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Nature Foundation Sint Maarten 
Nature is our future 

Sint Maarten’s Nature: our main asset under pressure 

Marine, coastal and terrestrial ecosystems of Sint Maarten benefit its inhabitants, businesses and broader 
economy by protecting coastal infrastructure and by offering opportunities for recreation, tourism, scientific 
development and education. The economy of Sint Maarten strongly depends on tourism, accounting for about 
45% of the country’s GDP. As an example, the coral reefs of Sint Maarten generate an estimated US $134 million 
in annual revenue through diving and snorkeling, which are key activities for tourists visiting the island 
(Schmiedel et al., 2020). As one of the best-preserved and most popular areas for diving, the Man of War Shoal 
National Marine Protected Area alone is estimated to yield around US $160,000 by each hectare of coral reef 
per year as a result of this activity (Schmiedel et al., 2020).  
 

These contributions from Nature to the 
economy, unfortunately cannot be taken for 
granted anymore, since human-induced 
impacts continue to degrade coral reefs, 
seagrass beds and beaches. These fragile 
ecosystems are sensitive to the strong 
pressures caused by invasive species, coastal 
development, water and soil pollution and 
climate change. And while they weaken, so 
does the economy that relies on them. 
 
Photos: Representation of Simpson Bay’s 
development from the 1900s (top) to the 
2000s (bottom) 

Protecting Sint Maarten’s Nature for generations to come 

Active management is required to prevent further deterioration of Sint Maarten’s environment, and thereby 
protect the island’s economy. By managing the Man of War Shoal National Marine Protected Area, the Nature 
Foundation Sint Maarten (NFSXM) helps globally threatened coral reefs and seagrass beds resist, and recover 
from, ongoing pressures. And as the management and scientific authority for the ecosystems of the island, 
NFSXM helps safeguard Sint Maarten’s human wellbeing and keep the tourism economy healthy. 

A mission that requires daily action 

To protect the island’s ecosystems, NFSXM undertakes daily actions. This ranges from active on-site Nature 
management, research and monitoring, to education and awareness raising activities across the island.  
 
For example, NFSXM patrols key areas on a regular basis to prevent severe impacts on the environment, 
implements concrete measures to control damaging invasive species, monitors marine species to ensure that 
their populations are healthy, restores coral reefs to improve their resilience and communicates the value of 
Sint Maarten’s ecosystems and species to raise awareness among children and adults. These are only a few of 
the activities that require a regular implementation in order to be effective in the fight against the increasing 
pressures on Nature.  
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Daily action requires consistent funding   

Research conducted by Wolfs Company in 2020 revealed that the optimal implementation of the daily activities 
necessary to protect the fragile and threatened ecosystems of the Man of War Shoal National Marine Protected 
Area would cost more than US$950,000 per year. If all ecosystems of Sint Maarten were to be managed to 
ensure an optimal level of protection, this estimate would rise to more than US$1.8 million per year (See 
Research Product 1). 

Unmet funding needs 

Despite the crucial mission of NFSXM in support of a sustainable economy on Sint Maarten, research shows that 
the foundation is seriously understaffed to be able to execute its core activities. With an average budget of 
around US$130,000 per year and outstanding financial liabilities, NFSXM struggles to acquire the capacities and 
resources that are necessary to protect coral reefs, seagrasses, and other ecosystem of the island. To ensure an 
optimal management of key ecosystems, an additional investment in Nature of US$800,000 to US$1.6 million 
per year should be expected (See Research Product 1).  
 
NFSXM currently uses a combination of grants, government subsidy, disbursements from the Trust Fund 
accounts of the Dutch Caribbean Nature Alliance, and a number of complementary  fees and contributions that 
are far from generating substantial amounts to help them meet the estimated funding needs 

Collaborative solutions for a sustainable future 

A workshop held in November 2019 and further research conducted by Wolfs Company in 2020 have confirmed 
the need for intersectoral collaboration, as no isolated efforts will help bridge the outstanding funding gap to 
save one of the main pillars of Sint Maarten’s economy: Nature.  
 
As part of these initiatives, NFSXM has taken a proactive role in initiating discussions with public and private 
sector representatives who have shown a strong willingness to join forces in the design of suitable and feasible 
financing mechanisms for Nature.  
 
NFSXM already explores a number of options that generate complementary funds from private and 
international sources. However, these are most likely insufficient to cover structural funding needs, which will 
increase over time as a result of COVID-19 impacts on fund generation.  
 
Although additional structural Government funding will continue to be required for an optimal implementation 
of the tasks established in NFSXM’s Management Agreement, part of this support could come from new 
financing mechanisms.  
 
Among the most promising options to generate additional funds, a revision of the current Nature fee system 
and the introduction of a watersports tag could generate thousands of US dollars every month when the tourism 
sector recovers from the current crisis (See Research Product 2). Public support will therefore be of extreme 
importance to ensure that a suitable fee system is effectively implemented upon the expected tourism upturn 
to be able to generate sufficient funds for a durable economic recovery based on Nature. 
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Research product 1: Results of financial needs assessment of NFSXM for optimal 
Nature management 

This section presents a selection of relevant results from the MSc thesis titled “A results-based approach to 
assess financial needs for the Nature Foundation St. Maarten”, prepared by Simon Pápai and supervised by 
Wolfs Company and the VU University Amsterdam in 2020. 
 
The assessment of the financial needs of NFSXM conducted in the context of this MSc thesis is based on the 
following three scenarios: 
 

Scenario Explanation 
Business as Usual (BAU) scenario Financial needs based on current revenues and expenses of NFSXM 

Marine Park (MP) scenario Resource needs for the optimal management of the natural 
resources within the Marine Park 

Marine and Terrestrial (MT) scenario Resources needed for the optimal management of all ecosystems 
of St. Maarten 

 
Furthermore, the financing needs are broken down by the conservation goals set for the island of St. Maarten. 
The explanation of these goals is given in the table below: 
 

Conservation goal 
for Sint Maarten 

Explanation 

CGSM 1 Creating enabling conditions for effective conservation of natural resources 

CGSM 2 Sustainable use of ecosystems and their services for the development of the local 
economy   

CGSM 3 Conserve and restore unique habitats and species of St. Maarten 

 
The table below displays the total financing gap for each of the three scenarios, including a breakdown for each 
conservation goal: 
 

 Conservation 
goals for St. 

Maarten 

Total 
financial 

needs/year 
(US $) 

Total 
financial 

needs/goal 
(US $) 

Share of 
financial 

needs/goals 
(%) 

Financial 
needs 

increase 
compared to 

BAU (%) 

Total 
financial gap 

(US $) 

Share of 
financial 

gap/goal (%) 

Business 
as usual 

CGSM 1 205,100 41,800 20.4  

CGSM 2 13,800 6.8 

CGSM 3 149,400 72.9 

MP 
scenario 

CGSM 1 983,900 169,400 17.2 305 778,800 16.4 

CGSM 2 66,200 6.7 378 6.7 

CGSM 3 748,200 76 401 76.9 

MT 
scenario 

CGSM 1 1,843,200 276,000 15.0 560 1,638,100 14.3 

CGSM 2 113,300 6.1 719 6.1 

CGSM 3 1,453,700 78.9 873 79.6 

 
Finally, the following table contains the financial needs per budget item, both under the Marine Park (MP) 
scenario and the Marine and Terrestrial (MT) scenario: 
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Budget item Total costs MP scenario (in US $ 

per year) 
Total costs MT scenario (in US $ 
per year) 

Expert support and training 
equipment 

29,460 52,800 

Research and monitoring 
equipment 

22,030 39,395 

Signage 1,933 5,319 
Extra fuel and maintenance 7,682 13,694 
Disaster management 3,947 9,284 
Ecosystem restoration 337,116 702,910 
Invasive species management 1,600 3,736 
Extra office expenses 1,750 7,000 
Capital investment 365,250 941,921 
Office space 0 17,640 
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Research product 2: Results of analysis of potential changes to the user fee 
systems for marine ecosystems in Sint Maarten 

 
Willingness to pay and fee levels in the Caribbean 
 
This section presents a selection of relevant results from the MSc thesis titled “The role of tourist user fees as 
financing mechanism for marine park management: the case study of Sint Maarten”, prepared by Lotte van 
Oosterhout and supervised by Wolfs Company and the VU University Amsterdam in 2020. 
 
To determine the role of tourist user fees as a financing mechanism for marine parks, the MSc thesis looked at 
willingness to pay (WTP) of tourists for a variety of fees related to the recreational use of marine parks in the 
Caribbean. Data on various willingness to pay (WTP) studies was combined, and the summary of this dataset is 
illustrated in the table below: 
 

The willingness to pay (WTP) of tourists visiting marine parks 
Fee (per day) Highest Lowest mean 
Caribbean US$ 46,76 US$ 0,27 US$ 10,38 
Per day US$ 46,76 US$ 0,27 US$ 12,22 
Per visit US$ 18,13 US$ 0,36 US$ 5,38 
Diving US$ 46,76 US$ 0,56 US$ 15,26 
Snorkeling US$ 26,11 US$ 2,53 US$ 9,72 
Fishing  US$ 28,70 US$ 3,88 US$ 11,36 
Beaching US$ 4,09 US$ 1,92 US$ 3,13 
Protected area US$ 46,76 US$ 0,27 US$ 10,81 
Non-protected area US$ 2,50 US$ 29,15 US$ 5,57 

 
Additionally, 34 fee charging marine parks spread over 15 Caribbean countries were studied to investigate the 
fee values that are currently being charged across the Caribbean region. These values are displayed in the table 
below: 
 

Implemented fee values in the Caribbean region 
Fee (per day) Highest Lowest mean 
Caribbean US$ 40,00 US$ 1,06 US$ 8,86 
Day-trip distance Sint 
Maarten 

US$ 6,00 US$ 1,52 US$ 3,20 

Diving US$ 40,00 US$ 1,52 US$ 5,16 
Diving and Snorkeling US$ 40,00 US$ 1,06 US$ 8,14 
NGO US$ 40,00 US$ 3,00 US$ 13,00 
Government US$ 10,00 US$ 1,06 US$ 4,48 
Co-management US$ 10,00 US$ 3,00 US$ 7,68 
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Possible fund generation in Sint Maarten 
 
The table below presents a selection of average WTP and fee level values that can potentially be used by NSFM 
to base the pricing of the watersport fee on. Interestingly, the WTP of tourists is found to be higher than the 
actual level of the fees implemented in the Caribbean. 
 

Fee WTP of tourists Currently implemented 
fees Caribbean 

Difference 
 

Caribbean (per 
day/activity) 

US$ 10,38 US$ 8,86 US$ 1,52 

Diving and Snorkeling 
(per day/ activity) 

US$ 9,72 US$ 8,14 US$ 1,58 

 
Taking these results into consideration, scenarios can be built for a new watersport fee that NFSXM aims to 
implement. As shown in the data above, the level for both the willingness to pay of tourists and the average of 
currently implemented fees in the Caribbean is significantly higher than the US $ 3,00 that are currently charged 
as daily diving fee on St. Maarten. To explore the possible range of funds generated, Scenario 1 assumes a daily 
watersport fee based on the current fee level paid for diving, while Scenario 2 assumes a watersport fee level of 
US $ 6,00 (and the yearly fee to US $30). The table below presents different estimates of funds collected in each 
scenario based on alternative sets of assumptions on number of tourists, percentage of tourists engaging in 
watersports, type of fee paid and collection targets. 
 

 Estimates of funds collected annually based on visitation and collection 
targets 
 
General assumptions 
• Number of cruise tourists: 1.6 million (based on pre-COVID-19 

situation) 
• Number of stayover tourists: 0.3 million (based on pre-COVID-19 

situation) 
  
Specific assumptions 
• 0,5% of cruise tourist and 1% 

of stay-over tourists do 
watersports 

• All choose for a daily fee 
 

Specific assumptions 
• 0,5% of cruise tourist and 1% of 

stay-over tourists do watersports 
• All stay-over tourists choose for a 

yearly fee 
 

Collection 
target*: 50% 

Collection 
target*: 80% 

Collection target*: 
50% 

Collection 
target*: 80% 

Scenario 1: Current fee level 
using dive fee as reference 
- Daily fee: US $ 3 
- Yearly fee: US $ 15 

US $ 16,500 US $ 26,400 US $ 34,500 US $ 55,200 

Scenario 2: Higher fee level 
using WTP in the Caribbean as 
a reference 
- Daily fee: US $ 6 
- Yearly fee: US $ 30 

US $ 24,000 US $ 38,400 US $ 69,000 US $ 110,400 

 
*Collection target: Since it is possible to engage in watersport without paying a fee, the targeted percentage 
indicates the fraction of users that do pay the watersport fee. This percentage can be increased through effective 
enforcement or agreements with tour operators. 
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For an increased diving fee on St. Maarten, three different scenarios are displayed in the table below; each 
taking a different value for the daily and yearly diving fee: 
 
 

 Estimates of funds collected annually based on the 
statistics of 2019 diving fee transactions 
 
General assumptions 
• Number of daily fee transactions per year: 3000 

(based on pre-COVID-19 situation) 
• Number of yearly fee transactions per year: 550 

(based on pre-COVID-19 situation) 
  

Scenario 1: Currently implemented diving fee 
level 
- Daily fee: US $3  
- Yearly fee: US $15 

US $ 17,250 
(baseline income) 

 

Scenario 2: Intermediate fee level using the 
WTP in the Caribbean as a reference  
- Daily fee: US $6  
- Yearly fee: US $30 

US $34,500 
(US $17,250 increase) 

Scenario 3: Higher fee level using WTP in the 
Caribbean as a reference 
- Daily fee: US $9 
- Yearly fee: US $45  

US $51,750 
(US $34,500 increase) 

 
 
Analyzing the diving fee and watersport fee together, it becomes clear that there is a potential range for 
increasing the total of funds that NFSXM can generate through these mechanisms.  
 
When considering the least favorable scenario (scenario 1 for the watersport fee with a 50% collection target 
and stay-over tourists choose a daily fee; scenario 2 for the diving fee) the additional revenue that will be 
generated per year is US $33,750.  Improving the collection target to 80% in this case would raise the amount 
to US $43,650.  
 
When considering the most favorable scenario (scenario 2 for the watersport fee with a 80% collection target 
and stay-over tourists choosing a yearly fee; scenario 3 for the diving fee) the additional revenue that will be 
generated per year is US $144,900. 
 
 


