 

the time. The first of these structures was the Royal Victoria Hotel. 

Construction was started in 1859 and by the time it was completed in 

1861, the American Civil War was under way.4 Revenue derived from 

blocade running proved more than sufficient to vdpe out the huge 
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public debt incurred in building the hotel, which, as a matter of inter

est, still stands today.5 

In 1900 the largest structure ever known to the Bahamas at the time, 

the Colonial Hotel, was constructed by an American, Hebry M. Flagler, 

the first large scale foreign investor to come to the Bahamas. 6 

When the Colonial Hotel went up in flames in 1922, the economy of the 

Bahamas would have dropped drastically had it not been for the handsome 

revenues collected during the Prohibition era. 6 Thus one year follow-

ing the destruction of the Colonial Hotel, the New Colonial Hotel, con-

structed on the site of the former Colonial Hotel, was able to open its 

doors to visitors.? This structure still stands today (Fig. 1). 

The third oldest hotel to be constructed was the Fort Montague Beach 

Hotel, built in 1926. During the 1930's, several small hotels were 

built. 8 Today, there are numerous hotels and guest houses in the 

Bahamas, ranging from the five or six rooms local "over the hill" hotels, 

to the eighteen storeys high, five hundred and thirty-five rooms Holiday 

Inn on Paradise Island. At present, there are approximately 11,500 

hotel rooms in the Bahamas. 

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE DEVELOPMENT OF TOURISM IN THE BAHAMAS 

Factors influencing the development of tourism in the Bahamas are 

climate, physical make up of the land, location, and the general 

attitudes of the inhabitants. 

Climate: 

According to the Koppen Classification, the Bahamas climatically falls 
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under the category of Tropical Savana. Temperatures in the Bahamas 

average 79~.per annum, with the average difference between the hott

est and coldest months being less than 90 F. Such a climate provides 

the Bahamas with a magnetic amenity for those seeking a climate for 

healthful purposes or those simply wishing to "soak up some sunshine" 

(Fig. 2). 

Physical Makeup Of The Land: 

The Bahamas consist geologically of limestone and coral. As a result, 

white sandy beaches, sublime coral reefs, and beautiful sea gardens 

are in abundance. 

The islands, perched on the eastern edge of the Continental Shelf, have 

the warm Gulf Stream flowing northward along their western flank. For 

these reasons, marine life of every conceivable kind are also in abund

ance. Thus whether their reason is to swim in the warm crystal clear 

waters, stroll along the clean white sandy beaches in search of rare 

sea shells, or to catch the "big one" that has eluded them all their 

lives as sports fishermen, people continue to flock to the idyllic 

isles of the Bahamas. 

Location: 

The Bahamas lies between latitudes 21 0 N. and 27°N., with longitude 76°W. 

roughly bisecting the archipelago (Fig. 3). At its nearest point to the 

United States (the island of Bimini), the Bahamas is only about fifty 

miles due east of the Florida coast. The Bahamas, in its central 

Atlantic location, is the nearest group of tropical islands to Europe. 
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however, thousands of miles separate the Bahamas from Europe, but 

this distance is categorized as only a "short hop," based on today's 

technology. The Bahamas is thus in easy reach of the world's major 

tourist markets, namely Anglo-America and Western Europe. Nowadays, 

about twelve flights leave the United states and Canada daily for the 

Bahamas, while there is an average of three daily non-stop flights 

from Europe. The location of the Bahamas also places it in the 

direct path of ships leaving South American and southern Caribbean 

ports for Central and North Americ~and vice versa. The Bahamas is 

thus a regular port of call for many cruise and commercial lines (Fig. 4). 

General Attitudes Of The Inhabitants: 

Of primary importance to any country with a tourist trade is the attit

udes of the inhabitants. The Bahamian people have always been 

characterized as hospitable, fun loving, and easy-going. As time 

passed and to urism began to show signs 0 f success, Bahamians began to 

show their hospitality the more. As a result, many tourists are en

couraged to return and also to bring others with them. Today, an'es

timated third of all visitors to the Bahamas during the course of a 

year are returnees. 

ADVANTAGES OF TOURISM TO THE BAHAMAS 

By far the most important and obvious advantage of tourism to the 

Bahamas is the boost to the country's economy. Monies derived from 

tourism results in a rising standard of living for Bahamians. 9 The 

financial contribution of tourism also helps to balance public finances. 

The Bahamas Government derives direct revenues from tourism by such 
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measures as departure tax and landing fees for aircrafts, as well as 

indirect revenues resulting from tourist spending. 10 The estimated 

earnings from tourism were $180,393,000 in 1968 and $235,149,000 in 

1969. It is also estimated that tourism accounts for 71% of the 

government's total revenue. 

Another important advantage of tourism is that it provides employment 

for many Bahamians. Whether directly employed in the hotel business 

or employed in associated fields such as construction or trucking, 

Bahamians of almost every walk of life take some part in tourism. It 

is estimated that two thirds of the Bahamian labour force is employed 

in the tourist industry. 

Tourism should not be considered from the economic aspect only; its im-

portance in enhancing the social values of Bahamians must also be con-

°d d 11 Sl ere • 

People of different countries have different beliefs, values, and atti-

udes. Tourism thus educates Bahamians, offering them a better under-

standing of other peoples, places, and things. 

Tourism also helps in preserving and developing the cultural aspects 

of the Bahamas. It spurs creativity and innovation in handicrafts, 

music, art, and other areas as well. 12 

DISADVANTAGES OF TOURISM TO THE BAHAMAS 

Tourism can be described as a frangible industry, a "humpty dumpty 

sitting on the wall." If humpty dumpty has a great fall, it will take 

"all the kings horses and all the kin~s men to put humpty dumpty to-

gether again." World recession, gasoline rationing, sizeable increase 
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in air fares, hurricanes, even a ficticious novel (e.g., Triangle of 

the Deep, a book written about the "Devil's Triangle," of which the 

Bahamas is supposed to be in the middle), have all in the past, come 

very close to toppling the Bahamas' tourism egg off the wall. 

Besides being quite frangible, tourism also has a tremendous effect 

on the culture of the Bahamas. Many Bahamians are becoming more 

'fl.mericanized" in their ways 0 f li fe (over 70% 0 f the visitors to the 

Bahamas are American). In an effort to meet the demands or tastes of 

the American visitors, the local character of the Bahamas is being 

destroyed. 13 For example, Nassau now boasts four Kentucky Fried Chicken 

outlets, one McDonald's Hamburger outlet, one Burger King Hamburger out

let, and one Chicken Unlimited outlet. The result of the erection of 

these "assembly line" restaurants is that many native restaurants are 

being forced to close due to lack of business. 

Tourism also has a debasing effect on the Bahamian society. For example, 

the tourist industry in the Bahamas attracts a large number of prosti

tutes, while the casinos at Nassau and Freeport attract international 

gamblers of notorious characters. Also, the influx of student visitors 

during holiday times has usually been accompanied by narcotic cases. 14 

An efficient and well trained police force, customs, and immigration 

officers, however, perform excellently in keeping such vice at a minimum. 

DOMESTIC TOURISM 

All the foregoing dealt with tourism in the Bahamas from an international 

standpoint. However, domestic tourism has been taking the Bahamas "by 
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storm" over the past decade. 

The Bahamas, as was stated earlier, comprises over 700 islands and 

cays. By the late '60's, the average Bahamian had visited Miami, 

Florida, or New York City, at least once, or had known a great deal 

about these places from their various friends and relatives who had 

visited these places before. However, the average Bahamian had never 

been to another island or town in their own Bahama chain. Many 

Bahamians living in Nassau had never visited Andros Town on the island 

of Andros, fifteen minutes away by air. 

The Bahamas Government was forced to step in to remedy this apparent 

lack of self interest on the part of the indigenous population. Hotels 

and guest houses in the varuous Family Islands (all islands other than 

New Providence where the capital, Nassau is located, or Grand Bahama 

I sland whl~re the second city 0 f the Bahamas, Freeport is located, are 

referred to as Family Islands) and Grand Bahama were encouraged to 

make special deals for Bahamians, such as reduction of regular hotel 

rates. Special air fares on the national flag carrier were also in-

stituted for Bahamians wishing to take advantage of the new domestic 

travel dealsi and Bahamians were encouraged to see the Bahamas. The 

Bahamas bene~itted greatly from this domestic tourism drive. 

For one thing, Bahamians began to be more familiarized with their 

own country. This greatly assisted in developing national pride. 15 

The second big favourable aspect of domestic tourism was the fact 

that the thousands of dollars spent elsewhere as tourist expenditure 

for nationals, began to remain in the Bahamas, thus reducing the drain 

on foreign expenditures.,6 The third favourable aspect of domestic 

tourism was that the various local tourist establishments, accustomed 
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to closing during the slow periods (mainly the months of August, 

September, and October) were able to remain open throughout the year, 

maintained by the revenues collected from the local trade. 

About the only disadvantage of domestic tourism to the Bahamas was 

that it inhibited Bahamians' knowledge of world affairs; however, the 

influx of tourists and the continued travel abroad by Bahamians, bal

anced this situation. 

GOVERNMEN~'S ROLE IN TOURISM IN THE BAHAMAS 

Bearing in mind the possible disadvantages of tourism, it is obvious 

that there should be proper guidance and control by governments embark

ing on a tourism development programme in order to realize the benefits 

which can be obtained if the industry is wisely administered. 17 

The Bahamas government's attitude towards the development of tourism 

is determined by its direct participation in the various sectors 

affecting the industry.18 As clearly shown in the foregoing sections, 

the government has been extremely diligent in its involvement in the 

Bahamas tourist industry. 

Although it would be impractical to mention all the areas of govern-

ment's involvement, a few of the major ones deserve note. One of the 

major areas of involvement by government in the tourist industry was in 

the formulation of the Promotion of Tourism Act in 1964. This Act 

empowered the governor to appoint a Minister to be charged with the 

responsibili ty for the promotion 0 f tourism. The Minister, "assisted 

by such staff as he considers necessary," was delegated the follow-

ing duties and powers: 

- to make all such enquiries and to collect such information 



as may be deemed necessary for the purpose of promoting and 
thoroughly advertising the Commonwealth as a tourist resort, 
and for the purpose of materially facilitating and in
creasing the tourist traffic to the islands. 

- to adopt necessary measures for promoting and thoroughly 
advertising the Commonwealth as a tourist resort and for 
the purpose of materially facilitating and increasing the 
tourist traffic. 

- to accept from any hotel, development or transportation 
company any contribution for all or any of the purposes of 
the Act, and to administer the same either solely or by 
joint arrangement. 

- to enter into and make such contracts as the Minister may 
deem necessary for the purposes of the Act. 

to make any contract for the provision of air or steamship 
communication between the islands and any other place, and 
to pay for or contribute towards the same, or towards ad
vertising or promoting the same by way of annual or period
ical subsidy, guarantee of debenture interest, commission 
on the number of passengers, brought to the islands or by 
any other method of payment sanctioned by the Minister. 

- generally to take all such measures as the Minister may 
deem likY9Y to carry out most effectively the objectives of 
the Act. 

The formulation of the Hotels Encouragement Act was another major in-

volvement by government in the tourist industry. Under the provisions 

of this Act, imports of materials, fixtures, and furniture for new 

hotels and guest houses wereg~nted special customs duty concessions. 

Another important Act was the new Hotels Act, 1970. Regulations 

under this Act established certain minimum standards which must be 

maintained for safety, hygene, and comfort of guests. 

The government also involved itself in the tourist industry by the 

establishment of Sales Offices abroad. At present, eleven of these 

exist, eight in the United states, one in Canada, one in the United 

Kingdom, and one in Europe. The staff of these overseas Sales 

Offices are kept informed of developments in the Bahamas and are 

given periodic familiarization tours of the islands.
20 



The government also realized the importance of attitude~and to this 

end initiated many programs to train and further encourage those 

directly involved in tourism. The government's Ministry of Tourism 

is itself a member of the International Union of Offical Travel 

Organizations (I.U.O.T.O). The staff are therefore exposed to various 

seminars and conferences, and a number of employees have been sponsored 

for middle-level correspondence courses as well as advanced tourism 

studies in Italy and other countries. 21 Besides I.U.O.T.O seminars, 

Ministry officials partiCipate in conferences of Caribbean Tourist 

Boards as well as those of the American Society of Travel Agents 

(A.S.T.A).22 

Training today is also intense in the three government departments of 

Immigration, Customs, and Police, since contact with tourists is an 

everyday affair for these government employees. 

A variety of commercials are also aired daily on the local media 

appealing to Bahamians to be courteous to their visitors. 

The government of the Bahamas has also made changes in the local currency. 

To facilitate exchange procedures, not only did the government change 

from sterling to decimal in 1966, but the Bahamian dollar was also 

placed on par with the American dollar. 

Another area of involvement by government has been the reduction to a 

minimum, the frontier formalities; for example, since Anglo-America 

is the Bahamas' biggest customer in terms of tourist arrivals, no pass

ports or visas are required by these citizens to enter the Bahamas for 

up to eight months. Proof of citizenship such as a voter's registration 

card or birth certificate is the only requirement. 

Other minor areas of involvement by the government has been in the likes 
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of dispatching the local colourful police band (Fig. 5) to perform 

in festivities in other countries, and providing junkets for foreign 

travel agents. Overall, the Bahamas Government is now spending an 

estimated $10 million dollars per annum on tourism. 

Government's efforts to increase tourism in the Bahamas have not been 

in vain. In 1954 the Bahamas passed the 100,000 tourist per year goal. 

In 1957 the 200,000 visitors per annum figure was achieved. In 1963 

over 500,000 visitors travelled to the Bahamas. In 1968 the magic 

million figure was reached. Today, over 1.4 million visitors enter 

these isles of June every year. 

TOURISTS ACTIVITIES IN THE BAHAMAS 

The Bahamas, like all other countries of the Caribbean, is rich in 

history. Many sites still stand today as proof or reminders of histor

ical events. For example, it is alleged that the infamous pirate 

Edward Teach (alias Black Beard), who plundered ships travelling the 

Caribbean in days of yore, still haunts his dilapidated lookout tower 

located at the eastern end of New Providence Island. Thus sight seeing, 

whether by walking, by horse and buggy (Fig. 6), or by sophisticated 

chauffeur driven limosine, ranks high on the list of tourist activities. 

Boating is also another popular tourist activity. Local glass bottom 

boats provide services to offshore reefs and sea gardens. For the ad

venturous angler out to catch the "big on~' local fishing boats are 

also available to transport him to the surrounding deep waters and 

shoals, where hooking a four hundred pound Blue Marlin or a fifty 

pound Grouper is a genuine possibility. To date, over fifty world 

record game fish catches have been made in the waters of the Bahamas. 
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To the visitor who desires lively entertainment, night club touring 

and gambling are two other popular activities. At the night clubs, 

in addition to the traditional Bahamian and Caribbean dances that 

are performed, Bahamian folklore also comes to life in many of the 

songs of local artists. Gambling is available at casinos in Nassau 

and Freeport for the fortune seeking visitor. 

Shopping is, ofcourse)' the most popular of all activities. Tourists 

shop for local artifacts, such as straw work (Fig. 7) and woodcraft. 

Other important items also top the shopping list. An American does 

not need to spend more than a half hour in the shopping district of 

Bay Street, Nassau, before he discovers the vast differences in prices 

between his country and the Bahamas in certain items, such as liquor, 

perfumes, and Asian and Western European cameras. Although none of 

the items mentioned are produced locally in the Bahamas (except in 

the case of liquor of which the Bahamas boasts a Bacardi Rum factory) 

import duties on these items are far lower in the Bahamas than the 

import duties imposed in the United States. Thus the costs of these 

items are far less in the Bahamas. For example, a fifth of Johnnie 

Walker Red Scotch Whisky costs an average of $4.50 per bottle in the 

Bahamas, while this same bottle averages about $13.00 in the United 

States. 

Another popular activity that many tourists engage in is practically 

no activity at all. Many of the Family Islands and cays with their 

remoteness and unspoiled beauty (Fig. 8) appeal to the traveller who 

wants to "get away from it all." These nature loving tourists gain 

much satisfaction by simply relaxing in the sun, walking on the clean 

white sandy beaches, or swimming in the crystal clear waters. 
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THE FUTURE OF TOURISM IN THE BAHAMAS 

A number of recent world events would lead one to prematurely con

clude that the future of tourism in the Bahamas looks very dim. 

Legalized gambling in Atlantic City, New Jersey threatens the 

survival of Bahamian casinos; reopening of Cuban-American ties threat

ens to draw away a sizeable number of American visitors from the Bahamas; 

also, large- scale tourism developments in other countries seem to point 

toward the demise of the Bahamas tourist industry. 

However, the Bahamas Government, as a wild animal fighting back with 

a vengence when its survival is threatened, has fought back to the point 

where it has gained the upper hand. Sizeable annual increases in the 

tourism budget has been the government's principal weapon in its fight 

to keep tourism alive. In 1972 the tourist budget was about $6 million. 

Today, the government of the Bahamas spends over $10 million per year 

on tourism. 

Government's projections indicate that the Bahamas will still be a 

number one tourist destination fifty years hence. 23 By that time, 

it is hoped that the country will have diversified its economy, in

vesting in other areas such as fishing. 

CONCLUSION 

The Bahamas regards tourism as the only vehicle to achieve what it wants 

as a nation. 24 To this end, the government and its people have united 

in a jOint effort to keep the tourism ship afloat. The tourism pro

duct of the Bahamas is thus constantly being expanded, diversified 

and improved so that the best vacation experience can be offered to 
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visitors. Millions of dollars have been budgeted for the tourist 

trade, with increases being added every year. 

Efforts to diversify the economy has been steady but very slow. 

Farming is being increased, fishing is mounting in importance, but 

tourism still stands at the top of the economic ladder. 

Tourism bas been the business of the Bahamas for a long time, and 

the government of the Bahamas is maintaining a powerful drive to 

keep the future of tourism in line with its new slogan, "It's Better 

In The Bahamas." 
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