
The Real Story of Disney’s Proposed Cruise Ship Port at Lighthouse Point  
 

Last weekend at the D23 fan event in Anaheim, California, the Walt Disney Company 
officially presented its conceptual plans for the development of a cruise ship port at Lighthouse 
Point on the island of Eleuthera in The Bahamas. Joe Rohde, Disney Imagineer and Chief 
Designer for this project, said that Disney wants “to call attention to the natural beauty of 
Lighthouse Point, and we’ll be directly involved in conservation efforts to preserve and protect 
the environment, because that’s what creates that beauty.” While agreeing that Lighthouse Point 
is a unique natural site of extraordinary beauty, we take issue with a number of misstatements 
about the scale and impacts of the project, as well as the process by which the fate of 
Lighthouse Point will be decided. That said, there is still one last chance for Disney to instead 
accept the offer of Bahamian and international environmental groups to cooperate to develop a 
win-win sustainable alternative.  
 
Here is what Disney has failed to share: 
 

● Mr. Rohde downplayed the scale of development by calling Lighthouse Point a “seaside 
adventure camp that touches very lightly on the surface of this extraordinary land.” 
The reality is that Disney is building a massive tourism facility.  

○ Disney is planning to spend up to $400 million to construct a 0.6 mile-long pier 
over valuable coral reefs and build onshore entertainment venues for up to one 
million visitors a year. The announcement did not have an images or mention of 
the pier which represents a major portion of the Disney’s proposed investment. 

○ Disney maintains that they are only developing 20% of the property, but this area 
contains habitats that are both fragile and valuable, including coral reefs and 
shoreline vegetation. Impacts to these systems increase the vulnerability of the 
coast to storms, erosion, increased pollution, and boat traffic - all of which lead to 
further habitat loss and increased pressure on marine life.  

 



● Mr. Rohde claimed their cruise ship port will reflect their company’s long-standing 
“commitment to environmental stewardship”, but does not mention that the port will 
be located in proposed Marine Protected Area (MPA).  

○ The oceans surrounding Lighthouse Point are so biologically rich that they have 
been proposed as a MPA. The construction and operation of a cruise ship port will 
unavoidably have negative impacts to the area’s environment that has been 
formally proposed to be protected. This sets a dangerous precedent. 

 
● Bob Chapek, Chairman of Parks, Experiences and Products for Disney, said that the 

cruise port at Lighthouse Point will “create economic opportunity and strengthen the 
community on the island of Eleuthera.”  

○ According to the Ministry of Tourism, 75% of the tourists visiting The Bahamas 
arrive on cruise ships, but they only contribute 10% of the annual tourism GDP. 
Disney has yet to demonstrate that Lighthouse Point will operate differently in 
regard to jobs, economic benefits, and access for the people of South Eleuthera.  

○ Disney has not confirmed that the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) will 
include a full analysis of economic impacts so they can be measured against the 
environmental harm. 

○ There is no evidence that Disney’s plans have strengthened the community, but 
some to the contrary as the push last year to get initial approval for the project 
became divisive.  

● Mr. Rohde highlighted that the Disney Conservation Fund “has awarded more than $75 
million in grants to conservation programs around the world, including The 
Bahamas.”  The funding is appreciated, but Mr. Rhode did not mention the potential 
economic costs associated with the environmental degradation from the proposed port 
.  

○ The project could hurt the local bonefishing business, an activity that produces 
over $150 million per year for the Bahamian economy. The project will also 



damage valuable coral reefs, which provide annual economic benefits of $312 
million from sustainable fish production, $2.1 billion from tourism and recreation, 
and $0.7-2.2 billion from shoreline protection.  

○ Of the $75 million of Disney conservation funds, some $3 million has gone 
towards  projects in The Bahamas.  Mr. Rohde appears to be suggesting that  this 
contribution for conservation research in the country can justify its proposal that 
will degrade a special natural area.? 

● Mr. Rohde states that the project will be completed “together with Bahamian artists 
and thinkers”, but he fails to mention the strong opposition of many Bahamians.  

○ Five leading Bahamian environmental groups and thousands of Bahamian citizens 
have expressed strong concerns with the project and have signed onto the Stop 
Disney - Last Chance for Lighthouse Point petition. 

● Disney has stated that it will not begin construction until the completion of the EIA, 
approval by the Bahamian Government, and public consultation. Yet Disney appears to 
have prejudged the results of the EIA.  

○ Disney has not acknowledged that the Government of The Bahamas has limited 
environmental capacity. The Bahamian Minister of Tourism has signaled that the 
Government will comply with Disney’s plans because of their environmental 
reputation. Yet even Eleuthera’s Chamber of Commerce has said that the island’s 
business community would support the project depending on the EIA.  

○ The governmental approval process has not been completed. Last year, the 
discussion of development alternatives for South Eleuthera was short-circuited. 
The EIA process needs to give Bahamian people the information they need to 
make an informed decision about the project. 

○ Disney has dismissed the call of environmentalists for a world-class EIA on 
Lighthouse Point with consideration of alternatives, economic analyses, and full 
public consultations.  

● Rohde claimed that their cruise port is “a destination that can only exist in one place, 
Lighthouse Point”, but he did not mention that their competitors have chosen other, 
already degraded sites for their cruise ports.  

○ MSC cruise line recently invested $300 million to rehabilitate an abandoned 
industrial site for their cruise ship port in The Bahamas. Disney is proposing to do 
the exact opposite and destroy a pristine natural environment. Disney should 
instead find another more suitable site for its port.  

● Rohde did not mention that Lighthouse Point was not Disney’s first choice for a cruise 
port on Eleuthera. The company’s previous plans for Egg Island were abandoned 
after a still-unreleased EIA revealed damage to coral reefs. 

○ Disney has not explained why the damage at Lighthouse Point would be any less 
severe. 



● In a July 15th Press Statement, Disney claimed they were “working closely with a 
highly qualified team of Bahamians” on the EIA, but did not mention that they have 
not been transparent with the EIA process and have been dismissive of leading 
Bahamian environmentalists. 

○ Leading Bahamian environmental groups have repeatedly asked to meet to 
discuss the environmental review for the project. On May 4th, these groups sent a 
detailed letter about the necessary scope of the EIA. Yet Disney has provided no 
information about the technical studies and analyses now underway for the EIA. 
Disney has yet to engage with their requests and has dismissed their concerns.  

● Rohde stated that Disney is working to create a destination that is “saturated with 
Bahamian culture and then imbued with Disney magic”, but failed to include that 
many Bahamians do not want a foreign company defining their culture.  

○ Many Bahamians are insulted by the notion that Disney is making decisions about 
what is good and right for The Bahamas. Catherine Kelly, Nassau Punch 
newspaper columnist,  posed this question:  “how much longer will we continue 
to allow outsiders to package our identity for international consumption? When 
will Bahamians trust other Bahamians to turn the cultural tide in our 
favour—instead of letting Mickey Mouse define who we are as a people?”  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d122ed4fb9ddd0001f8974c/t/5d2be1b6ef1f1d0001ba4791/1563156919353/EIA++Scoping+Letter.pdf

