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UT, St. Edward’s conduct research in Belize, Costa Rica

AUTUMN RHEA CARPENTER
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

The 400-year-old Mayan Plantation in the
Central American nation of Belize appears
ripe for development.

Indeed, the Belizean government and a
Hawaiian company have big plans for the
property, including luxury resorts and a
research park. Researchers at the
University of Texas are participating in
plans for the research component.

Last year, a team from UT’s IC2 Institute
visited Belize to conduct research and to
determine the feasibility of the Belizean gov-
ernment’s working with Hawaii’s Belizea
Corp. to develop the Belizea Education
Science & Technology Park, known as BEST.

In addition to UT’s involvement, professors
and students from St. Edward’s University
have worked on projects in Costa Rica.

Jerry Mitchell, executive director of the
International Center of Austin, says that,
thanks to passage of the Central America
Free Trade Agreement, companies in
Texas will benefit from new business
opportunities in Belize, Costa Rica and
neighboring countries.

“As these growing markets open further
to U.S. exports and investment, the
research projects undertaken by universi-
ties like UT and St. Ed’s will be critical to
the success of Austin companies in the
Central American markets,” Mitchell says.

“Our ties with Central America are
already strong, but we can strengthen
those ties further through educational
exchanges, joint research projects and
business undertakings,” he adds.

David Gibson, associate director of the
IC2 Institute, sees those opportunities.
The BEST Park will feature:
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m An education center. Gibson says
Austin and Houston businesspeople within
close proximity of Belize want to attend
seminars there.

m A health and wellness center and spa.

“The local-based botanicals and tropical
environment are a natural fit for the well-
ness center,” he says.

m An incubator to support local businesses.

“Several business opportunities can be
studied in the incubator, including
agribusiness, food technology, hotel man-
agement and green building,” he says.

From IC2’s perspective, “the BEST goal
is to bring development — both tourism
and other industries — into the hands of
the local people, in a way that the environ-
ment is preserved and enhanced by indus-
try, not destroyed,” according to Gibson.

“We are motivated by the assumption
that if you have an educated local popula-
tion who love and respect their environ-
ment, the industry that they develop will
be smart and sustainable,” Gibson says.

A 400- to 1,000-acre project, BEST could
expand UT’s research efforts to include
archaeology, botany and marine biology.

“The potential for a cross-disciplinary
research center with a living laboratory is
there, if we can bring the right interests
together to provide a structure for student
exchange and research,” he says.

In July, Belizea announced its preparations
to start construction of the private Belize
Outrigger Resort & Canoe Club. But dirt has
yet to be turned on the BEST project.

“The challenge is, how can a small country
like Belize with significant assets use them to
overcome significant challenges and find a
niche to be a viable and sustainable part of the
21st-century global economy,” Gibsons says.

A similar challenge faces Costa Rica.
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Gosta Rica

Since 2003, Gary Pletcher, global business
chairman in the School of Management
and Business at St. Edward’s, has led MBA
students on several foreign excursions.

“Costa Rica is one of seven countries cho-
sen because it has an emerging economy
and stable political atmosphere, and is
indicative of how developing nations might
plan and implement economic develop-
ment,” Pletcher says.

Three times a year, St. Edward’s MBA
students tackle projects in Central
America. One project involves consultation
on the revenue of a nonprofit sea turtle

organization in Talamanca, Costa Rica.

Jamie Luna is a St. Edward’s student
who participated in the sea turtle project.

“As an MBA with a global business con-
centration, the experience is invaluable
because it provided me with real-life con-
sulting experience,” Luna says.

“I was able to do preliminary research,
then travel to the customer site and con-
duct interviews, view the sites and contin-
ue with field research. The ... scope and
breadth provided several challenging and
unique situations that you would not usual-
ly experience.”
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