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Abstract: Debt-for-nature swap involves a 
mechanism of exchange in which a certain 
amount of the debtor's foreign debt is cancelled 
or forgiven, in return for local currency from the 
debtor government to be invested in domestic 
environmental projects, notably designation and 
management of protected areas.  Swaps’ objec-
tives are to reduce the debt burden, protect the 
environment, and aid in sustainable develop-
ment programs to generate local jobs and in-
come, which in turn can be facilitated by pro-
tected area tourism in coastal and marine envi-
ronments.  However, each swap should have site-
specific agreements, monitoring/enforcement 
programs, and most importantly, should involve 
locals/community in decision-making.   
 
Keywords: Debt-for-nature swap, environ-
mental protection, sustainable development pro-
grams 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Developing countries that are coastal and 
insular in nature largely depend on marine 
environments for food and income (fisheries 
resources), as well as generation of foreign 
exchange (coastal and marine tourism) to 
supplement and/or assist with the balance 
of trade payments and foreign debt.  Al-
though the consumptive dependency is evi-
dent, however, the resources are not man-
aged in an efficient manner to allow for sus-
tainability.  The coastal zones have been 

subjugated to major environmental impacts 
(degradation), as an overwhelming majority 
of the population inhabits the region.  Some 
of the known direct impacts attributed to 
humans are overfishing, ocean dumping, 
poisoning of marine organisms, wetlands 
removal, coastal deforestation, dynamiting 
of coral reefs, harvesting of endangered spe-
cies, and habitat alteration through the con-
struction of breakwaters, seal walls, dykes, 
etc. (Agardy, 1990).  Based upon these im-
pacts, and also due to the dire need to sus-
tain the present resources, developing coun-
tries (coastal and insular) have adopted the 
western model of resource protection via the 
creation of parks, protected areas and ma-
rine sanctuaries.  The protected area concept 
has gained widespread acceptance and par-
ticipation within the last 25 years (Mitchell 
and Barborak, 1991), and with the growing 
public consensus on environmentalism, 
creation of more protected areas can be ex-
pected.  However, creation of protected ar-
eas is an expensive ordeal for developing 
countries as they lack the financial resources 
to effectively monitor and enforce regula-
tions of the protected areas.  Also, creation 
of sanctuaries and protected areas come at a 
price as the extractive properties of coastal 
and marine environments are heavily util-
ized for export commodities to generate for-
eign currency to assist with the payments of 
insurmountable foreign debts which is esti-
mated to be USD$ 2.2 trillion (Human De-
velopment Report, 1999).  Additionally, two 
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critical elements (key ingredients to achieve 
success in meeting the objectives of the pro-
tected area), community-based decision-
making and permitting multiple uses are 
usually lacking (Gilman, 1997). 
 
Concomitantly, in an effort to combat the 
debt and environmental crisis in developing 
countries, Lovejoy introduced the debt-for-
nature swap concept (Lovejoy, 1984).  This 
stepwise process involves a mechanism of 
exchange in which a certain amount of the 
debtor's foreign debt is cancelled or for-
given, in return for local currency from the 
debtor government to be invested in domes-
tic environmental projects.  The projects 
may include conservation and natural re-
source management, designation and man-
agement of protected areas, increase in 
funds for National Parks, park personnel 
training, and environmental education pro-
grams and activities (Thapa, 1998).  Swaps 
can be bilateral (between two governments), 
or in most cases trilateral (aided by an 
INGO-International Non-Governmental Or-
ganization).  Also, the INGO must have a 
local contact with a domestic non-
governmental environmental organization 
in the debtor country to be responsible for 
the administration and operational facilita-
tion of the project (Environment Bulletin, 
1996). 
 
The first swap (1987) between Conservation 
International (US-INGO) and Bolivia in-
volved cancellation of $650,000 Bolivian for-
eign debt in exchange for $100,000 worth of 
local currency that was to be marshaled to-
wards protection of the Beni Biosphere.  
Since then, it is reported that in excess of 
$1.5 billion in transactions has been in-
volved among 19+ countries and is expected 
to increase.  The participants have been 
Costa Rica, Philippines, Madagascar and 
Poland, however countries in Central and 
South America have benefited the most 
(Deacon and Murphy, 1997).  Although, na-
ture swaps do not provide a major dent in 
developing countries’ foreign debt, how-
ever, various achievements have been 
accomplished.  For example, debt-for-nature 
swaps have aided in the creation of pro-

tected areas, national parks and biospheres; 
financially assisted (over USD$100 million) 
in strengthening the capacities of under-
funded local environmental conservation 
organizations in promoting sustainable 
management of natural resources; and a 
sense of awareness about environmental 
protection has been instilled (Thapa, 1998).  
The purpose of this paper is to outline the 
debt-for-nature swap process and it’s posi-
tive relationship with protected area tour-
ism in developing nations.  Additionally, 
the applicability to marine and coastal envi-
ronments will be discussed. 
 
 
Debt-for-Nature Swap: An  
Overview of the Process 
 
Certain procedures are to be followed dur-
ing a debt-for-nature swap process.  The 
initial step is for the sponsoring INGO (most 
active in swaps - Conservational Interna-
tional, The World Wildlife Fund for Nature 
& Conservation, and the Nature Conser-
vancy) is to establish a dialogue with the 
debtor country, and eventually gain ap-
proval from the principal players of the 
debtor country (government, central bank 
and a domestic NGO).  Once approval is 
met, negotiations occur and eventually mu-
tual agreements are reached in terms of 
funding potential projects and the mecha-
nism of funding.  In such situations, the 
debtor country usually indicates what areas 
for swap intentions should be considered, 
and can also regulate the amount of the 
swap investments.  The sponsoring agency 
(INGO) normally locates a potential donor, 
which may include governments, banks, 
organizations and private foundations 
(Greener, 1991; Sadler, 1990).  The interna-
tional secondary debt markets for second-
hand debts are also investigated for dis-
count levels.  The secondary market for bad 
debt originated in 1982 as a resort for lend-
ing agencies to salvage or minimize their 
losses.  Debt could be bought for deep dis-
counts; for example, a USD$10 million debt 
could be bought for USD$5 million (Ma-
hony, 1992).  However, when a match is 
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met, the sponsoring agency will buy the dis-
counted debt, or receive it as a donation 
from banks and governments, or receive 
money from foundations to buy the dis-
counted debt in exchange for investment of 
local currency by the debtor country in the 
stated environmental project.  Local funding 
can also be issued by the debtor country in 
the form of issuing currency or bonds, in 
which the interests from the bonds is used 
for daily operations.  As indicated earlier, 
the coordination and daily operations of the 
project are normally undertaken by a do-
mestic NGO and/or institutions mutually 
agreed to by both parties (Dogse and von 
Droste, 1990; Greener, 1991; Sadler, 1990). 
 
 
Swaps and Protected Area  
Tourism  
 
Debt-for-nature swaps have been responsi-
ble for the creation and/or addition of pro-
tected areas in countries where swaps have 
been undertaken.  For example, Costa Rica 
has been actively involved in swap practices 
to protect its natural environment.  It is a 
leading country, in terms of conservation, 
and 12% of its total land mass is designated 
as national parks or protected biological 
reserves.  The country has been proactive 
and has been able to get US & European 
INGOs, and private foundations to aid in 
reforestation and/or park projects via swap 
practices.  Between 1988 and 1990, USD$ 10 
million was generated in donations to help 
retire the face value of USD$ 69 million of 
the country’s foreign debt (Page, 1990).  Si-
multaneously, this has enabled Costa Rica to 
raise USD$ 33 million in local currency 
bonds, which support projects such as parks 
and protected areas, reforestation, etc.  Al-
though this represented a retirement of 
about 5% or more to the overall debt bur-
den, it was still a positive experience in 
terms of both debt reduction and environ-
mental protection (Page, 1990). 
 
Along with the promotion of sustainable use 
of natural resources, swaps have the inher-
ent possibility of creating jobs and income in 

remote regions via protected area tourism 
(Moran, 1992; Wagner, 1990).  The majority 
of the protected areas created through 
swaps have incorporated nature-based tour-
ism/ecotourism and other forms of envi-
ronmental and culturally based tourism.  
Nature based tourism has experienced a 
10% to 30% increase per year, which is 
about two to five times faster than the 
growth rate for tourism in general (Wight, 
1996).  Also, “environmental awareness” is 
becoming the collective consensus among 
the general populace in developed coun-
tries; so, protected areas in developing 
countries can anticipate an influx of nature-
based tourists or ecotourists.  Costa Rica has 
benefited environmentally and economi-
cally, as it is one of the world’s most coveted 
ecotourism destinations with the majority of 
their visitors visiting protected areas. 
 
Debt-for-nature swaps is a potential plausi-
ble strategy for developing countries who 
are proactive in environmental issues, and 
can achieve some degree of success, like 
Costa Rica's tourism earnings from National 
Parks and Reserves.  Brown (1998: 76) re-
marks that swaps are likely to activate in-
vestment in international tourism via “park 
restoration, sustainable wildlife preserva-
tion and forest protection”.  Moreover, in 
the context of the African continent, Brown 
(1998) further states that swaps that help 
create protected areas/parks would increase 
the influx of tourists, thereby simultane-
ously increasing foreign exchange earnings.  
However, involvement and creation of local 
jobs should be major components of each 
swap as local commitments and trust is 
mandatory to ensure success in meeting the 
objectives of the swaps.  For example, in the 
Ghana swap, Conservation International is 
looking at alternative income producing 
opportunities such as local guides and lo-
cally operated camping lodges for village 
residents who reside within the vicinity of 
the park as a way to prevent poaching 
(Brown, 1998).  These positive economic 
measures can lead to increased support for 
the protected areas with which they are as-
sociated. 
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Swaps and Protected Area  
Tourism in Coastal and Marine  
Environments  
 
The position of marine and coastal regions 
at the interface of land and sea increases the 
susceptibility and vulnerability of the natu-
ral resources to development activities, es-
pecially tourism development activities in 
islands and coastal destinations.  It should 
be understood that environmental impacts 
in islands and coastal regions are not lim-
ited to tourism development (including wa-
ter-based recreational activities) alone, but 
extends to overall economic development 
(development of coastal cities and harbors, 
agriculture, fishing, coastal ‘protection’).  
Since economic development has been de-
pendent on the tourism sector, the roots of 
environmental problems faced by marine 
and coastal regions can often be traced to 
their respective expanding tourism indus-
tries.  Considering the fact that the natural 
environment of the marine and coastal 
zones is the principal attraction, policies, 
enactments and administrative fabric re-
lated to tourism planning in these regions 
often prioritize the amelioration of tourism’s 
direct negative (environmental) impacts on 
the islands’ natural resource base. 
 
In some islands of the Caribbean, Pacific 
and Mediterranean regions (for example, 
Fiji and the Lesser Antilles), natural re-
source managers, planners, and policymak-
ers advocate the integration of tourism 
within the framework of macro-scale com-
prehensive and pro-active multiple use 
planning (and zoning) for accommodating 
all resource users and, thereby avoiding re-
source conflicts in areas where coastal popu-
lations are on the rise (Agardy, 1990; 
Thorsell and Wells, 1990).  Furthermore, the 
national governments of some islands desti-
nations, for example, Jamaica (Pattullo, 
1996) and Mykonos (Stott, 1993), have at-
tempted to integrate traditional and com-
munity-based coastal and marine resource 
management methods into contemporary 
multi-agency   tourism       management pro- 
 

grams while identifying sustainable ways of 
utilizing their marine and coastal resources. 
 
Despite stringent controls, trained guides 
and reef etiquette postings, marine parks 
particularly suffering from heavy traffic 
(and escalating demand levels) in the Carib-
bean are experiencing cumulative degrada-
tion through mounting damage to coral 
from divers, snorkelers and careless anchor 
dragging (Albuquerque and McElroy, 1995: 
27).  In the case of the Molokini Marine Life 
Conservation District in the Pacific, a com-
bination of nearly a complete lack of man-
agement, over-zealous marketing of the des-
tination, and increased tourist activity in 
general, has contributed to the desecration 
of the pristine marine environment and eco-
system despite the establishment of regula-
tions to conserve and protect the unique 
marine resource at Molokini Shoals (Gaff-
ney, 1990: 180).  Although unsatisfactory 
experiences from alternative tourism pro-
jects are widespread, some regions (e.g., the 
Galapagos Islands and the Lesser Antilles) 
have successfully integrated tourism into 
their marine and coastal protection, preser-
vation and conservation strategies (Agardy, 
1990). 
 
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are emerg-
ing and have been established all over the 
world, notably in the Caribbean (Pendleton, 
1993; Widfeldt, 1993) and the Pacific 
(Holthus and Thomas, 1990; Pearsall, 1993) 
with the objective of promoting alternative 
nature tourism and demonstrating co-
existence between conservation and devel-
opment, and to avoid the dangers of main-
stream tourism.  During the last twenty 
years, governments of the Pacific Islands 
have attempted to establish protected areas, 
in response to the dwindling natural re-
sources from overuse and misuse of coastal 
systems and in recognition of the limits of 
growth on islands, and the negative impacts 
to the coastal zones from anthropogenic (in-
cluding tourism) activities (Gilman, 1997: 
59).  Similarly, in 1987, the Turks and Caicos 
government identified 32 marine and terres-
trial sites for future designation as national 
parks, nature reserves, sanctuaries, and his-
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torical sites for the protection of habitats 
(pristine reef complexes, large tidal flats, 
and nesting seabird colonies) and endan-
gered species (green turtle, humpback 
whale, and Kirtland’s warbler) from the 
threats of tourism boom and land develop-
ment (Mitchell and Barborak, 1991: 113).  
However, the challenges faced by govern-
ment officials in their attempts to develop a 
new National Park system, included “de-
pendence of economy on foreign aids and 
funds, lack of trained personnel, inadequate 
infrastructure, relative locational inaccessi-
bility and remoteness of many sites, accu-
mulating stress on specific sites (especially 
popular coral reef dive sites), small-scale 
supply of public utilities, and a lack of envi-
ronmental awareness in the islands” 
(Mitchell and Barborak, 1991: 113). 
 
Overall, integrated approaches to tourism 
resource planning and policy-making incor-
porate elements of environment-oriented 
coastal management and conservation 
strategies, zoning schemes (including ma-
rine protected area/sanctuary/park desig-
nation), carrying capacity (limits of accept-
able change) determination, multiple use 
planning, multi-agency (including commu-
nity) involvement and tourist-oriented envi-
ronmentally-compatible marina planning.  
These approaches echo the growing aware-
ness regarding the need for multi-level 
coastal and marine resource management 
and tourism development strategies among 
planners, developers and policy makers of 
countries that are coastal and insular.  Also, 
local involvement via community based 
planning is vital for the success of potential 
Marine Protected Areas.  Moreover, site 
specific standard monitoring and enforce-
ment programs are essential to meet the ob-
jectives of the Marine Protected Areas. 
 
However, the complex mixture of ap-
proaches needed to effectively plan and 
manage the marine and coastal resources 
requires human and financial resources, 
which is inherently lacking in almost every 
developing country that are coastal and in-
sular.  Most debt-for-nature swaps tend to 
target funding environmental projects that 

pertain to conservation and natural re-
sources management with emphasis on des-
ignation, enforcement and management of 
protected areas.  In addition, programs that 
promote environmental awareness are also 
supported.  The funds generated by debt for 
nature swaps usually do not substitute gov-
ernment funding for environmental projects 
but are utilized for environmental projects 
that have been identified by the debtor gov-
ernment as requiring addressing but is un-
able to provide the respective funding 
(Greener, 1991; Thapa, 1998).  Since debt-
for-nature swaps have largely been em-
ployed for terrestrial projects, it is impera-
tive that marine and coastal regions should 
subscribe to this process.  For example, a 
debt-for-nature swap program funded by 
the WWF helped to organize a community 
based marine resource management plan in 
San Salvador Island, Philippines (Christie, 
White and Buhat, 1994). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Swaps are beneficial tools for developing 
countries that want to protect their coastal 
and marine environments, as well as pro-
vide a source of income and employment 
(protected area tourism) to locals living in 
the interior or within the vicinity of the pro-
posed protected area.  Protected area tour-
ism is a viable route to rejuvenate or jump-
start a local economy.  However, each swap 
should have site-specific agreements, moni-
toring/enforcement programs, and most 
importantly, should involve lo-
cals/community in decision-making.  Also, 
depending upon the coastal and marine re-
source being protected, multiple uses 
should be encouraged (system of zones and 
buffer zones), as locals need to have alterna-
tives if their livelihoods are at stake.  There 
is a positive relationship between debt-for-
nature swaps and protected area tourism, in 
which swaps are employed as a sustainable 
development tool facilitated by protected 
area tourism.  Swaps’ objectives are to re-
duce the debt burden, protect the environ-
ment, and aid in sustainable development 
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programs to generate local jobs and income, 
which in turn can be facilitated by protected 
area tourism.  Tourism and Marine Pro-
tected Areas have a beneficial symbiosis, in 
which a Marine Protected Area provides 
experiences for tourists, while the revenue 
generated (for example, through entrance 
fees) aids in the daily operation and mainte-
nance of the protected area.  Additionally 
locals are employed, and the local economy 
is positively impacted in remote regions.  
Most importantly, swaps should be em-
ployed as a sustainable development tool 
facilitated by protected area tourism in 
coastal and marine environments. 
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