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How much is a  
coral reef worth?

How much is a coral reef worth? Can we 
measure the economic value of a pristine 
beach or a healthy sea turtle population?

	 Economist Peter Schuhmann is 
doing just that. “Natural resources have 
real economic value and that value can 
and should be measured so that we can 
make good decisions about the use of 
those resources,” says Schuhmann. He 
is working to estimate the economic 
value of natural resources related to 
recreation and tourism in the Caribbean. 
“Coastal and marine resources in the 
Caribbean supply a wide range of goods 
and services, including seafood, numer-
ous recreation opportunities, habitat for 
wildlife and coastal protection,” says 
Schuhmann.

	 Schuhmann is employing non-mar-
ket valuation methodologies to estimate 
the economic value of coral reef, reef 
fish, hawksbill turtles and green turtles. 
He is also working to estimate the value 
of wide clean beaches and the potential 
costs of coastal development. With the 
economic value of these coastal and 
marine resources in hand, leaders and 
policy makers in Caribbean nations can 
better develop sustainable and informed 
management policies.

	 “Many policy actions could be imple-
mented, such as the use of set backs 
for coastal development, establishing 
protected areas, installing and requiring 
the use of mooring buoys and modify-
ing fishing regulations. Given a limited 
budget available for protection, which 
measures might deliver the most value for 
the cost?” Schuhmann says.

	 Working to develop cost-benefit 
analysis of different policy decisions such 
as different methods of preserving coral 
reef quality, Schuhmann says, “More and 
more governments are realizing that their 
economies are heavily dependent upon 
the quantity and quality of their natural 
resources, and without an understanding 
of the nature and scope of that value, it is 
difficult to analyze the trade-offs inherent 
in any policy.” 

	 Schuhmann’s current work in Barba-
dos and Tobago is part of a larger inter-
disciplinary effort with fishery biologists, 
resource managers from the University 
of the West Indies and officials from the 
Barbados government. LA
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