
84 www.cruisetimes.net

REGIONAL FOCUS SOUTHERN CARIBBEAN

THE UNTAPPED POTENTIAL OF THE

I
t is no secret that the Caribbean remains the most important
market for the cruise industry as a whole, capturing some 40
per cent of the available cruises worldwide. It is one of the few
destinations to operate year-round and is nestled conveniently
close to major ports of departure like PortMiami and Fort

Lauderdale. 
Yet one area of the Caribbean remains relatively untapped: the

elusive Southern Caribbean.
In cruising geography, “Southern Caribbean” is usually used to

describe places like Grenada, St. Lucia, Barbados, Aruba, Bonaire,
and Curacao. Geographically, it is the most removed from the more

standard itineraries found in the Western Caribbean (Mexico,
Jamaica, and Grand Cayman) and the Eastern Caribbean (St.
Maarten, St. Thomas, and the Bahamas). 

Southern Caribbean ports are known for being less
commercialised, and for being gateways to the European colonial
influence preserved on many of the islands. Dominica, deemed “the
garden of Eden”, is a verdant island celebrated for its remarkable
resilience after enduring Hurricane Maria in 2017, and for its
untouched nature, a tempting option for passengers looking for
opportunities off the beaten path in a well-travelled sea of islands.
Trinidad and Tobago is a billboard for the Caribbean at large,

Smaller ships, like Star
Clippers’ Royal Clipper, are
popular in the Southern
Caribbean thanks to their
largely international
passenger base culled
from around the world. 

P
ho
to
s:

A
ar
on
 S
au
nd
er
s

BY AARON SAUNDERS



Wonder,
          it’s in our Nature.
 Whether you are looking for world-class diving, 

eco-trekking or adventure activities, Dominica and 
its people offer limitless ways to shed your cares and 

refuel your passions. Come experience Dominica.

Plan your getaway at 
DiscoverDominica.com
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showcasing cultural festivals and carnivals that breathe authenticity
into a tourist’s experience. The Southern Caribbean reflects a slightly
less mainstream form of the beauty that is prevalent in the region. 

Because of its relative distance from places like Miami, the
Southern Caribbean is out of reach for weeklong cruises departing
from US homeports that are seen as being more desirable to cruise
lines for their “drive-up” potential, catering to those who live nearby
and choose not to fly. That, in turn, has created a situation where
Southern Caribbean itineraries tend to be longer and more expensive
than their Eastern and Western counterparts. 

Some cruise lines have remedied this by sailing out of another
US homeport – San Juan, Puerto Rico – which places much of the
Southern Caribbean within reach of speedier ships operating closed-
loop weeklong cruises. 

Yet the fact remains that many places in the Southern Caribbean
would like to see increased cruise traffic. Some even desire
homeport status and the lucrative financial investment that comes
along with it.

But the Southern Caribbean faces several obstacles to achieving
this goal, some of which are difficult to overcome. 

Barbados reigns supreme
Of the Southern Caribbean islands, only Barbados has

established itself as a major turnaround port for vessels carrying
American and European customers. Things are so busy, in fact, that
Barbados Port Inc. (BPI) reported that the island set a new record in
2019 for cruise ship passenger arrivals in a single year.

Between January and December 2019, a total of 853,200
passengers arrived on 422 different cruise ship calls. This represents
a 3 per cent increase in traffic from 2018, and points to sustained
growth for the island. 

Of the 422 calls recorded, 153 were homeporting vessels turning

Places like Antigua are popular cruise
port calls that can cater to smaller
vessels looking to turnaround. 

A relative lack of infrastructure is what keeps many lines from
homeporting in smaller Caribbean islands – but that has left the
islands with plenty of authentic charm.
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around in Bridgetown. That number is down slightly from 2018, when
157 vessels homeported in Barbados. However, 2019 saw an
increase in homeported passenger arrivals, up 16 per cent to
227,192. This is largely thanks to the deployment of larger vessels for
2019 by operators AIDA, Marella Cruises, and TUI. AIDA in particular
swapped out the 2,030-passenger AIDAdiva for the much-larger,
3,286-guest AIDAperla in 2019.

The island is keenly aware of the economic impact that these
increased port and homeport calls bring to the region. Kirk
Humphrey, Minister of Maritime Affairs and the Blue Economy for
Barbados, noted that Barbados Port has been enhancing its cruise
operations in relation to constraints on port capacity, improvements
to wayfinding signage, new taxi dispatch facilities, and a partnership
with Barbados Tourism Marketing Inc. 

Minister Humphrey also noted that it’s not just large vessels that
are driving capacity in Barbados. “With the trend towards megaships
and the projected increase in cruise tourism passengers, BPI also
has to respond to the growing numbers of smaller vessel operations,
who desire a more geographically segmented product for their
passengers, physically separated from the large-vessel cruise
tourism typically handled at the Port of Bridgetown,” he said. 

Barbados serves as a convenient turnaround port for weeklong
voyages headed to the Southern Caribbean, with nearby
destinations like St. Lucia, Grenada, St. Vincent, and the Grenadines,
and others within easy reach for a seven-day roundtrip voyage.
Barbados rates highly among big-ship mainstream cruisers and
luxury travellers alike: it’s not uncommon to see the likes of Silversea
or Sea Cloud berthed alongside vessels from Costa and Royal
Caribbean. 

Barbados Port is keen to separate the small-ship luxury segment
from the main port through the development of a cruise ship pier and
ancillary facilities at Speightstown. Also known as “Little Bristol”, this

community is the second-largest municipality on the island and is
situated about 12 miles north of Bridgetown. It is home to a new
luxury marina complex known as Port St. Charles. 

“Establishment of cruise facilities in the north of the island is part
of the product differentiation thrust, which will position Barbados to
capture the super-yachts and small luxury-class cruise vessels
segment of the cruise industry,” said Minister Humphrey in a
statement. 

The increase in turnaround calls is assisted by the island’s
existing infrastructure. Barbados’s Grantley Adams International
Airport offers direct flights to the US, Canada, the UK, and Europe. A
variety of hotel properties that span economy, premium, and luxury
brands can be found scattered throughout the municipality of
Bridgetown and beyond. 

Grenada: spice and success
While Grenada has not achieved homeport status, the island did

break a record in 2018 with over half a million visitors, many of whom
came by ship. It held that position in 2019, welcoming 525,453
visitors. 

Of those, 337,940 arrived by cruise ship – not quite the record
set in 2018, when 342,826 cruise passengers came ashore, but a
respectable sum nonetheless. Royal Caribbean intends to increase
its calls in Grenada from 19 to 29 calls in 2020, split between its
Celebrity and Royal Caribbean Cruises brands. Separately, Carnival
Corporation will send Carnival Cruise Line’s Carnival Fascination to
Grenada for 12 new calls in 2021. 

The ABC run
While the islands of Aruba and Curacao remain popular ports of

call for Southern Caribbean routes – including the much-sought-after
“A-B-C” run that includes Bonaire – these places are largely

Grenada still holds its traditional charm
while offering plenty of options for
passengers on day calls to the island. 
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relegated to port of call status. Though praised by visitors for their
friendliness, natural beauty, and attractions, limited air access and
insufficient hotel rooms mean that operating turnarounds for the big
megaships is, at this moment, out of reach.

The non-American port dilemma
One of the biggest factors standing in the way of the Southern

Caribbean becoming a mega homeport region is the fact that many
American cruisers lack passports. Current rules and regulations
allow American cruisers to board closed-loop voyages to the
Caribbean from US homeports with little more than a birth certificate
and driver’s licence. International passengers, on the other hand,
have been required to carry passports for decades. 

While cruise lines setting up shop in Miami or Tampa can court
American travellers without passports, the Southern Caribbean
region cannot, as a flight to any of these islands would require
passengers to have valid passports. 

That, in turn, limits many cruise lines from embarking on large-
scale deployments from non-US ports of call in the Caribbean. With
American cruisers making up the majority of the passenger base on
these Caribbean runs, it is more lucrative to keep these vessels
homeported in Florida and San Juan. 

Barbados works as a turnaround port because it can cater to
both North Americans and Europeans. P&O UK, Marella Cruises,
Star Clippers, and others regularly use Barbados because it is a
convenient point of air access for their guests. In addition to direct
flights from Canada, the UK, and Europe, Barbados also offers
direct flights from the US, enabling lines operating from Bridgetown
to cater to a truly international passenger mix. 

Global turmoil as regional driver
This article went to print around the time of the Covid-19

coronavirus pandemic, which has severely disrupted the cruise
industry around the world. While it is premature to gauge the long-
term impacts of the virus, it could be the spark that ignites growth in
the Southern Caribbean, as worried travellers look to cruise to
destinations closer to home, or ones that are perceived as safer or
less crowded than those further abroad. Still, it seems that the region
is not immune to ship diversions and travel bans. 

One thing is for sure: The Southern Caribbean remains a prime
cruising destination of choice – one that still has plenty of room to
expand and grow, developing as a stalwart arm of the mainstay that
is the cruise industry in the Caribbean. 

Bridgetown, Barbados, hosts one of the busiest turnaround ports in
the Southern Caribbean. 


