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Executive Summary

B

aja California Sur is an area that still has many unaltered ecosystems
with great biological diversity, extraordinary landscapes, and relatively
little infrastructure. However, the traditional tourism development
model promoted by the Mexican Government and unregulated and subsidized
fishing have inflicted a heavy toll on natural ecosystems, cultural resources, and
local communities. This model is steadily growing throughout the coast of the
Baja California peninsula, endangering these fragile and unique landscapes and
ecosystems.
To demonstrate the negative impacts of the government’s current development
model, the Mexican Institute for Competitiveness (IMCO in Spanish) produced
in 2007, in coordination with the Mexican Fund for the Conservation of Nature
(FMCN) and funding from the Packard Foundation, a report showing the
impacts of these practices. The two main findings were: 1) although employment
has gone up in the Baja California region, income per tourist/night and salary
per tourism-related employee has dropped significantly; and 2) since most of the
current clientele is attracted to “fun and sun” activities, they have little interest
in the unique assets the region has to offer. The Marlin sport´s fishery, just two
decades ago famous worldwide, has collapsed and fishing tournaments are being
canceled. This shows the failure to capitalize on the region´s exceptional natural
features in order to attract tourists that are looking for – and willing to pay for
– a unique experience, be it Marlin fishing or Marlin watching in free dives,
thereby maximizing the competitiveness of the area. The IMCO report and later
studies also confirm that appropriate development investment alternatives that
are competitive, yet sustainable for the region, are feasible. This concept explores
an alternative regenerative development scheme with revenue potential within a
framework of sustainability.
Cabo Pulmo´s recovery and success story shows that, given the right timing and
community involvement, conservation and development can align and bring
back once degraded marine ecosystems. Other sites in the region have similar
potential, one of them is Isla Magdalena in the southwestern coast of the Baja
Península.
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The goal is to develop in Isla Magdalena, a long-term win-win solution for both,
the region and the stakeholders involved by utilizing the unique natural capital
of the region in order to offer a compelling, competitive, and sustainable tourism
development alternative.

The intention
is to create
an innovative
model that can
be replicated
throughout the
Peninsula.

The proposal will be led by the local cooperative and the community they
represent, private investors, as well as a consortium of three local and effective
civil society organizations (CSO), Red de Observadores Ciudadanos A.C.,
Comunidad y Biodiversidad A.C and Niparajá A.C. and the Universidad
Autónoma de Baja California Sur (UABCS) led by Dr. Carlos Sánchez with
institutional and resource mobilization support by Terra Habitus A.C. The
intention is to create an innovative model that can be replicated throughout
the Peninsula. The model will encourage important ecosystem protection
compatible with the principles of sustainable development, as well as help
influence tourism and fishing public policy.
Timing is key for the success of the project; it is critical to put the program in
place while there are still pristine portions of land. To date, the consortium and
an international operator, both with the highest and internationally renowned
standards, have pledged their interest in the project. The initial design phase
requires approximately $250,000 USD to develop an executive project appraisal
document, which includes: a business plan, the environmental and cultural
setting, and technological considerations.
We are convinced that the Isla Magdalena Expedition Lodge project is the perfect
way to develop adventure tourism opportunities that are unique in the world and
that are much more compatible and sustainable with the potential of the region.
This is the first step in demonstrating a replicable model that can change the
course of coastal tourism development for the benefit of all.
We expect three specific outcomes of the project:
a A demonstrative site for regenerative alternative coastal development.
a	
A pilot site at a manageable scale to showcase after other existing projects,
such as the one in Cabo Pulmo. The project will be centered around the
coastal community as beneficiary.
a	
A showcase example to push for a more environmentally and socially
responsible public policy for tourism and coastal development.

04

I S L A M A G DAL E N A E X P E D I T I O N L O D G E

02 The Opportunity

I

magine going to a place like no other in the
world. Imagine knowing that this place has
been developed to benefit the local communities and to protect the region’s natural
and cultural values. Imagine being a catalytic stakeholder that helps demonstrate success
and sets the stage for encouraging other similar
projects in the region. This is the new concept
in regenerative alternative tourism, investment,
and development envisioned in the creation of
the Isla Magdalena Expedition Lodge. The goal
is to develop a long-term win-win solution for
both, the region and the stakeholders involved.
The project draws upon the unique natural and
cultural values of the region in order to offer a

compelling, competitive, and sustainable tourism development alternative.
The project will be carefully planned to be
both, profitable and to ensure positive longterm social and environmental benefits. In addition, a diverse array of stakeholders – each
with unique roles in the development, financing, and operation of the project – will establish a check and balance system to avoid the
issues caused by traditional non-sustainable
tourism development.
This document provides a first and general
description of the idea.
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Why Baja California Sur?

T

he Baja California Peninsula is an area
that still has many pristine ecosystems
with great biological diversity and
relatively little infrastructure. Furthermore,
it has an economy based primarily on traditional, tourism, commercial and sport fishing,
rural livelihoods, and still has low population
density as compared to the rest of the country. Geographically, its location gives the Baja
California Expedition Lodge a competitive
advantage for the adventure-seeking, highend customer market.
The traditional tourism development model
promoted by Mexico´s National Fund for the
Promotion of Tourism (FONATUR in Spanish) has been to encourage massive-tourism
hubs (called “polos de desarrollo turístico”
or “Centros Integralmente Planeados”) like
Cancun, Huatulco, Los Cabos, Loreto, Ixtapa
Zihuatanejo and Litibu. These have inflicted a
heavy toll on the natural ecosystems, cultural
resources, and local communities. Baja Cali-

6

fornia Sur has the opportunity to learn from
the drawbacks of this development and put
into practice a new development paradigm,
scalable and replicable in other parts of the
region.
The Isla Magdalena Expedition Lodge, in Baja
California Sur, will be carefully planned under
a framework of best practices for coastal development, and will have a regenerative effect
with little externalities. Rather than business
as usual, this “smart and regenerative development” will be competitive, sustainable and
will draw upon the uniqueness of the region.
The development will be focused on highend rather than on budget-oriented clients.
In spite of the lack of government incentives
and norms to protect natural and cultural
resources in the region, it is possible for visionary CSO´s and an investor-led coalition,
such as the ones that give life to this project,
to show the way for sustainable development
initiatives that can be replicated in the region.
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How does tourism development
affect the economy
and the environment?

T

here are two fundamental questions
that must be asked for the Baja California region: 1) is development compatible with the natural assets of the region
and its protection? and 2) are current wasteful development and tourism promotion
practices sustainable, especially as business as
usual tourism pressure continues to increase?
In order to address these questions, the Mexican Institute for Competitiveness (IMCO)
with funding form Packard Foundation, prepared a detailed study to determine the impacts of current practices, as well as to sug-

gest appropriate development paths that are
competitive yet sustainable for the region.
In an increasingly globalized world, competitiveness is an element that is critical for
healthy, sustained growth. IMCO defines
competitiveness as the ability to attract and
retain investments that create employment
and/or improve the standard of living of the
inhabitants without negatively impacting the
environment and natural infrastructure of a
given region. Data from the National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI in
Spanish), from the year 2000 to 2006 shows
that Mexico experienced a dramatic increase
7
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in tourism development in the Northwest region. To date, current incentives, both regional and local, favor growth over sustainability.
They ignore environmental conditions, such
as limited water supply and other externalities associated with traditional development
(i.e., solid waste management, waste water
treatment, urban infrastructure for local population, land zoning and others).
The IMCO report shows that, although employment has increased in the region, income
per tourist/night has dropped significantly, along with the salary per tourism-related
employee. The current development model
does not meet the above definition of competitiveness, since it does not improve the
standard of living for the inhabitants, nor
does it encourage investments to be retained
because of the resulting deterioration of environmental conditions. The report also shows
the maximum number of hotels per corridor
and the moment of collapse based on the resource use of a typical hotel. Furthermore,
since most of the current clientele is attracted to “fun and sun” activities, they have little
interest in the unique assets the region has
to offer. This is an example of the failure to
capitalize on these features to attract tourists
that are looking for – and willing to pay for –
a unique experience, thereby maximizing the
competitiveness of the area.
The problem in the Northwest region is that
very few businesses are environmentally sustainable (<5%) and less than 2% of tourism
revenues are generated from sustainable activities. However, the IMCO report reveals
that the average income per tourist generated
from sustainable activities is 20 times higher

than those from “fun and sun” tourists. The
data shows that the potential for higher revenues, as well as greater sustainability, is possible by developing unique alternatives, and
allowing the supply side to create a more attractive demand segment.
Sustainable infrastructure and practices can
be applied to attract socially and environmentally conscious tourists, as well as to increase
competitiveness. This approach is based on a
strategy that maximizes the benefits to people
and communities, as well as the environmental and cultural assets. This means not only
thinking about the kind of tourists the project WANTS to attract, but also about the kind
of tourists it DOES NOT WANT to attract.
Case in point the fact that in the last year
three new operators of “sports” spear fishing
have acquired properties in Isla Magdalena
and have a significant impact on this coastal
community fishing resources with no direct
or indirect benefit for the local population
and/or cooperative. It also means advancing
a business strategy that can be implemented
in the short term and one that allows for multiple projects to be developed rapidly enough
so that the impact of this new concept is scalable and replicable on a regional level.
Incentives need to be offered in order to
change current development models and
trends which only focus on short-term profit. A successful operating model like the one
proposed here is one way we can provide an
incentive for others to emulate. Once it is in
place and working, we will have an experimental platform or proof of one site to influence new environmental and development
policy.

1 Instituto Mexicano para la Competitividad A.C. y Fondo Mexicano para la Conservación de la Naturaleza. 2007. Región Noroeste.
Alternativa competitiva al desarrollo de la región. Estudio financiado por Fundación Packard.
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Who are the stakeholders
and what are their financial
benefits and obligations?

T

he project considers multiple and diverse stakeholders. Each will be held
to high standards of integrity and performance in order to ensure that objectives
are fulfilled in a professional, responsible, and
sustainable manner. The proposed stakeholder structure keeps land and infrastructure
ownership separate from operational activities in order to establish a system of checks
and balances in the implementation of the
project. The structure presented in Figure
1 includes six stakeholder groups: The local

cooperative, three regional conservation organizations (CSO᾽s), NGS-Lindblad Expeditions (LEX)3 as the marketing and tourist
operator, lodge guests, partners (to be identified), and operations staff, mostly locals.
Together, these stakeholders will work to
create an environmentally and economically
sustainable partnership that translates into
an environmentally and economically sustainable community. The organizations proposed will have detailed responsibilities for
the Isla Magdalena Expedition Lodge. Each
is described below, including their respective
financial obligations and benefits:
CSO’s and Academia – Describe the participating CSO’s and UABCS
Operator –NGS-LEX, in partnership with a
Mexican entrepreneur, will be responsible
for construction, operation, and promotion
of the Isla Magdalena Lodge. NGS-LEX is a
travel company specialized in adventure travel. It conducts expeditions on medium- sized
vessels that are able to visit marine and terrestrial natural environments (the jewels of
the world) that large cruise liners cannot. It
is committed to conservation of the environment and has made efforts to encourage
greater awareness and participation in conservation projects and environmental outreach. LEX will market and help operate the
lodge during the Gray Whale season from
December to April and therefore will be the
entrepreneurial hub that generates a profit
to share with the cooperative and among the
different partners.
09
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Guests – The project will target high-end
tourists, particularly those who enjoy and are
willing to pay for unique experiences. Each
will be charged approximately $350 USD
per person per night; with an average of 1.8
persons per room. The lodge is expected to
receive mostly LEX tour participants, with estimated lodge occupancy at 65% for the first
year and 75% thereafter (±10%).
Partners – The partners will consist of 40
individuals with an overall investment of
$100,000 (potentially up to $150,000 USD).
Each will receive in return perpetual owner-

Monitoring
and supervision
No speculation
Conservation
Land ownership

ship rights, 7% of suite revenues (distributed
amongst all partners), and four weeks of free
stay at the lodge for personal use each year.
Staff – The staff will consist primarily of locals with an average monthly salary of $1,200
USD, with 0.5 to 1 staff members per suite.
Additionally, local communities will receive
income from ongoing involvement in lodge
construction and operation. They are considered important beneficiaries of the project
and will be an integral part from beginning
to end as representatives of local culture and
customs.

CSO

Staff

Operator

Mostly locals
Couples
Protagonists
Value added

Environmentally
Sustainable Tourism
Development
and Community

Partners

Construction
Operation
Promotion

Guests
Own Suites
% revenues

Fees
Enjoys unique
experience
Shares cost burden

Figure 1. Stakeholder diagram including main roles for Baja California Expedition Lodge
project. Scientific monitoring and impact evaluation by UABCS.
2 http://www.niparaja.org/
3 www.expeditions.com

10

I S L A M A G DAL E N A E X P E D I T I O N L O D G E

06

What is the investment strategy?

T

he investment strategy is to take this
innovative idea and move quickly
while the concept is new and the key
stakeholders are interested and available. The
Isla Magdalena Expedition Lodge will provide
an experience different from anywhere else in
the world by building a resort accessible by
land and sea and surrounded by a conservation area in good condition. It is a private sector and NGO-led initiative with the intention
of replicating this concept to encourage similar developments with the principles of regenerative resorts. In this way, it is also expected to
be a positive influence on public policy development in Mexico and abroad.
The strategy is based on attracting and retaining investment and on being stewards of the
natural and cultural assets that are an integral
part of the place. Thus, capital is attracted by
offering a better, more place-sensitive concept, green site/infrastructure design, attractive returns and thereby providing a competitive edge, long-term commitment, and value
protection.

As previously mentioned, one of the most critical aspects of this strategy is that it needs to
happen soon before pristine landscapes are
lost to traditional coastal development. It is
important to note that this development model
has brought rapid and unregulated population
growth, saltwater intrusion, aquifer depletion,
coastal contamination, biological diversity
loss, and the destruction of unique landscapes
in some places. Allowed to continue, the real
estate bubble will likely burst with accompanying price decreases and social instability, especially in the tourism sector.
The basis of the Isla Magdalena Expedition
Lodge’s investment strategy should prevent
these uncertainties and negative outcomes. As
stated in the IMCO report, some solutions are
more expensive than others, but there is nothing more expensive than undermining unique
local assets that are the foundation for the future of the region. As a result, our approach
will need to cover all of the costs to avoid the
generation of the externalities typically associated with traditional tourism development.
11
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How will it work?

T

his project will be located in Isla Magdalena between La Paz and Loreto in
Baja California Sur as shown in the
map below (Figure 2). This site has been selected for its important ecological features.
(For pictures of the site, see Annex 2). Isla
Magdalena is a federal protected area and the
community has development rights on the
territory surrounding the town. Of the overall
property, no more than 2% will be developed,
while the remaining 98% will continue in its
natural state as a federal protected area. As of
2021 Isla Magdalena settlement has a population of approximately 200 and a cooperative
of 60 members. Total families around 40 and
90 houses built with different materials. Some
of them, the newest ones are the result of sale
of locals to tourism operators of La Paz and
Guadalajara that provide “sports spearfishing”
services to international customers. The local
cooperative operates with 45 20-27ft pangas.
The most recent fishing season landed 13 tons
of lobster, 2.8 tons of abalone and 20 tons of
octopus with a shore value of approximately
US$665,000.

The Isla Magdalena community is currently engaged, with the technical support of CODEMA,
in a land zoning review process to better organize
land tenure in the island. Other initiatives in design and or implementation are an artisanal and
handcrafts project, a fish smoking facility and a
recycling center for solid waste management.
A recent survey among community members
identified four key priorities for them:

1.	Coaching and /or mentoring to better orga-

nize themselves as a functional community
and cooperative with the capacity to participate in entrepreneurial and social projects.

2.	Technical, social and financial support to
control garbage in general with the possibility of recycling part of it. This includes a
significant accumulation of rusty vehicles
and damaged pangas as well as discarded
fishing gear.

3.	Technical support and funding to improve

community surveillance of fishing zones
under concession to the local cooperative
(abalone and lobster) currently subject to
poaching by illegal fisherman.

4.	Control or prohibition of legal spear fish-

ing by private tour operators that have set
shop in Isla Magdalena with no benefit to
the local communities. Some of these private operators, funded by investors from La
Paz and Guadalajara, sell the fish commercially in Puerto San Carlos affecting fish
stocks that should be reserved to the few
hook and line fishers of the community.

The proposed partnership will be based on
ground rules for land use, including a methodology to incorporate inhabitants as valuable
12
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contributors to the enterprise. Under this
scheme, the stakeholders will have the ability to
protect critical lands while still receiving a good
return on investment. Local residents will benefit through high quality, long-term employment
by working as guides, chefs, artisans, and field
hands. The startup cost of the project will consider extensive training for participating locals
following LEX ’s employment standards of performance.
The partnership will be created to develop a
small parcel of land (less than 2%) for periodic personal use and as a guest lodge. Guests
will have a highly engaging and meaningful
experience which capitalizes on natural and
cultural assets. The season will be ten months
long (including the four-week stays of the
partners), and two months will be allowed for

maintenance and/or unfavorable climate conditions. The cost of food and beverages will be
$60 US/day/guest and $40 US/day/employee.
The business plan time horizon is 15 years,
not considering depreciation and amortization. Due to the foreign status of most partner/
owners, a time-share mechanism is considered
to be the most suitable legal scheme.
The proposed project (including the land) is
large enough to make protection truly meaningful, yet small enough that it can be managed
effectively – and replicated. In general, all of the
stakeholders will be considered “stewardship
partners”. This is a perfect example of what can
be done in other federal or private protected
areas in the region. The proposed investment
scheme for resort facilities, as well as overall investment, is summarized in Tables 1 and 2.

TABLE 1. PROPOSED PARTNERS AND INVESTMENT
INVESTOR

AMOUNT (USD)

Local Cooperative (In kind as 2% land rights for development)
Lodge Partners (40)
LEX
US Foundation
Total

$ 2.0 MM
$ 4.0 MM
$ 1.85 MM
$ 0.25 MM
$ 8.1 MM

TABLE 2. ESTIMATED INVESTMENT NEEDS
CONCEPT

AMOUNT (USD)

ROI

Project Design
Land rights
Infrastructure
Equipment
Working capital
Total investment

$ 0.25 MM
$ 2.0 MM
$ 4.75 MM
$ 0.35 MM
$ 0.75 MM
$ 8.1 MM

TBD
4%
TBD
TBD
TBD
TBD

The successful implementation of the Isla
Magdalena Expedition Lodge model will be
also a key strategic opportunity to showcase
the new paradigm of development. Therefore,
it will allow influencing in a positive way the
future completion of more extensive, complex

and challenging initiatives, such as the Cabo
Pulmo success story. It will help set development standards and policies throughout the
Peninsula, compelling Mexican authorities to
change FONATUR’s traditional development
models into regenerative ones.
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What are the next steps?

I

n order for the Isla Magdalena Expedition
Lodge pilot project to be successful, it is
imperative to create a structure with defined responsibilities. There is extensive support and enthusiasm for the project and further progress depends upon focused project
leadership. Some of the key considerations
remaining in order to further clarify the project design include the following:

1.	
Business and Financial Plan Development
2. Confirmation of scale (number of partners)
3. Topographical, slope, soil and hydrological
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
14

surveys for the chosen site.

Architectural design and layout
for Master Plan
Transportation and logistics
Licenses and permits and alignment with
the protected status of the site
Length of stay/type of guest package
development
Social inventory for local capacities
(staff and nature guides)

9.

Compatibility of the project with current
fishing activity
10. Synergies in labor, food and services c
hain of supply
The development of a carefully designed and
drafted executive project appraisal document,
which includes all the elements listed above, is
the first step to make this opportunity a reality.
An approximate budget of $250,000 USD will
help us get there (Table 2 and Annex 4).
We are convinced that the Isla Magdalena
Expedition Lodge project is the perfect way
to favor the coastal communities and develop tourism opportunities that are unique in
the world and are much more compatible and
sustainable with the realities of the region.
This is the first step in demonstrating a replicable model that has the potential to change
the course of tourism development for the
benefit of both human and natural resources located in the coastal Northwest region of
México.
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Annexes

ANNEX 1.
Ideal investor
profile
and acceptable
activities

The ideal investor in the Isla Magdalena Expedition Lodge will be
environmentally/ecologically /social -minded individuals that:
a Value the unique cultural and environmental characteristics of the

region.

a Have a strong affinity for social equity and land conservation.
a Respect nature and the land and place importance on the 		

livelihood of the local population.

a Engage in leisure activities that have a low-environmental impact

and are compatible with those acceptable at the lodge.

Acceptable
activities

For the benefit and enjoyment of all partners and guests and for the
long-term sustainability of the lodge concept:
a Activities will be restricted to low-impact recreation compatible 		

with conservation objectives (i.e., bird watching, hiking,
kayaking, sailing, photography and snorkeling). Extractive activities
such as “sports” spearfishing and unregulated sports fishing will be
prohibited.

a Energy-intensive activities will not be acceptable (i.e., thrillcraft

such as jet skis, 4-wheelers and razors).

a Daily activities must be consistent with the sustainable nature

of the lodge.

a Partners will not be able to modify or add to the construction of

their suite nor decorate them in a manner that is inconsistent with
the natural theme of the architecture.
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ANNEX 2.
Aerial photographs
of proposed land sites
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ANNEX 3.
Sustainable tourism
developments in desert
ecosystems

1. Longitude 131°: luxury
and environmentally
sustainable accommodation
in Uluru-Kata Tjuta,
Australia.
http://longitude131.com.au/

2. Endémico: meaning native to
a specific regon or environment
in Spanish, it was designed to
highlight the isolation of the
desert in Valle de Guadalupe,
México.
https://grupoencuentro.com.mx/
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ANNEX 1.
Table of contents
for executive
project appraisal
document

1. Introduction
a. Development objective
b. Project approach
2. Business Plan
a. Number of partners
b. Investment required
c. Guest packages
d. Expansion opportunities
3. Environmental setting
a. Location
b. The physical environment
		Topography
		 ii. Geology
		 iii. Hydrology
			 1. Surfacewater
			 2. Underground water
c. Climate
		 i. Temperature
		 ii. Precipitation
		 iii. Wind
		 iv. Solar radiation
d. Biological resources
		 i. Flora
		 ii. Fauna
4. Cultural setting
a. Local communities
		 i. Population
		 ii. Demographics
		 iii. Economy
		 iv. Social variables
5. Conceptual land use plan
a. Introduction
b. Planning elements/recommendations
		 i. Circulation
		 ii. Landscape/irrigation
		 iii. Erosion control
		 iv. Microclimate control
		 v. Regenerative Systems
		 vi. Waste management/recycling
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